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Topic:
Regional Powers and Security Dynamics: How do Russia, Turkey and Iran shape
security in the South Caucasus?

Introduction to the topic
In the post-Cold War era after 1991 the bipolar hegemony system which had been long
time dominated strictly by the US and the USSR broke up. At that time massive political
changes and spatial transformations took place on the European continent bringing on
the surface new states, new borders and hence a new distribution of power. It was the
beginning of the rise of regional powers. The statement ‘Regions are what states make
of them’ (Godehardt/Nabers 2011: 10) highlights the role of the state, which has since
ever formed the classical reference objects in IR, by attributing it actor qualities. Today,
it can be observed that regional powers such as South Africa, India, or Japan shape
their regional environment not only in economic but also in political terms. Thus, the
emanating influence on regions can be an intentionally taken measure, a clear foreign
policy directive, or it can be an unintentional spill over, thus an effect. Either way,
regional powers deserve a closer inspection not at least because scholars expect some
of them to pass the Western G6 states already by 2050 in their economic development
(e.g. Goldman Sachs 2003: 4), but because they set already today the policy agenda
in their regions. Having said about the importance of why to study regional dynamics,
the topic should be now narrowed to a particular aspect which is interesting to be
studied from a regional focal point, namely security.
Security has been a major issue in the discipline of IR in the past, it is equally important
today and probably it will always be one of the central objects of reference. The fact
that security can be basically everything does only highlight the immense plenitude of
this term. Certainly, there exist different approaches to security especially concerning
the levels of observation; whereas the global level would probably fit best to study the
issue of nuclear non-proliferation, the regional level intrinsically appeals to engage with
regional security dynamics and orders. Here once again, states can be seen as
dominant and important actors which simply by the virtue of geography and
neighbourhood are presumed to develop interdependence in the security domain with
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their regional partners. Hence, regional security and regional powers must mutually
influence each other. Going one step further, states can form regional orders which
enable to channel security dynamics within the region, or they can bind themselves to
agreements and finally develop whole regional integration strategies. These are just
examples of the many of different frameworks which could be approached through the
lens of security. Finally, this is the point, where the two introduced topics regional
powers and security in its broadest sense intersect and formulate in general the study
objects in my master thesis.
Research target, research question
The idea of my master thesis is to take a closer look on regional powers and the
influence they exert on security and conflict dynamics in their region. Obviously do
neighbouring states develop throughout history interdependencies in all possible
domains of interaction. Hence, even isolated states cannot fully seal oneself off from
the external world and certainly not from events taking place in its direct surrounding.
Thus, I assume that there must be a mutual relationship between conflict and security
dynamics and security policies of regional powers. Having said this, I formulate my
research target as the following: I would like to explore (1) which role regional powers
play in regional contexts, (2) how strong is their influence and (3) how does this affect
a regional security architecture as a whole?
I will approximate my targets through the following research question:
How do regional powers shape the security environment within their regional
subcomplex?
Literature review
The following literature review will include only the most important works which are
essential to understand the overall theoretical framework of the thesis. I envisage the
theoretical framework of my thesis to be situated within the intersection of realist
tradition in IR, the English and Copenhagen schools and their impact in Security
Studies. The realist view of security is strongly linked and dominated by a state-centric
and power-based understanding thereof. The permanent state of conflict due to the
anarchic order does determine how states interact and how they carry out their
decisions. The English school affirm realist conclusions and goes one step further by
arguing that in a world full of enemies’, rivals’ and friends’ different societies can occur
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characterized through precisely these patterns of perception. Thus, the English school
assumes that depending on the type of society a state is situated in the approach
towards security will vary. Further, the Copenhagen School in IR should be mentioned
according to their impacts achieved in the study of security. First, they succeeded in
the widening of the definition of security from its core realist understanding of mere
military security to other sectors such as the economic, societal and environmental
security. Second, the development of a securitization theory rooted in the academic
thoughts of constructivism provides since then highly informative insights to the
processes of securitization. Finally, Barry Buzan’s contributions to the analysis of
regional security configurations should be stated here since the master thesis will build
up mainly on this theory. The introduced theoretical strands of realism, English and
Copenhagen schools form therefor the fundamentals for the regional security complex
theory (RSCT) which will be described in detail.
First of all, Buzan has enriched the literature on security studies with his work People,
States and Fear: An Agenda for international security studies in the post-cold war era
(1983), reaching out to the broader audience that security needs to be newly
conceptualized. He has indeed provided a comprehensive framework for the analysis
of international security in a completely changing environment introducing new sectors
of security. This sectoral approach has been complemented by the introduction of a
regional approach towards security in Security: A New Framework for Analysis (1997).
Finally, these works have paid the way for the development of the regional security
complex theory mainly described in Regions and Powers: The Structure of
International Security (2003); the work of joint authorship with his colleague Ole
Waever. The main idea behind the theory can be described as the following: Since the
end of the Cold War the structure of the international system has changed completely.
In order to better understand IR within its new conditions it is helpful to approach it
through the prism of levels. Buzan assumes that on the one hand, there is the global
level with global powers acting on this stage and setting out the global trends. On the
other hand, there exists a subsystem level where powers of lesser capabilities are
preoccupied with problems of a regionally limited scope. Both levels interact, but
nonetheless the differentiation between them allows for a much better understanding
of inter alia security dynamics (e.g. Buzan/Waever 2004: 4). Buzan suggests that since
states are foremost confronted with immediate regional threats, they develop
throughout time and history regional security interdependencies which in turn form the
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groundwork for Regional Security Complexes (RSC). It is argued that RSCs represent
a
‘set of units whose major processes of securitization, desecuritization, or both are so
interlinked that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved
apart from one another’ (Buzan/Waever 2003: 44).
Thus, this definition indicates security interdependence and geographical proximity as
crucial aspects for the formation of an RSC. Further, the authors assume that there
exist two main variables which are meaningful for the understanding of how RSC are
shaped. These variables, the pattern of amity and enmity and the distribution of power,
can be applied to any regional complex. Both are highly informative since they help to
unveil the mutual and regional relations within the complex. The former tells the
evolution of interdependencies which had emerged throughout history and in different
sectors; ultimately all these linkages contribute to the perception of security within this
regional complex. This pattern is rooted in the constructivist theory since Buzan
assumes that it is the socially constructed reality that defines the degree of friendship
or enmity between states. On the contrary, the distribution of power is based on a mere
realist perception that states find themselves in an anarchic world and that power is
the decisive criteria to organize evolved relations. Altogether, RSCs are long-lasting
formations which can provide substantial knowledge about security dynamics within
subsystem level complexes. The purpose in the envisaged master thesis is to
demonstrate the intertwining structure of influences asserted by regional powers. Thus,
the operationalization of the RSC theory allows not only for a detailed analysis at the
state-actor level of regional complexes, but it also pays close attention to the evolution
of relations as well as their present state. The approach towards Regional and Security
Studies suggested by Buzan seems ergo to be one of the most overarching and
thoughtful and will be thus applied in the thesis.
Conceptual and theoretical framework
My theoretical concept will be derived from the Regional Security Complex Theory I
shortly introduced in the literature review. Thus, the authors have provided four main
aspects on which to focus when analysing regional security. First, the researcher could
start with the domestic vulnerabilities of each regional power under investigation. It is
a valid point, since it is impossible to concentrate only on foreign policy separated from
the domestic agenda. Moreover, looking insight the regime structure and at its special
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features allows for a comprehensive understanding of the possible threat perceptions
and security policies. This step will lead to a first reliable reflection of the state and
possibly it will allow to detect the nexus between the domestic and external security.
In a second step, state-to-state relations within the region will be examined. As central
issues can be stated here past and ongoing conflicts, formation of alliances or
coalitions, cooperation on the intraregional level in economy, military, politics,
multilateralism and integration projects. Thirdly, interregional relations should be also
included. This means, that the geographical area will be broadened and relations with
states outside the region or whole regional complexes should be investigated as well.
As in the previous step, patterns which influence the development should be unveiled,
thus such aspects as cooperation, competition or rivalry could provide important key
facts for a better understanding of the region. Finally, the attention should be paid to
the interplay between regional and global security. Does the region affect global
powers or external regional powers? What are their interests and how strong are they
involved? Do they channel the security dynamics in the region significantly?
I assume that such a theoretical operationalization of the regional powers will provide
deep and detailed information forming the groundwork for further investigation. In a
further step the goal will be to detect the causal mechanisms linking regional powers
(independent variable) to the security dynamics within their region (dependent
variable). It will be necessary to sequence the study by setting a clear starting and final
point, and hence focusing only on the causal mechanisms within the chosen temporal
space. This would allow to determine further possible turning points, critical junctures
and windows of opportunities within the considered space.
Empirical data and analytical techniques
The envisaged research will be carried out in a qualitative style since my study interest
lies in the detailed investigation of my research question, focusing mainly on processes
and relationships within the study of interest. I pursue the goal to achieve a deep
analysis pointing out the idiosyncrasies of a given case, rather than to draw broad
generalizing conclusions from it. Considering that, I suggest applying a case study
design for my research. Since I pursue the goal to unveil the mechanism of how X
affects Y the analytical method of Causal Process Tracing (CPT) seems to suit best
my research. CPT will hint not only whether the presumed independent variable
mattered but it will also provide insights as to how it influenced the dependent variable.
5

This technique allows to draw conclusions which will be strongly linked to the case
under investigation and hence the identified causal factors will have only explanatory
power within the case.
Case Study Selection
When choosing the case(s) to be investigated within a CPT framework, it is important
to argue for its practical relevance and social importance rather than to search for
cases which could be compared, since the point of CPT is to reach a comprehensive
understanding of the individual matter (e.g. Blatter/Haverland 2012). Hence, I will
outline the motivation for the case study I have chosen bearing in mind these two
criteria.
Referring back to the aspects of regional powers and security which I have already
introduced in general terms, the point is to specify now the envisaged case under
investigation. The end of the Cold War led to tectonic shifts in especially one region –
the former territory of the USSR. Together with the dissolution of the latter a huge
security complex which once had been guaranteed and provided from Moscow also
collapsed. Hence, 15 states found themselves liberated but also aside of any security
community. Today, almost 30 years later security still constitutes a stumbling block
among those states, and many of these states dominate on the European continent in
the reporting of violent conflicts. I would like to focus especially on one geographical
subregion of the former USSR, namely the South Caucasus. When looking at this
region which consists of the Republic of Georgia, the Republic of Armenia and the
Republic of Azerbaijan, one immediately recognizes it as a conflict-torn region where
all three states are touched by wars. The three unsolved violent conflicts are on the
one hand the secessionist breakaway republics in Georgia, Abkhazia and South
Ossetia, and on the other hand, the interstate war between Armenia and Azerbaijan
over the territory of Nagorno Karabakh. All these conflicts are protracted and more or
less frozen. However, all of them can be hardly separated from a general security
architecture in the region which is also shaped by such regional powers as Russia in
the North and Iran and Turkey in the South. All together they are intertwined
historically, culturally, economically and finally politically. Hence, the case under
investigation in this master thesis will form the regional security subcomplex in the
South Caucasus.
The practical relevance of the chosen case lies first of all in the aim to reveal deep
roots of the today’s security environment in this region and the attempt to trace regional
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interrelations. Since the mentioned conflicts are ongoing it is important to provide
updated, profound knowledge about the region and its current trends in order to
progress in their management. Second, the policies of Iran, Turkey and Russia which
will be examined in the study are of major interest for a wider global community at least
in the field of International Relations, since all of them significantly participate and
determine the developments in a huge area stretching from the Mediterranean, to the
Middle East and Central Asia. The social importance of investigating the security
dynamics in the South Caucasus shaped by their regional powers is closely linked to
the last point, since it is a region of high interest in many senses and for many actors.
It is a junction in terms of transportation routes and energy supply, connecting East
and West, North and South. Therefore, the South Caucasus is not only on the agenda
of the mentioned regional powers but also on that of the EU, US and China.
Consequently, a valid and up-to-date Causal Process Tracing of how regional powers
shape the security dynamics is undoubtedly necessary and appropriate.

Empirical data
The necessary data for my study will be collected from different sources. I will work
with the secondary literature covering my study of interest: monographies, journal
articles, reports, expert interviews and further valid publications. Moreover, I will
endeavour to work with archives in order to integrate primary sources in my research.
Incomplete list of empirical data sources:
Caucasus Research Resource Center
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI)
Georgian Foundation for Strategic and International Security (GFSIS)
International Crisis Group
OSCE archives/documentation centre in Prague
Royal Institute for International Affairs - Chatham House
Caucasus analytical digest (CAD)
German Council on Foreign Relations
German Institute for International and Security Affairs

7

References
Baldwin, David A. (1997): The concept of Security, Review of International Studies,
vol. 23, pp. 5-26.
Barrinha, André (2013): The Ambitious Insulator: Revisiting Turkey's Position in
Regional Security Complex Theory, Mediterranean Politics, vol. 19, nr. 2, pp. 165182.
Blatter, Joachim/Haverland, Markus (2012): Designing Case Studies. Explanatory
Approaches in Small-N Research, Palgrave Macmillian, Hampshire.
Buzan, Barry (1983): People, States and Fear. The National Security Problem in
International Relations, Wheatsheaf Books LTD, Sussex.
Buzan, Barry et al. (1997): Security: A New Framework for Analysis. Lynne Rienner
Publishers, London.
Buzan, Barry/Waever, Ole (2003): Regions and Powers. The Structure of
International Security, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge.
Cornell, Svante E. (2001): Small Nations and Great Powers. A Study of Ethnopolitical
Conflict in the Caucasus, Curzon Press, London.
Eder, Franz (2008): Sicherheitspolitik im Südkaukasus: Zwischen balancing,
Demokratisierung und zögerlicher Regimebildung [Security policy in the South
Caucasus: Between balancing, democratization and hesitant regime building],
Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, Baden-Baden.
Eyvazov, Jannathkan (2011): Some Aspects of the Theory of Regional Security
Complexes as applied to Studies of the Political System in the Post-Soviet Space,
Central Asia and the Caucasus Press AB, vol. 12. nr. 2. pp. 17-24.
Fawn, Rick/Nalbandov, Robert (2012): The difficulties of knowing the start of war in
the information age: Russia, Georgia and the war over South Ossetia, August 2008,
8

European Security, vol. 21, nr. 1, pp. 57-89.
Fawn, Rick (2012): Georgia and the war, European Security, vol. 21, nr. 1, pp. 1-4.
Flanagan, Stephen E. (2013): The Turkey-Russia-Iran Nexus: Eurasian Power
Dynamics, The Washington Quarterly, vol. 36 nr. 1, pp. 163-178.
Gary, Thomas (2011): How to do Your Case Study. A guide for Students &
Researchers, Sage Publications Ltd., London.
Gaprindashvili, Paata/Utkin, Sergey et al. (2017): Georgia and Russia: In search of
ways for normalization, Georgian Foundation for Strategic and International Studies,
policy paper.
Godehardt, Nadine/Nabers, Dirk (2011): Regional Powers and Regional Orders,
Routledge, Abingdon.
Goldman Sachs (2003): Dreaming with BRICs: The Path to 2050. Global Economics
Paper No. 99, 1.10.2003, https://www.goldmansachs.com/insights/archive/archivepdfs/brics-dream.pdf [20.03.2019].
Hill, Christopher (2003): The Changing Politics of Foreign Policy, Palgrave
Macmillian, New York.
Johnson, Janet (2005): Political Science Research Methods, CQ Press, Washington.
Klimenko, Ekaterina (2018): Protracted Armed Conflicts in the Post-Soviet Space and
their impact on Black Sea Security, SIPRI Insights on Peace and Security, nr. 2018/8.
Lake, David/Morgan, Patrick (1997): Regional Orders. Building Security in a New
World, Pennsylvania State University Press, Pennsylvania.
Markedonov, Sergey (2017): The Nagorno-Karabakh Conflict: At the crossroads of
foreign policy interests, 9.3.2017, Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC),
Analytical articles, viewed 20.02.2019, http://russiancouncil.ru/en/analytics-andcomments/analytics/nagorno-karabakhskiy-konflikt-na-perekrestke-vneshnepolitich/
9

[20.02.2019].
Mehran Kamrava (2017): The Great Game in West Asia: Iran, Turkey and the South
Caucasus, Oxford University Press, Oxford.
Popescu, Nicu/Secrieru, Stanislav (2018): Third Powers in Europe ‘s East, Chaillot
Papers 144, EU Institute for Security Studies, Paris.
Ramsbotham, Oliver et al. (2011): Contemporary Conflict Resolution. The prevention,
management and transformation of deadly conflicts, Third edition, Polity Press,
Cambridge.
Suchkov, Maxim A. (2015): Essays on Russian Foreign Policy in the Caucasus and
the Middle East, Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft, Baden-Baden.
Waever, Ole (1995): Securitization and Desecuritization, in Lipschutz, Ronnie D.
(ed.), On Security, Columbia University Press, New York, pp. 46-86.
Yin, Robert K. (2014): Case Study Research. Design and Methods, Sage
Publications Ltd., London.

10

Declaration on the independent writing of the Master’s thesis
I affirm that I have written this thesis independently and have not used other than the specified
resources. All passages that were taken from other texts, as literal quotations or indirect
quotes, are included with detailed references and by the usual rules of scientific quotation
(including the World Wide Web and other electronic text and data collections). This also applies
to drawings, graphic images, sketches, tables and the like. I am aware that any false
information will be treated as an attempt of deception. All methods to detect plagiarism will be
applied as consequence.

Kehl, 26 July 2021

Table of content
1. Introduction .......................................................................................................... 1
2. Literature review................................................................................................... 7
Regions and Regionalism in Social Sciences ......................................................... 7
The Concepts of Security ...................................................................................... 13
Study of the Caucasus .......................................................................................... 20
3. The Regional Security Complex Theory............................................................. 24
Domestic politics/ vulnerabilities ............................................................................ 28
Russia ................................................................................................................ 28
Turkey ................................................................................................................ 31
Iran ..................................................................................................................... 35
State-to-state relations .......................................................................................... 38
Interregional relations ............................................................................................ 42
Global influence on the example of China ............................................................. 47
4. Research Methodology ...................................................................................... 51
Case study research in Social Sciences ............................................................... 51
Research Design ................................................................................................... 52
Evolution of the conflict ......................................................................................... 55
Case selection ....................................................................................................... 58
Theoretical research concept ................................................................................ 60
5. Results and Discussion ...................................................................................... 65
Nagorno-Karabakh War 2020 ............................................................................... 65
Analysis of the Case Study ................................................................................... 70
Limitations of the Research Design ....................................................................... 74
The outcome of the war and the states in the region............................................. 75
A Russian brokered peace for Nagorno Karabakh ................................................ 77
New Polarity within the South Caucasus Regional Subcomplex? ......................... 78
6. Concluding remarks ........................................................................................... 79
7. Abstract .............................................................................................................. 83
8. Sources .............................................................................................................. 85

List of figures
Figure 1: Map of the South Caucasus with the non-recognized territories Abkhazia,
South Ossetia and Nagorno-Karabakh, and the neighbouring countries Russia,
Turkey and Iran .......................................................................................................... 4
Figure 2: Russia's President Putin is meeting Iran's former President Rouhani (left)
and Turkey's President Erdogan (right) in Sochi, Russia, November 2017 .............. 46
Figure 3: Tovuz region on the Armenian-Azerbaijani border .................................... 65
Figure 4: Territorial adjustments as a result of the second Nagorno-Karabakh War in
autumn 2020........................................................................................................... 69

1. Introduction
The writing of this thesis was motivated by a general interest to grasp where does the
world stand today, and what characterises the processes at this point in time. How can
events that are affecting global affairs be better understood and classified. This interest
arose from the pure observation and reflection on the world around us. After the
Second World War, the order of the world has been re-established implying a set of
rules and norms. Henceforth and for the next sixty years international relations have
been understood and exercised in a standard fashion with only little outliers to be seen
as exceptions confirming the rule. And yet, the world seems to have been changing for
the last thirty years. Therefore, the fundamental question is, what is happening on the
international dimension in the world and what effects can we already determine now?
In order to do this, we must first describe what kind of new developments have taken
place.
The 1990s saw colossal upheavals and a structural change in world politics. The
stereotypical picture of a map of the world divided into two mutually hostile camps, the
East-West partition, disintegrated. The collapse of the bipolar power distribution of the
hitherto leading forces, the US and the Soviet Union, has led to tremendous shifts.
Some argue that what followed suit is a multipolar world order with several regional
centres of gravitation in terms of power exercise (cf. Hurrell 2006, Turner 2009); others
tend to agree that a unipolar world has emerged with solely one hegemon, the US (cf.
Ikenberry et al. 2011, Tizzard 2017). Another third group of scholars is convinced that
we are living in the age of nonpolarity, where numerous states are exerting power in
different ways thus coming to replace the US-Soviet Union dichotomy (cf. Haass 2008;
Zakaria 2008). Despite the different viewpoints in how to label it, it is already now
observable that this new distribution of power in the world is happening, and many
states want to oppose the preponderance of one sole power and better profile their
own position.
An article published by Goldman Sachs in 2003 stated Brazil, Russia, India and China
as the rising powers for their strong and prosperous economic growth (cf. Goldman
Sachs 2003). The author forecasted that these states would leave behind the big
1

western economies by 2050. This publication has aroused keen interest among
observers and academics alike, but also among the countries that are expected to play
this leading economic role in the near future, who subsequently convened the BRIC
forum. Over the last decade all these states have been unlocking their potential and
demonstrating themselves as strong and influential forces seeking to take a stake in
global affairs. It is noticeable that they are constantly deepening their bilateral relations
and often liaise with other rising powers to increase their mutual political weight in the
global agenda, thus achieving the goal of their interests being considered (cf. Patrick
2010: 45). This argument demonstrates that by relying on the economic wealth, these
states are equally elaborating political power resources. Although such observations
are relevant, it needs to be highlighted that if one takes the potential of the economy
as the only common denominator for states to be seen as rising powers, this produces
a highly mixed and disproportionate group that is ultimately of no value from an
academic point of view (An economically strong China cannot be compared with a
lately only extremely weakly growing Russia in economic terms). Therefore, it seems
more appropriate to look at the forces and observe what consequences their rise
causes from a different angle. Based on the argument that these powers have in
common that all of them have never been fully integrated in the Western post-war
model after the second World War (cf. Hart/Jones 2010: 67), they are consequently
gaining momentum now while ‘the ancient world’ of the West is witnessing changes
and upheavals, in order to generate a new order in which global processes are codetermined by them or even dominated in the long term (cf. Newman/Zala 2018: 871).
It is argued that with their enhanced power capabilities in economic, political as well as
military terms these powers are already today bringing in changes to the global sphere,
and thus challenging the existing norms and rules.
In order to set a scope for where these changes can be potentially observed, the
attention shall be turned towards the study of powers who are, as will be argued in the
next chapters, the decisive forces in regional contexts, and who are extensively
challenging the supremacy of Western powers within these regions. It is particularly
striking to observe the increased activity and the influence of rising forces in regional
affairs since all of them stem from certain regions where they have been historically
active and hence form regional powers. Putting the focus on the investigation of their
policies seems to be a key in order to endeavour to reply to the research questions as:
(1) which roles do regional powers play in regional contexts, (2) how strong is their
2

influence and (3) how does this affect a particular aspect, namely the regional security
architecture? Deriving from these observations, more information should be available
as to whether the involvement of regional powers on the rise profoundly change the
existing institutional mechanisms on the global level, or whether they are even
promoting new, parallel tracks, sidelining the consolidated powers.
In order to approach the research questions, it is regarded as necessary to assess how
regional powers see themselves, their regional order and the interdependencies in
relation to the most decisive and sensitive area in international relations, namely
security. This thesis defines therefore as object under investigation the three regional
powers: Russia, Turkey and Iran who share a centuries long common neighbourhood
in the region of the South Caucasus. In this context, it should be noted that the postSoviet space turns out to be a particularly interesting setting to investigate when it
comes to the concept of security. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, its huge
territory split into many smaller segments, independent states; a completely new
picture emerged starting from the Carpathians in the very West, until to the Bering
Strait, separating Russia and the US, Alaska (cf. Lynch 2002: 832). On this space did
not only some 15 new, sovereign and internationally recognised states emerge, but
there has equally emerged over the last 30 years some 6 territorial formations claiming
their independence: Transnistria in Moldova, Luhansk Peoples Republic and Donetsk
Peoples Republic in Ukraine, South Ossetia and Abkhazia in Georgia, and NagornoKarabakh remains disputed between Azerbaijan and Armenia. Officially, none of these
formations are internationally recognised; none of them can be found on an official
map, and yet all of them from time to time attract the attention of policy makers and
definitely scholars dealing with the post-Soviet space. They are all often discussed
worldwide at short notice, but one waits in vain for a reintegration or a conflict
resolution. Regional powers nonetheless are obliged to deal with these conflicts since
they pose very concrete threats and challenges to the security architecture in their
common regional setting.
For dynamics to be captured, and especially as not to miss out any decisive changes
in these conflicts it is regarded as indispensable to undertake periodical reviews of the
situation. On the case of last year’s war that erupted between Armenia and Azerbaijan
producing new shifts, the question of regional powers’ stake in security in this regional
subcomplex should be investigated. The aim is to undertake a stocktaking of the
3

dynamics in the South Caucasus region, drawing first a broad picture of relations in
this neighbourhood in relation to the three powers Russia, Turkey and Iran, in order to
subsequently turn the attention suit to the empirical observation of the second
Nagorno-Karabakh war that happened between 27 September and 9 November 2020.
It is assumed that the three states Russia, Turkey and Iran can be categorized as rising
powers in the sense that their incentive is to challenge the existing world order. All of
them have certainly subjective reasons stemming from their particular evolution as
state-actors in international relations of why they want to dominate in their regional
context and bringing about this way a change and create impulses for the global order
to alter. I argue that the case study envisaged could potentially unveil on the question
of how this is done practically.

Figure 1: Map of the South Caucasus with the non-recognized territories Abkhazia, South Ossetia and NagornoKarabakh, and the neighbouring countries Russia, Turkey and Iran (Source: Fall, 2006, p. 199).
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This work begins with a literature review on the academic spheres that are underlying
the research questions. These spheres are considered to be Area Studies and
Regionalism, the Security concept in IR and the Study of the Caucasus. By outlining
the evolution of these disciplines, it is aimed to demonstrate how scholarly works have
been evolving and how new topics and issues found their way into the disciplines.
Equally, the review shall shed light on what can be detected as forming deficits in the
respective area and highlight gaps which can be filled through this and further
research. The section to follow will be dealing with relations among the three regional
powers on respectively different levels of observations. Therefore, it is necessary to
first of all present the Regional Security Complex Theory, that provides a descriptive
framework through which the relations within the security complex of the South
Caucasus can be perceived, and which will find its application to the regional subcomplex in an additional step. Since the present work can be characterised as a
descriptive and hypothesis-testing investigation, the assumed relationship in the case
study needs to be paid special attention to and outlined accordingly in the Research
Design. Thus, the methodological part will be presented to the reader, introducing the
framework of the study, the method chosen as well as the measurement for the
empirical observations to be made. The theoretical research concept which implies the
application of the Causal Process Tracing method will be further utilized to gain
evidence from the second Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020 in order to affirm or reject
the hypothesis. In a final step, I shall place the results of the case study into a broader
framework and discuss their importance for the different regional states. I will turn my
attention equally to responding to the research questions outlined in this introduction.

As for the relevance of the present study, I envisage that the research on regional
powers rise and the influence they exert on security issues will contribute to enrich the
current literature on this topic. My motivation has been to fill a gap, since to my
knowledge there is no such an analysis of Russia’s, Turkey’s and Iran’s involvement
in the second Nagorno-Karabakh War 2020 to date available unveiling it from the
perspective as I will attempt to investigate it. Moreover, researchers have so far not
engaged in case study research linking the question of these powers’ influence
regionally and their aspirations to contest the existing Western-led international order.
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To conclude, I would like to point out why it is for Europe and the European academic
research network important to produce scholarly knowledge on conflicts in the South
Caucasus and reveal the stance of such strong powers as the three regional states
introduced. This work will not engage to dismantle the EU’s stance in the region,
nonetheless, it is crucial to notice that for the EU dealing with non-recognised territorial
secessions on the European continent is deemed essential, since these conflicts are
not only bearing dangerous spillover effects, but they literally surround the EU causing
potential for escalation and hindering a comprehensive, European development. So
far, none of the conflicts have found a long-term solution, which is why it seems
necessary for the EU to follow track the dynamics of the different conflicts in order to
shape its own European foreign policy towards the post-Soviet space taking the nonsettled conflict issues fully into consideration.
For an overall European research network, studies that are closely following the shifts
and trends in regional affairs, which would take an alternative angle of observation
trying to understand motifs and behaviour of states such as Russia, Turkey or Iran,
would certainly help to close the gap of the often misunderstood or misinterpreted
foreign policy of these states, which is sometimes regarded as irrational. This
presupposes those scholars would look at the processes as they are, without applying
a template of the European way of thinking and patterns of behaviour that are
presumed to be the norm in the Western world. Only in this way can one really
understand the motives of the others and draw conclusions accordingly. From this
regard, it appears necessary to encourage such studies to be carried out.
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2. Literature review
The following literature review serves as a scientific introduction to the topic of the
present thesis and is intended to provide the reader with an insight into the state of art
literature. It is equally expected to present current research approaches and trends. In
particular, the overview will shed light on three major research areas: Regions and
Regionalism, Security, and very specifically the Study of the Caucasus. By carefully
examining what has been produced in scholarly works on these topics it should help
the researcher as well as the reader to understand better the object under observation
of this work. Through the systematic reappraisal of the research, this review
endeavours to underscore definitions which serves as first anchors; It should
furthermore draw the attention to gaps, problems and limitations.

Regions and Regionalism in Social Sciences
The common way of approaching a so far black box is to look at this object from the
outside. What is it about and how has one to imagine it? With reference to the following
literature review on the research field of regionalism one would first ask the question:
What is a region and how to know it is one when you see it? What are distinguishing
characteristics of it?
As for the definition of a region, the literature contains an infinite variety of explanations
to this question. But how to grasp regions scientifically? The first and foremost point of
departure suggests obviously to perform a geographic delimitation of the subject. In
physical geography, a region is about the common naturally determined physical
landscape which has been created over centuries by natural endogen and exogen
processes. Thus, it is a geographical unit that possess some specific, or even unique
features and which is to be distinguished from other units. Geography, to refer back to
it, also states that artificially created commonalities such as religion, culture and
language make up a region too; This forms the core study of human geography.
Followingly, from a point of view of natural science regions are attributed to have
common features. If going beyond geography, the same assumptions are to be found
in social and political sciences. A classical International Relations textbook definition
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says that a region is a ‘cluster of states that are proximate to each other and are
interconnected in spatial, cultural and ideational terms in a significant and
distinguishable manner’ (Paul 2012: 4).
In the same vein, Fawcett and Hurrell note that regionalism can be understood in ‘terms
of patterns or networks of interdependence’ (Fawcett/ Hurrell 1995: 44). The
predominant discipline dealing with the phenomenon of regions in social sciences and
humanities are Area Studies. This research field constitutes a highly multidisciplinary
research area (consisting of different vectors such as Asian, Middle East, African
studies) which can tell us the myriad specificities of a region and which have thus found
their way into various academic fields of research, such as social sciences, linguistics,
ethnography, or political science. The process of emergence of regions, specific
processes within, or simply the mechanism which keeps together the internal cohesion
of regions is the object of exploration of Regionalism, while the comparison between
regions is the focus of Comparative Regionalism (cf. Breslin et al. 2002: 9). Regions
can be studied from particular angles, for example, by focusing on the cultural
characteristics of a region, its economy, or the political and social cohesion. Speaking
in general terms, researchers are addressing two main questions when studying
regions: (1) they are interested in the creation and development of regions/ regionalism
or (2) they study the consequences thereof (cf. Lenz/Striebinger 2017: 42).
On the question of why to study regions, Peter van der Veer, a well-known Dutch
theorist specialised on Comparative Studies has pointed out: ‘The West cannot be
understood without studying the rest at the same time’ (2006: 34). There seems to be
a lot true about this statement, because if one takes up a historical glance at the
evolution of Regional Studies, initially it has been the need of mostly Western powers
to grasp a better understanding of the cultural, linguistic, geographical and sociological
realities of the territories that have been newly discovered, sketched on maps and
henceforth continuously colonised. The scholarly work thus served first and foremost
the interests of those powerful colonial powers at the time of the late 18th century.
Consequently, the knowledge about distant regions was concentrated and produced
in Europe through the lens of a European's perception – a trend that persisted for
centuries. The 20th century by contrast will remain in history as an epoch with much
upheaval, radical transformations, systematic and structural change. The devastative
consequences of two World Wars stimulated the discussions on how to foster mutual
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understanding and cooperation between the driving actors on the political arena, and
thus counteract the eruption of conflicts. The creation of an intergovernmental
institution such as the League of Nations in 1919 was, yet not long-lived, has been a
tremendous evolutionary step forward. The same idea of creating a global organisation
‘where all the world’s nations can gather together, discuss common problems, and find
shared solutions that benefit all of humanity’ (UN 2021) was echoed after the Second
World War with the establishment of the United Nations, which continues to carry out
its work for the benefit of the set objective to this day. From this it can be deduced that
in mid-20th century, ideas spread which in their core carried the firm belief of interstate
cooperation for the preservation of peace. The realist’s assumption that states are the
dominant actors on the political stage and that these are preoccupied with the militarypolitical agenda in an anarchical world, has been thus challenged by the new zeitgeist
ideas and theories of prosperity and peace through cooperation. This provided equally
impetus for the rise of regional organisations such as the International Monetary Fund
(1945), League of Arab States (1945), Council of Europe (1949), North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (1949) and European Coal and Steel Community (1951). The seminal
work Political Community and the North Atlantic Area: International Organization in the
Light of Historical Experience took the study of regions and security to a whole new
level. The group of scholars around the political scientist and sociologist Karl Deutsch
have been pioneers of the notion of ‘security communities’ arguing in essence for
integration, leading up to the point where nations would be able to overcome the
perpetual security dilemma due to the fact of becoming one grown-together community
(cf. Deutsch et al. 1957). A noteworthy theoretical advancement of Deutsch’s initial
concept has been reconceptualised with a constructivist reading and embedded into
the new realities by Adler and Barnett some forty years later (cf. 1998).
Back in the 1950s and 1960s, the ground-breaking theories of integration which were
based on such school of thoughts as neofunctionalism and intergovernmentalism
which have been praising integration beyond nation-state affected and stimulated a
whole new branch of studies (cf. Haas 1958, 1961, 1964, Lindberg 1963). Scholars
pointed to the potential value of enhanced cooperation in one distinct sphere which
would consequently spill over to adjacent areas creating this way interdependence
between states and deepen their integration (cf. Fawcett/Hurrell 1995: 59). The
theoretical assumption suggests that the more interconnected states are, the less
incentive there is for armed conflicts. This was a time when an abundant part in the
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literature of political science emerged on the topic of integration processes of regions.
Investigations have been carried out asking for the ratio of regional integration,
highlighting the role of regional institutions (cf. Acharya and Johnston 2007, Börzel
2013, 2015), analysing the shifts of political powers to supranational bodies and the
economic interconnections within regions. An incredible amount of material related to
integration dynamics on the European continent and the processes leading to the
creation of today’s European Union has been produced this way. More recent studies
in the subfield of European Regionalism have concentrated their focus on the generic
question Quo vadis Europe? Addressing its normative role, the spread of EU’s ideas
and norms, its relationship with actors outside the European Union and the processes
of external Europeanization, its accession policy (cf. Lavenex/Schimmelfennig 2009,
Börzel/Soyaltin 2012) or having been proposing new theories on how to see the EU’s
widening and deepening mechanisms which has been coined differentiated integration
(cf. Schimmelfennig/Leuffen/Rittberg 2015, Börzel 2016). Thus, regionalism in the EU
has been examined in detail, but the same cannot be said about other regions of the
world; Comparably strong supranational entities have not developed in distinct regions
of the world as the integration theory proclaims it. The success of Europe did not
happen elsewhere, nor could it be replicated on a one-to-one basis on other continents.
This implication represents a central point of criticism in the research on regionalism
and has been thus explicitly named by many scientists working in this sphere (cf.
Fawcett/Hurrell 1995, Breslin/Higgott 2003, Higgott 2006, Acharya 2012, Söderbaum
2013).
As from the 1960s and continuing into the 1990s, there have been turbulent events
happening that ushered in completely new developments and global trends.
Decolonisation allowed for the establishment of new territorial units, new states were
emerging on the African and Asian continents which as a consequence raised the
interest and directed the awareness to this region of the world. On the one hand,
scholars relocated their focus on studying the economic and development aid flows
coming from the former colonial powers in Western Europe and the US to the newly
independent states which led them raise the question of new economic dependencies
emerging (cf. Zartman 1976). On the other hand, the focus shifted towards discovering
region- and institutionbuilding processes elsewhere then in Europe, (re-)gaining
interest in regions such as Southeast Asia with its efforts to build a regional platform
for cooperation which we still know today as the Association of Southeast Asian
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Nations (ASEAN) (cf. Acharya 1997). Since then, not only success stories of
integration but also the dysfunctionalities of regional processes appeared more and
more on the research agenda.
The slow but steady weakening of the perpetual confrontation between the two hitherto
established superpowers, the US and the Soviet Union in a bipolar division of the world
resulted in new ideas giving rise to new theories, movements, and disciplines. The
rapid rise of constructivism as a school of thought conquered hearts and minds of
scholars making it quickly one of the most dominant and influential theories in IR. The
dominance of neorealism and liberalism seems to be outdated, at least for the moment,
and new study objects such as norms, values and identity found their way into the
research enabling at the same time to broaden the scope and examine their influence
on subjects usually of interest and relevance for political scientists. The enriched
methodological and analytical frameworks have broadened the horizon for regional
studies introducing a distinct movement, the New Regionalism.
The new regionalism conceives the world in transformation and leaves room for the
analysis of non-state actors’ impact that have so far been basically disregarded. The
emergence of this new thinking coincides with the noticeable spreading of
globalisation; Two seemingly opposite and drifting apart processes. One may even
question why it has not become obsolete to study regions since globalisation seemed
to overrun and overshadow any other developments by connecting, intersecting, and
bringing the global society very close. As Barry Buzan puts it ‘in a fully globalized world,
where interaction capacity was high and distance made no, or little, difference to the
ability to move people, things, and ideas, regions would weaken and perhaps
disappear’ (2012: 23). Hence, this pessimism would suggest finding the study of
regions and regionalism dead. However, the new movement in regionalism claimed
that it is exactly globalisation that scholars believe to have a tremendous influence on
regional studies, taking up the step towards more informal approaches contradicting
with the hitherto top-down logic investigating merely great powers (cf. Acharya 2012:
8-9). It seems therefore, that constructivist assumptions about the socially created
world and the impact of globalisation have truly changed the perception of what
constitutes a region and that there is no such template existing for a model
regionalisation anymore. It is no longer the materialism and state-to-state interaction
but rather intersubjectivity, common and shared goals that are required in the
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aspirations to form a region. In the same vein, Söderbaum argues to take an alternative
methodological perspective and try to perceive international relations by looking at it
through the regional lens exploring this way the regional space anew. The argument
goes that through the narrow and one-sided perspective, either giving preference to
the global or the domestic level and ignoring the regional one in between researchers
consciously deprive themselves of new angles to look at regions consequently limiting
their knowledge (cf. Söderbaum 2013).
The advances in theoretical thinking have been mirrored not only in the reaching out
for new theoretical approaches and methods but became accordingly visible in the
subjects that became the focus of the new regionalism analysis: causes and effects of
environmental degradation, transnational challenges, the global interconnectedness of
economies, refugee and migration flows and the respective regional responses to it.
Recent research shows that the current trend is moving in rather the opposite direction,
reverting to the regional as a kind of response to counter-act processes of globalisation
especially in the context of global economic dependency (cf. Breslin/Higgott 2003: 7),
but also in a way that states perceive the influence of processes of globalisation as a
direct threat to their political survival (cf. Buzan/Waever 2003: 25).
As it has been shown the study of regions, regionalism and regionalisation as subfield
of social science is a Europe-born discipline. Introduced by and initially serving
Western colonial interests, it has evolved into an academic field with widespread
research centres first of all in the US (cf. Katzenstein 2002). The core idea of a region
suggests that there are certain commonalities that bind actors, be they state-actors, as
argued in the neorealist approach, or be they non-state actors, as focused on in the
studies of the new regionalism which has been inspired by liberalism and
constructivism. It has been shown that Regionalism and Regionalisation has, for the
most part, integration projects as its main research object. However, the literature on
European integration has clearly shown its limitations being often non-adaptable to
other projects akin, nor should it be used as a benchmark against which other regional
projects are to be assessed. Its eurocentrism remains one of the central critic points of
this research field to date (cf. Hobston 2012, Söderbaum 2013). From this perspective,
it is interesting to investigate region-building processes and unveil its peculiarities in
non-European regions and regions with predominantly non-democratic regimes. The
following work will thus engage to fill this gap and contribute to the study of regions
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from a distinct angle by looking into lesser explored questions, trying to identify and
address challenges through the prism of the regional framework. It remains to be
emphasised that despite all the multidimensionality into which regional research has
branched off, the concept of territoriality remains central and will be taken up again
below. This overview has furthermore demonstrated that there are indefinite variables
on which one can focus its attention when studying regions and regionalism; but one
of the most important and permanent issues in International Relations is the question
of security, the literature review on which shall be outlined below.

The Concepts of Security
Security studies form a subfield under the umbrella of International Relations. Scholars
have been since ever interested in exploring the myriad issues, subtopics, and
subfields between the two opposite extremes of war and peace, carrying out heavy
research on security related topics. In the course of history, the approaches have been
supplemented, new concepts have evolved, and focal points have shifted, but security
still remains what absolutely all actors in world politics have always striven for and
therefore it is an indispensable object of research.
First of all, security studies have been apprehended through other reference objects.
The research field was initially defined through war, building thus the core of strategic
and military studies. Together with the historical evolution, our understanding of what
is to be included and what is to be left out from the concept, similarly as the questions
of what is to be seen as factors threatening security has always been in a state of flux.
A further fundamental question that the literature has paid attention to is: security for
whom? Security of what? What/ who is the referent object for security? Security studies
have never been a static field of research with many dynamics as new challenges and
changes occurred; although, there is a clear pattern that security studies have been
largely influenced and dominated by the theoretical assumptions stemming from
realism with the state as the main reference object. In the following literature overview,
precisely these aspects are to be presented by outlining the genesis of security studies.
The chronological course in the literature dedicated to the phenomenon of security in
the modern era (1946-) can roughly be divided into three categories: Works that have
been produced before the end of the Second World War, at a time when the research
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field was still heavily preoccupied with military and war studies, but with a slowly turn
towards a hitherto scarcely considered field of peace studies. The second category
forms the immense research produced during the Cold War, that has been heavily
inspired and influenced by the predominant bipolarity, nuclear deterrence, and a
systemic structure of the world of states at that time. Finally, the third section can be
said as having brought about a new bulk of studies produced in the post-Cold War time
during the last thirty years with a much broader and deeper sense for/ of security
studies.
Pre-1945 literature puts its attention deeply on military, geopolitics and grand
strategies examining how the main political units in the world, thus nation states,
pursue their interests. Such topics as deterrence, war but also economic or diplomatic
alliance-building, reasoned by the fact that this will serve the purpose of the statesurvival, constituted one of the main issues under scrutiny (cf. Fierke 2015: 16-18).
Along this logic, the realist scholar Walt defined security studies as ‘the study of the
threat, use, and control of military force’ (Walt 1991: 212). Indeed, have the works of
Clausewitz, or Richardson’s quantitative approaches in conflict and peace studies (cf.
Drazin et al. 1995) all provided fundamental contributions enriching the broad scope of
International Relations and the understanding thereof by that time. The realist
approach towards security which came to dominate in International Relations among
other concepts all the long decades during the Cold War has many views and
theoretical convictions in common with precisely these strategy studies (cf.
Buzan/Hansen 2009: 37). The pursuit for security became a real mantra at a time of
bipolarity when the world has been divided into two military-political blocs, that of NATO
and the Warsaw Pact whose hegemons the US and the Soviet Union were rivals and
quarrelled at arms. This fact led to a large part of the scientists in IR to sharpen their
profile on the prevailing conflict of the superpowers, and thus putting the global analysis
level completely in the forefront. The landmark works of such scholars as Morgenthau
(1948) who argued for the states’ pursuit of power to be placed central in the theory of
international relations, and such structural (neo-)realists as Waltz (1959) whose
hypothesis it was that it is the international system that pre-determines the behaviour
of states, what choices, and decisions they will undertake, all these studies immensely
influenced the discussions in the academic circles until today. As for the strive to
power, the latter can be described as ‘the ability of states to use material resources to
get others to do what they otherwise would not’ (Barnett/Duvall 2005: 40). Hence, if for
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the neorealists power is an ability to mobilise resources to get State B to do what State
A wants, ergo, one can extend this thought further and claim that security is thus for
state B the final aim that must be achieved in the course of averting the danger that
state A has exerted through material means on state B. Conflicts in this framework
arise because states are placed in an anarchic structure and thus uncertainty prevails.
Following Morgenthau, the balance of power is a desirable state, and thus the bipolar
and assumingly equally balanced state of superpowers in the course of the Cold War
represents for the security in international relations a thoroughly stable environment.
From a different angle, Herz (cf. Herz 1950) criticised the race around achieving the
greatest possible security, arguing that states create that way a security dilemma of
their own which multiplies the probability of a military conflict to occur. The term coined
by Herz has been met with lively interest in academic circles and was expanded in
many ways and tested in different areas (cf. Jervis 1978, Glaser 1997, Van Evera
1999). Additionally, for neorealists as Waltz, due to the prioritisation of the system level
analysis, the rational actor assumption has not been emphasised. On the contrary,
many scholars have raised the point of whether the state can be per se regarded as a
rational actor akin to the individual person? (cf. Buzan/Hansen 2009: 30, Mearsheimer
2009). Reflections in the literature on this point have shown that the rationality of actors
has a decisive influence on the behaviour of the actors and consequently on the
security/ threat perception. Jervis (1976) has investigated in detail the processes of
how decision-makers construct, maintain, and change their beliefs about international
relations. He has found that such subjective factors as fears and desires have a far
greater influence than previously assumed (cf. 1976). In the same vein, scholars have
claimed to adequately account for subjective factors in the analysis on security, by
which they understand such non-material aspects as tradition, norms, and cultural
distinctiveness as what concerns the use of military force (cf. Covington 2016). These
findings are all related to a first but clear departure from the narrow realistic view on
security in IR, contesting fundamental assumptions such as the supremacy of the state,
the use of material means to enhance power and consequently projecting visible and
tangible threats to national securities. Wolfers in his work National Security as an
Ambiguous Symbol has criticised the fact that security is defined solely in terms of
national interests and, according to him, in defending its interests, the States have
moved far away from core internal affairs such as the preservation of economic and
social welfare instead preoccupying themselves with moral and ideological concerns
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(cf.1952). Consequently, he claims that the discipline addressing this kind of issues
should be instead called International Security rather than veiling it under the term
national. Similarly, Beaton in The Reform for Power (1972) as well as Barry Buzan
when undertaking the attempt to map the problem of National Security in International
Relations (cf. Buzan 1983), are both critical of the prevailing way to see security
labelling it as an underdeveloped concept (cf. Buzan 1983: 3) and proposing to
enhance and enrich the hitherto national understanding to a much broader and deeper
conceptual framework. Following suit, scholars acknowledged the increase in formal
institutions with state-like characters that claimed the right to participation in world
politics; Pluralists with liberal and humanistic ideas pushed debates even further
introducing more and more such influential variables as the global society or civil rights
thus in general promoting the idea that many actors and factors influence the decisionmaking process in international relations as many interests are simultaneously at stake
(cf. Dahl 1958, Polsby 1960). Consequently, the question ‘Security for whom?’ has
over the years succeeded in being clearly extended in the direction of societal and
human security considering the individual as its referent object besides the classic
state-centeredness (cf. Buzan 1991, Waever et al. 1993).
These findings have formed the large intellectual landscape of IR theories in the 20th
century, and they have been the backbone of what has developed in academic
research as International Security Studies (ISS). Taking strategy studies as their core
and having been grown out of ‘debates over how to protect the state against external
and internal threats after the Second World’ (Buzan/Hansen 2009: 9), ISS have turned
their attention to addressing the pressing issues of our time, taking up the security
challenges of the 21st century. It compiles today besides Strategy studies many other
sub-strands such as Critical Security Studies, Poststructuralism, the Constructivist
approach towards Security Studies and the study of securitization processes which are
also known as the Copenhagen School. The latter became prominent inter alia due to
Ole Waever’s novel way of looking at what constitutes security. He claimed that literally
everything can be securitised thus formulating it as a security threat. Weaver found
that securitisation occurs in the form of a speech articulated by an actor who based on
his legitimacy, addresses him- or herself towards a certain audience. This speech
becomes a political act framing something as a security problem (cf. Waever 1995).
His findings show how quickly and easily a problem can be constructed, and once
again it reveals the need to put intersubjectivity central in the research field. These
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insights proof the assumptions about the world being socially constructed and underpin
once more for realists’ incontestable view on objectively given state-actors, interests
and power. This view finds support in Katzenstein’s introductory chapter on The
Culture of National Security where he promotes a sociological approach towards
security taking into considerations no less important influencing factors such as identity
and culture; Katzenstein elaborates further that
‘the international and domestic societies in which states are embedded shape their identities
in powerful ways. The state is a social actor. It is embedded in social rules and conventions
that constitute its identity and the reasons for the interests that motivate actors (Katzenstein
1996: 11).

Likewise, Williams states that culture is key to grasp the probability of change. In his
study of the transformations in European and US security after the Cold War he argues
that it is the democratic-liberal world view that is the lowest common denominator
which holds together European countries, and which led such a military-political
institution as the NATO to survive after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Thus,
according to Williams it is explicitly not a shared military threat that makes these states
group together put rather a common subjective aim (cf. Williams 2007: 62-63). The
explanatory power of constructivism on security issues has though its own limitations.
It argues for social factors to be included in the analysis, which is certainly the right
way forward, however, if something has been constructed, it can also change, take on
a different form or even dissolve completely (cf. Mutimer 1999: 95). In this respect, the
constructivist approach is definitely applicable for contextual analyses to unfold
ideational reasoning and motives, but it cannot provide an overarching theory and
leaves especially of substantive political-military question of security unanswered.
The diverse theoretical ways to grasp security presented above, either observed
security from the prism of the global/universal level or they aspired to shed light on the
individual level. The space in between, the regional level, remained not considered at
all or was only examined in so far as it was addressed in the framework of European
integration. In fact, the post- Cold War processes around the globe have in particular
strongly promoted regionalisation. The emergence of new states as a consequence of
decolonisation and the end of bipolarity in IR raised obviously the question in academic
circles: What is the new polarity in the system? Is it multipolar or unipolar with the US
as sole superpower? And most importantly, what does this crucial change mean for
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the stability of the system? (cf. Kegley/ Raymond 1992, Wohlforth 1999). These and
further related questions have led to a sharp increase in the number of studies dealing
with the hegemony of the US, as well as the (re-)discovery of other regions in the world;
This way a larger debate was opened for the prospects of a regional dimension of
security investigating on how order and stability can be provided.
The British researcher and one of the pioneers of the Copenhagen School, Barry
Buzan has proposed to look at security through the lens of a regional level of analysis.
He hypothesised that penetration of global level issues has happened to a much lower
degree in the periphery, hence in regions, where relations are characterised by
constant and perpetual interactions between the states of the region through the
course of time in history (cf. Buzan 1983: 105-115). This assumption meant that the
hitherto largely neglected regional analysis level bears a lot of potential for the
academic literature to be enriched. Buzan's assumption as well as his Regional
Security Complex Theory will be outlined in detail in the next section as it provides for
a sound theoretical framework to systematically arrange relations among regional
neighbours sharing the same security space. It appears indispensable to mention his
impact on security studies in general and regional security studies in particular.
Dyadic links between the concept of security and a variety of closely related questions
have been examined in detail by scholars in the 1990s as the causes and
consequences of war especially in regional settings have been requesting for scientific
answers to these problems. Prominent examples are the disintegration of Yugoslavia
from 1991 onwards which led to armed conflicts, the first of its kind in Europe since the
Second World War; Equally the African continent was suffering of ever-emerging civil
wars, deadly uprisings, and rebellions, not to mention alone the Rwanda genocide. As
a consequence, scholars preoccupied themselves with the examination of domestic
factors which they found to be decisive for region-building.
The peaceful end of the Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet Union have
altogether produced a substantial change in world politics and so has the classical
understanding of security shown its insufficiency, and the theoretical framework of
neorealism has unveiled its limitation with regard to its explanatory power. Scholars
have thus moved forward the security agenda looking at the concept from different
sectoral perspectives while at the same time questioning its core pillars. Can it
(realism) explain such shifts as an ever-increasing importance of international
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organisations, the impacts of globalisation or newly emerging issues on the political
agenda such as the environmental change, the refugee crisis or terrorism? Despite the
fact that the international environment has become increasingly volatile and complex,
the scientists are not leaving behind the traditional understanding of security and
approaches to it but are rather adopting and building on it.
This literature review has revealed a summary of the manifold studies on security over
the last century. Importantly to be noted is that all of them do not oppose each other
and should be rather regarded as overlapping or complementing each another. In
conclusion it remains to be highlighted that ISS forms a typical Western-type discipline
which equally means that the perceptions, assumptions and consequently conclusions
that are made under this framework are drawn on the basis of the European system of
knowledge and understanding. The non-European security culture may have a totally
distinct understanding of the concept with alternating threat perceptions which is why
it is important to take into account subjective factors and the possible asymmetry in
‘war culture’. This is closely linked with another limitation of the literature, which is that
for a long period during the Cold War, security concerns in distinct areas of the world,
that could not be located at system level and linked to the superpowers rivalry, was
given rather less attention or has been a priori presented in light of the effects it might
have had to the predominant stance of superpowers (cf. Buzan/Hansen 2009: 19,
Souleimanov 2013: 6). Finally, once more should be outlined that realism though being
very influential to date, has a very narrow view which often cannot match up anymore
with fundamental structural changes in the world. While this school of thought in its
genuine form opts for continuity, changes are persistently happening, and hence it is
not always succeeding in explaining these convincingly.
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Study of the Caucasus
The Caucasus catches the attention of social scientists for mainly two reasons: they
either explore the infinite depths of the anthropology and ethnocultural history of this
corner of the world which is home to an incredible range of peoples and ethnic groups;
Or they focus on the study of the conflicts in the Caucasus. The German political
scientist Heinemann-Grüder has captured the essence of what the region is about
when he said: ‘What the states [of the South Caucasus] have in common is that they
define themselves through primary enemies, the influence of external powers and the
experience of violence’ (Heinemann-Grüder 2015:163).
By and large, scholars devoted themselves to this region and its peculiarities for the
first time after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Before that time, everything had rather
fallen into the same pot of Soviet studies. One should be reminded that in fact, the
Western scientific community de facto opened a completely new chapter paying
attention to a hitherto underexplored region. The predominant existing knowledge
about and from the region was by far in Russian and only then in the respective local
languages available. But even these existing materials had only limited added value
since it has been written and published in a strictly controlled and censored soviet
regime. Hence, the developments after 1991 have naturally predetermined the
direction in which scientific interests in this hitherto black box has been steered: To
study the transformation processes in whole of the post-Soviet area together with its
political, economic, and social changes and facing thus concrete state-building
challenges.
Disputes and conflicts inherent to the region form a further grand area of the literature
on the Caucasus. Each individual conflict has been put well under scrutiny by
researchers and for each of them there are introductory as well as comprehensive
works that present the whole wide range on the historical development of the conflict,
the spiral of escalation and the respective views of the opposing parties fighting each
other. Interestingly, here again, a major part of the literature has been produced by
Russian scholars as well as from local researchers who, however, tended to take a
partial stance, favouring one of the conflict parties or simply overestimating the role of
forces outside the South Caucasus, one-sidedly ascribing them the defining role in the
way how these conflicts developed (cf. Souleimanov 2013: 3-4). Lately, western
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authors provided their impact to the study of the difficult and complex questions of the
South Caucasus. Svante Cornell’s Small Nations and Great Powers: A Study of
Ethnopolitical Conflict in the Caucasus (2001) is truly a seminal work that is still today
considered as one of the most comprehensive reference works on the historical
pathogenesis of the conflicts in the Caucasus. The Swedish political scientist describes
in detail the course of the conflicts from within the region, but he also addresses the
question of the role of the influence of the external powers Russia, Turkey, Iran and
the US on the security setting in the region. Cornell's work lacks considerations on the
EU as a geopolitical actor which should certainly be taken into account of investigating
the influence of powerful actors. Nonetheless, he adds precisely this point in his recent
contribution The International Politics of the Armenian-Azerbaijani Conflict, The
Original “Frozen Conflict” and European Security (2017), where he explicitly cites ‘that
the South Caucasus was a flashpoint in European security with an impact extending
considerably beyond its borders’ (Cornell 2017: 2). Cornell’s scope of research is not
narrowed to the conflicts in the South of the Elbrus Mountains, but he equally strives
to grasp the whole of the Caucasus when he turns his attention as well to the conflicts
in the Russian Northern Caucasus. This constitutes today an increasingly fading view,
namely, to depict the region as a whole, as one living organism with its greater
interregional continuities and fluctuations, and more important with its inherent flows
and exchange between societies (cf. Lynch 2003: 10); This perspective seems to be
only taken into account in literature that explicitly deals with the anthropological and
social science perspective of regional research. This view is supported by Florian
Mühlfried (cf. Mühlfried/Sokolovsky 2012, Mühlfried 2018, 2019) who has contributed
to the Study of the Caucasus in the domain of religious plurality, radicalisation and
cultural rituals mostly using examples from Georgian Highlands. The author advocates
seeing the Caucasus in its widest possible scope and thus helping the emergence of
a ‘Caucasology’ which has failed to develop until then. Mühlfried argues that the
studies and explanations of both Russian and Western scholars have failed to unfold
the complexity and diversity of the Caucasus by simplifying the inherent and profoundly
heterogeneous processes of the region, and instead using template-like longevaluated methods and concepts to explain all its processes and problems.
A growing body of literature has been produced on the different conflicts. The British
journalist Thomas de Waal succeeded in creating an all-embracing, highly detailed
description of the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh between Azerbaijan and Armenia.
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His Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through Peace and War (2013), The
Caucasus: An Introduction (2010) and Great Catastrophe: Armenians and Turks in the
Shadow of Genocide (2015), they all express the complexity of the problems of the
peoples and their centuries-long enmities that still characterise their relationships
today. Furthermore, such authors as Laurence Broers and Uwe Halbach should be
mentioned as they are providing latest analysis on the current events in the South
Caucasus based on their engagement with the topic of peacebuilding initiatives and
cooperation in the region for many years (cf. Broers 2019, Broers/Yemelianova 2020,
Halbach 2020). The discipline of conflict and peace studies provides for a long list of
studies that have been investigating in different factors and reasons that can potentially
contribute to the outbreak of war. In regard to the South Caucasus, many studies name
the ethnofederalism of the Soviet Union as having created ideal condition for titular
nations in the Caucasus (equally as elsewhere in the post-soviet space) to contest their
independence after the dissolution (Roeder 1991, Beissinger 2002, Zürcher 2007,
Beissinger/ Kotkin 2014, Saparov 2015).
Finally, another bulk of works is dedicated to the influence external actors exercise on
the Caucasus. Here, mainly the EU, US and Russia and since quite recently as well
China are closely examined with regard to the tactics they apply, the aims they pursuit
and the repercussions it has on the Caucasus. An extensive paper on Third powers in
Europe’s east (2018) has been recently presented by Nicu Popescu and Stanislav
Secrieru. The paper concentrates on what attracts different state-actors to engage in
the South Caucasus and EU’s eastern neighbourhood, paying attention not only to the
interests of such actors as China, US, Russia and Turkey but also incorporating the
views from distinct powers as Israel or the Arab states.
On the global powers influence and possible fruitful cooperation, the Russian scientists
and Caucasus Expert Sergey Markedonov has defined the involvement of the US and
Russia in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as a case where both states are potentially
willing to cooperate. He defines the current relations between Russia and the US as
having reached its lowest level since the end of the Cold War. Their opinions diverge
strongly, and each new point of contention distances the two states further from each
other, potentially exposing them and hence others to risk. However, interestingly,
working together on a peaceful solution exactly in this conflict could lead to further
close cooperation, argues the author (cf. Markedonov/Sukhov 2020: 180).
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Nonetheless, it should be highlighted that comparatively few works deal with the issue
of promising and productive cooperation between third powers in the region. The vast
majority by contrast are concerned with the question of rivalry and supremacy in the
South Caucasus. Additionally, to those scholars and scientists such as Svante Cornell
or Thomas de Waal whose impactful works already have been mentioned, recent
publications has been dedicated to revise the relations of Turkey, Iran and Russia as
immediate neighbours of the three South Caucasus states and elaborate on their
current impact to this region. These studies fall mostly into the category of the
assessment of foreign policies of this states, focusing on their priorities, detecting, and
placing the South Caucasus in there (cf. Flanagan 2013, Brannen 2013,
Monshipouri/Manochehr 2013, Kamrava 2017).
The literature states a clear visible shift over the last years, that the relevance of the
South Caucasus was until recently mainly to be found in its energy resources. This fact
attracted the interest of the US as well as the EU, which wanted to gain influence in
the Caucasus through various targeted partnerships and programmes. Since recently,
however, the literature testifies that the influence of the Western powers is basically
diminishing, and instead the historical competitors Russia, Turkey and Iran are
showing increased interest and projecting their power in this region.
The literature review presented aimed to introduce the reader to the intersection of
disciplines on which this thesis is based. The extensive exploration of all three areas
has clearly shown that regions and regional problems have often been neglected in
the academic discussion, as the focus of analysis has often been set at the global level,
and thus regional issues have for a long time been viewed only through the prism of
the superpower’s involvement and interest. It also became evident that researchers
are frequently setting in place strictly European approaches when approaching and
examining regional issues. This partially biased approach narrows the possibilities of
acquiring knowledge and only contributes to a limited extent to identify the core of the
problem.
This is especially relevant to highlight, when one considers that the world is undergoing
a process of transformation and that a one-sided, exclusively European perspective
will inevitably lose ground. Thus, timely and in their core adequate studies on regions
and regional conflicts taking into account their distinctiveness would be required
already now.
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3. The Regional Security Complex Theory
What is the theory on regional security complexes composed of? First and foremost, it
can be said that it builds on the theoretical assumptions that have been presented in
the literature review: It allows for observations about the relationships in IR viewed
through the prism of regional level. The first academic thoughts in this regard were
already maturing at a time when the world was still strictly exposed to the bipolarity
between the US and the Soviet Union. The end of the Cold War turned many things
upside down and enabled new approaches and thought-provoking impulses that had
previously received less attention. Barry Buzan and the English School which he is a
part of, assume that relations in IR and security related topics can be best approached
when analysing them in terms of levels: on the one hand, there is the system level
where global powers with a global security agenda can be located, and on the other
hand, there exist the subsystem level that has its own distinct regional agenda,
problems, and power constellations; Hence, on the upper level there can be found
what Buzan calls regional security complexes (RSC). It is particularly striking that the
processes at regional level are considered of being to a certain extent independent
and autonomous from those happening at the system level. The theory presumes that
there are nonetheless connections, overlaps and influences between the levels, which
happen through the process of penetration (cf. Buzan/Waever 2003: 46) and yet the
study of security processes at the level of regions enables for enriching the view on
security from an angle which is distinct to the one where researchers as well as
policymakers tend to look at usually (the global and national levels). An important
feature of this approach is the appreciation of territoriality, which is by many observers
considered outdated today since globalisation erased boarders and let the world
shrinking together. However, for RSCs, the immediate security challenges are most
often coming from neighbouring states with whom the relationships are predetermined
by a historical dimension affecting the states’ present perceptions and policies.
Consequently, territoriality and spatial range continue to play a major role in this
respect. Buzan defines RSCs as where the states form a
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‘set of units whose major processes of securitization, desecuritization, or both are so
interlinked that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or resolved
apart from one another’ (ibid: 44).
This quote illustrates that interconnectedness is the glue holding the different units
together. Therefore, the researcher should be able to detect and to unpack the broad
wealth of links within the relationships by looking at two outstanding indicators which
are meaningful for the understanding of how RSCs are shaped. These indicators are
the pattern of amity and enmity and the distribution of power. According to Buzan these
indicators are crucial and characterise each regional security complex. The pattern of
amity and enmity tells the evolution of interdependencies which had emerged
throughout history and in different sectors among the states forming a regional
complex; This pattern derives from the constructivist school of thought since Buzan
assumes that it is the socially constructed reality that defines the degree of friendship
or enmity between states. On the contrary, the second pattern, the distribution of power
is based on a mere realist perception stating that states are placed in an anarchic
setting and that power capabilities are decisive criteria to organize interstate relations
(cf. Buzan/Waever 2003: 45).
According to the RSCT it is suggested unveiling the structure within security complexes
by the analysis of different layers of interaction. The authors argue that in order to draw
conclusions about the state of relations within a RSC it is important to gather and
combine information which are located on four levels penetrating and reinforcing each
other. That is the domestic level where researchers detect domestic state
vulnerabilities by looking at the stability of the political regime, its threat perceptions
and followingly security policies. Secondly comes the analysis on the level of state-tostate relations, where the information on existing conflicts, formation of alliances or
coalitions can further contribute to the better understanding of intraregional relations.
Thirdly comes the interplay with adjacent regions unveiling overarching and broader
links, penetration of threats from outside the regional complex at stake influencing
potentially the development within the latter. Finally, the analysis of the global
perspective contains information on the reciprocity of regional and global security.
When carrying out the analysis on these four levels, the researcher should be able to
gather information on the indicators which has been stated above.
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In order to understand state vulnerabilities, it is useful to look at what they perceive as
being a threat to the state; Threats points out where security concerns are
concentrated and what poses challenges. By analysing them, one simultaneously
starts to understand why the state acts as it does. In order to better grasp what
compose a threat, the latter can be differentiated in various terms: by sectors (military,
political, economic, societal, and environmental threats), by sources of threat (internal,
external, non-state actors threatening the state, processes that are considered
contrary to one's own interests and ideas), and finally threats that can have a historical
perspective (cf. Buzan 1983). Additionally, assessing threats means taking into
account the likelihood of occurrence, the intensity of the potential impact in its temporal
(urgent, temporary or long-term persisting threat) and spatial perception (where is the
threat geographically located? Is it inside the state, right on its border or on another
continent)? This broad spectrum clearly indicates that there are indefinite ways to
grasp what state actors define as threats for themselves and what is being regarded
utmost important for their national security. By a wide margin, military and political
threats probably still occupy the largest place in the security agenda of state actors (cf.
Buzan 1997: 56-57). Threats of economic, societal and environmental nature can be
often seen as temporary phenomenon and are equally often connected to the security
on global level (global financial crisis in 2008, the consequences of climate change that
are tangible around the whole globe or huge societal changes in big parts of the Middle
East as inferred by the Arab Spring). As a military threat can be counted an external
invasion, separatism from within of the country as well as any other kind of threat to
the physical terrain of the state including its borders. In close relations, there exist
political threats which can certainly reinforce each other or spill over. A state sees itself
politically threatened when its institutional composition, its rule, structure and the ideas
on which it is built are called into question from outside. An intensified threat perception
occurs when the pressure from outside is also absorbed and questioned domestically
(cf. Buzan 1983: 76-77). The identification of all this evidence contributes to what is
assumed to be the key, namely, to understand the social structure within the RSC. IT
is envisaged that the evidence of these indications will provide valuable information on
the inner matrix on which the RSC is build.
On the influence of superpowers which comes in especially for the fourth layer of
analysis of security as seen from the global level, Buzan states the US as the only
player which exerts a noticeable influence (cf. Buzan 2004: 398). This view is certainly
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controversial since over the last decades particularly China can be seen to have
advanced as far as to play an important role not only regionally but as well on the global
level, and even rivalling US in specific sectors. The same goes for the globally
influential position attained by the European Union. These superpowers definitely have
their own inherent interests presented in the South Caucasus. Since Buzan published
his work in 2004, China's rise and hence its dominant role has become established
worldwide and, above all, its economic expansion is steadily increasing. Regions such
as neighbouring Central Asia and the Caucasus states are also taking notice of this
changes and constitute significant parts in the realisation of its foreign policy initiatives.
They all come into Beijing's sights, especially as transport routes for China's goods to
Europe. The Silk Road Initiative is to be mentioned here as the most important and
prominent example of China’s reach out.

Since a detailed in-depth elaboration of the RSC Theory in all its fullness and richness
of facets is beyond the scope of this work, I will thus focus only on the descriptive
application of the RSCT tailor-made for helping me to approach the research questions
of this thesis which is defined as the influence of regional powers on security dynamics
in the South Caucasus. The introduced theory will be used as a descriptive tool
enabling to order the complicated relations of the three regional powers Russia,
Turkey, and Iran within the subcomplex of the South Caucasus. By analysing their
relationships according to the four layers (domestic, state-to-state, intraregional and
global level), I assume to demonstrate the social structure of this RSC as of today and
tell the story of the region. I anticipate that the theoretical part will allow for crucial
observations to be made since Buzan suggests that the patterns have historical roots,
they are long- existing and they are path-dependent. The observations made shall
indicate long-term parameters that make up this region.
In a further step, the theoretical concept will be complemented by the empirical
examination of the second Nagorno-Karabakh (NK) War between Armenia and
Azerbaijan that happened in autumn 2020 in the form of a case study applying the
method of Process Tracing. By elaborating in depth on this spatially and temporary
restricted snapshot of intertwined relations within the South Caucasus security
complex, I anticipate approaching my hypothesis which is that regional powers exert
influenced over security dynamics.
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Domestic politics/ vulnerabilities
Russia
Russia has almost continuously been under the rule of President Vladimir Putin over
the past 20 years. The first two terms in office (1999-2004, 2004-2008) were marked
in particular by military threats from within, such as separatist movements in the
country's Muslim strongholds, the North Caucasus and the Republic of Tatarstan,
which led to a protracted civil war in the Caucasian Republic Chechnya that had been
declared officially resolved only in 2009. Hence, counterterrorism was and remains one
of the central tasks of the country's defence and special forces. Attacks such as the
hostage-taking in Moscow's Dubrovka Theatre in 2002, the Beslan school hostagetaking in 2004 or the attack in Saint Petersburg’s metro station in 2017 where
altogether almost 1000 civilians died or were injured, and not to mention all the
permanent attacks by armed terrorists on police officers, the regional military objects
such as field offices of the Ministry of Interior especially in the North Caucasus, are all
clear examples that Russia continues to face until today severe security threats from
within (cf. Hart/Jones 2010: 68). Another dimension of the terrorist threat to Moscow is
the supporting of the terrorist organisation IS in Syria and Iraq with a confirmed large
number of those who left to the battlefields from post-soviet countries especially the
North Caucasus and Central Asia (In 2017, 40% of all foreign fighters were coming
from countries of the former Soviet Union) (cf. Sakiev 2020). Moscow certainly fears
these people coming back with extremely fundamental jihadist ideas who will try to
enlarge their influence over the North Caucasus, underpinning Moscow’s rule and thus
weakening its control. This brief overview shows that Russia's southern flank in the
Caucasus is in many ways a vulnerable point for Moscow, from which many problems
and threats of a concrete military nature emanate. The control over this region has
strategic importance for Russia and can hence be considered as vital and permanent.
President Putin's third and fourth term (2012-2018, 2018-today) are on the contrary
marked by threats emerging externally and challenging both, Russia’s military as well
as political capabilities. The deterioration of relations with the West as a direct
consequence of the upheaval in Ukraine since 2014, forms until today a weak and
vulnerable point for Russia’s security. Moscow has drifted apart from the common
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evolution of European states, the aspiration for which was definitely still visible at the
beginning of the 2000s, and instead the trajectories of Moscow on the one hand, and
the collective West on the other hand, are now running in opposite directions with a
confrontational course towards each other. Kremlin’s active and overt threatening and
even use of military as a reaction to what Russia calls ‘colour-revolutions’ in Georgia
in 2008 and then in Ukraine in 2014 which the former believes having been
masterminded by external powers, Moscow simultaneously feels itself directly
attacked; The idea of European integration, the penetration of what Russia labels as
liberal, western ideas and norms into its immediate neighbourhood has been
understood as an open attack against its own political culture and inner structures (cf.
Jonavicius et al. 2019: 11). Hence, by defending the fading political order in these
states of the Near Abroad and upholding the status-quo, Moscow is convinced
maintaining this way its own status.
Supporting regimes in post-soviet countries requires a high level of financial
expenditure. As has been reported by the independent Russian newspaper Novaya
Gazeta, Moscow has spent over the last 20 years more than $268 billion on geopolitical
goals of the Russian foreign policy, supporting what is believed to be friendly regimes
abroad (in terms of the height of expenditure, these states are Belarus, Ukraine, nonrecognised de-facto states around Russia, Venezuela and Syria) (cf. Titova in Novaya
Gazeta 2021). As the West reacted with economic sanctions in relation to Russia’s
annexation of the Crimean Peninsula in the Black Sea, this has hit hard on the
economy, which is anyway always geared towards returns from fossil resources and
is hence very dependent on one concrete sector. This way, the political threat spilled
over to the economy, which Moscow has basically sacrificed in favour of political goals.
The confrontation with the West reveals another weak point for Moscow, it is what
Smith describes as ‘status inconsistency’ (Smith 2014: 362). In fact, all the 30 years
since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Russia has been constantly preoccupied with
its status in the world. It has made it clear several times (most famously in President
Putin’s speech at the Munich Security Conference in 2007) that from its perspective it
is not seen as equal in rank to such forces as the US and that it does not recognise
the unipolarity of the post-Cold War era. Scholars point out that for most part of
Kremlin’s foreign policy actions the impetus is to show its greatpowerness externally
and to project it back domestically (cf. Jonavicius et al. 2019). It runs like a red thread
through all their involvement and activity abroad. Ultimately, in this vein, the
29

deterioration of relations with the West became the source for domestic legitimisation
(cf. Meister 2019: 81). Russia no longer seeks for the benefit of binding itself to
international cooperation through agreements and the participation in multilateral
formats; Instead, it focuses only on self-interests and hard power. The ruling party, and
mostly the president, succeeded making political gains domestically through the
tactical use of geopolitics. Framing with the help of controlled mass media Russia’s
preoccupation over Ukraine and the subsequent annexation of Crimea in a way that
Russia is defending its national interests and resists Western pressure, it got in turn
the population’s electoral favourability towards the president (in June 2014, after the
annexation of Crimea, 88% of respondents were in favour of President Putin’s policy;
as of June 2021, the confidence has been reported by 66%) (cf. Levada 2021). This
way, Moscow is trying to uphold its status as a leading power, however, it requires not
only the ambition but also capabilities and the recognition by others and here is where
the status inconsistency comes in. Washington and Brussels by all its behaviour and
actions demonstrate rather the non-willingness to accept such a course and to
recognise Russia's status as an equal great power.
This dissonance creates potential false expectations, perplexity, and dissatisfaction.
The Crimean events had a rally around the flag effect domestically, however, there is
an ever-increasing group of the population within Russia criticising and questioning the
government’s policy (cf. Meister: 77). This increases the intensity of the threat
perception and indicates another spill over; The threat is amplified as the issue at stake
becomes popular within the country, and at the same time it thus becomes a societal
threat, to which Moscow reacts ever more suspiciously, applying harsher sanctions
against all those who reveals it publicly (Foreign Agents law, imprisonment of
prominent oppositional leaders).
Equally, voters ressentiments can be seen when it comes to the long-suppressed
problem of Russia that has been over years neglecting to imply modern reforms. Under
President Medvedev (2008-2012) the country tried to take up the path of technological
innovation and modernization; A strategy that has aimed at boosting Russia’s
competitiveness as a technological power. However, by 2012 this endeavour has been
completely rejected in favour of a course preferring to measure Russia’s status in the
world in terms of geopolitical capabilities and gains only in the sense of a zero-sum
game (cf. Raik et al. 2018: 41-42).
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As a consequence, it can be summarised that Russia's security agenda is determined
by the ongoing military threat coming from militant groups residing and hiding often in
the North Caucasus. Russia fears the empowerment of radical Islamic groupings in the
greater Caucasus and aims henceforth its security policy to counteract it. Additionally,
on its western flank Kremlin is facing a confrontation that is believed to threaten it in a
military (hostile NATO alliance on its immediate border) and political way (penetration
of ideas endangering its rule/ strategical loss of Ukraine as friendly buffer state). The
publicly expressed dissatisfaction over the country’s backsliding in its development in
the economy, civil society as well as criticism of the non-change of political elites are
turning to an ever-growing danger for the Kremlin, however, it fiercely resists these
domestic grievances.

Turkey
Similar as in Russia, Turkey has been ruled almost for 20 years by the Justice and
Development Party (AKP) and its leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The country
underwent internal changes such as the adoption of a presidential form of government
in 2018 and turbulences as the Gezi Park protest starting in 2013 and a failed coup
d’état in 2016. Externally, Turkey demonstrated clear changes with much greater
involvement in its neighbourhood applying a pro-active and engaged foreign policy.
When in 2002 the era under the rule of President Erdogan started, there was great
hope among ordinary citizens, observers, and scholars that Turkey would take the path
of a liberal and democratic order boosting its development and economy (cf.
Kaliber/Kaliber 2019). This strategy has been closely associated with a tight
cooperation with European partners and Turkey’s possible accession to the EU;
Although by 2021 the accession is still officially discussed; it has arrived in fact at a
dead end since over the last few years the EU and Ankara have found themselves in
a turbulent and highly tense relationship. The partners have moved away from each
other, and their foreign policies could hardly be more contrasting. It could have been
observed that Turkey radically re-oriented itself and became from a point of view of
Brussels and Washington increasingly autocratic, unpredictable, and non-relying. The
government violently suppressed the Gezi Park protests which started merely as a call
for the preservation of Istanbul's green spaces and the park itself and therefore quickly
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turned violent and switched to criticizing openly Erdogan's conservative autocratic
policies with an observable turn towards Islamism. The state faced a threat from within
and this perception has been only exacerbated when the coup d´état happened in
2016. The failed overthrow which has been backpacked by the military and which
however President Erdogan’s regime survived, has clearly shown the regime’s
vulnerability (cf. Tas 2020). These events have certainly deteriorated the domestic
situation and have highly polarised the society. As a reaction a country-wide campaign
of persecution of all those dissenters who may have been in favour of or even openly
supported the failed putsch has started. Consequently, it could have been witnessed
that Turkey has stepped in into a new episode in relation to its national security, it has
been since heavily preoccupied with internally generated threats. Ankara’s harsh
actions, not shying away from applying massive breaches of Human Rights thus put
the country in turn at odds with its western partners. Of course, the changing character
of Turkey’s policies could not go unnoticed in terms of such cooperation mechanisms
as within NATO, of which Turkey has been a member since 1952. The organisation
which was once set up to provide security to its member states but also to contain
certain countries when becoming a member such as West-Germany after World War
II by softening their national ambitions (cf. Hart/Jones 2010: 81) has been dealing
recently with quite the opposite: Turkey, being a particularly important member state
due to its geographical position as the southern flank of the Alliance and its strategically
crucial gateway to the Middle East and Central Asia, strives more and more away from
aligning its policies with the alliance partners, putting to the forefront of what is
perceived as its inherent interests. Hence, within the framework of the NATO, Ankara
has deviated from the course of being a predictable and reliable partner.
Ankara’s foreign policy has been remarkably cautious under its foreign minister Ahmet
Davutoglu (2009-2014) who developed the concept which has become known as ‘zero
problems with neighbours’ (cf. Dal 2018: 2215); It can be argued that Ankara relied
during this time on its ‘peace-promoting soft power’ (Kaliber/Kaliber 2019: 2). Today,
however, even from a first glance it becomes clear that this statement cannot hold true
anymore. Turkey is situated in the middle of a troublesome region with contests and
violent escalations of conflicts of an ever-increasing number. The countries territory
extends into the sea, separating the Black Sea to the north and the Mediterranean Sea
to the south of Turkey. Its land borders run along such neighbouring countries as
Georgia, Armenia, Iran, Iraq and Syria. In recent years, Ankara has seemingly
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intensified its policy in literally all of these directions. The war in neighbouring Syria
however continues to stand out as the most imminent threat to Turkey, which has
created military, political and also humanitarian security threats by a steady spill over
and simultaneously it has made Turkey one of the major actors in this theatre of war
(cf. Adar/Toygür 2020; Çitlioğlu 2020). For 10 years now is Turkey dealing with the
consequences of chaos and terror happening in its backyard. The war echoed for
Turkey in several ways; Most importantly these are the military operations along the
border and in adjacent areas to ensure the security of Turkish borders and counter
terrorist attacks by pushing back troops loyal to President Assad's regime and
consolidated militant Kurdish groupings. Furthermore, Turkey is dealing with a huge
migration influx entering Turkey from Syria. From the onset of the war Turkey opposed
Assad’s regime and it sighted with European powers and Washington in the support of
moderate opposition forces combating the president’s disgraced regime. The rift
among this large coalition nevertheless occurred since Ankara contemned the overt
Western support, arms supply, and training for the YPG (People's Protection Units; a
Kurdish militia in Syria) and PYD (Democratic Union Party) who are both closely
affiliated with the PKK (The Kurdistan Workers' Party; An organisation which is
forbidden in Turkey and seen as a terrorist organisation due to the long-standing
insurgency in the countries south-eastern corner). This confrontation now on the very
northern periphery of the Syrian war, can be viewed as just another episode in what is
known as the ‘Kurdish issue’. Four adjacent countries, Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran are
all facing the same national manifestation of the Kurdish people; This issue which has
clearly a regional dimension and is seen as a permanent threat in the four countries
goes back to a time after the First World War when state borders were redrawn and
the Kurdish ethnic group remained stateless having been instead separated among
the countries; Kurds form today the largest ethnic minority in Turkey (around 20% of
the population) however they were not recognised as such until the beginning of the
1990s (cf. Romano/Gurses 2014: 5). Kurdish insurgent and separatism endeavour
poses a very real threat to the military and political security of Turkey, and they have
been therefore marginalised to contain their independence movement. In 2017,
neighbouring Iraqi Kurds (KRI) declared in a referendum to strive for independence
which only heightened Ankara's fears. Hence, classified as a priority of national
security in Turkey, their consolidation and enhanced capacities led Turkey react
decisively. In 2017 Ankara used the declaration of the creation of de-escalation zones
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to justify its presence on Syrian soil committing itself to the monitoring of the ceasefire
through the creation of observation points (cf. Jaecke/Labude 2020: 7). In 2020 the
region around Idlib became the hotspot were Assad’s regime clashed oppositional
forces and gained further territory. In this fight that was supported by the Russian
Airforce, some 34 Turkish soldiers died as result of the strike following suit Ankara’s
launch of Operation Spring Shield (cf. Yesiltas 2021: 36). This reaction which has been
promoted as an act of self-defence (cf. Çitlioğlu 2020: 11) hit back Syrian regime forces
in continued border clashes for several days until President Erdogan and President
Putin met in Moscow to agree on a ceasefire. When entering Idlib, the Turkish military
explained it, among other things, by the need to push back Assad’s regime forces in
order to stop the flow of refugees from this region towards Turkey. In fact, the issue of
in-migration to Turkey from war-torn Syria became a crucial internal threat for the
country in the past years which will certainly have a transformative, long-term effect on
Turkey. The number of the mass refugee flow is said to be more than 3 million people.
Turkey quickly adapted and instrumentalized this issue using it as a bargaining point
in its negotiations with the European Union. In March 2016 both sides signed a in many
ways highly contentious agreement, declaring that Turkey will get financial support for
making refugees stay in the country to stop the heavy flow of asylum seekers that in
the years 2014-2016 exceeded the EU's capacities of regulated and controlled
admission (cf. Erdogan 2019: 18-19). Consequently, controlling the land stripe along
its border to Syria is indispensable for Ankara. It hopes that this will lead to the
pushback of Kurdish militants and the creation of so-called 'safe zones'. Turkey
envisages to settle back refugees into these zones this way repatriating back Syrians
and hence externalising the associated problems that currently Turkey has to deal with;
Simultaneously, since these zones are to be located in the North-Eastern provinces of
Syria, Turkey would mix up the strongholds in this densely Kurdish populated region
assumingly thus weaken their position (cf. Adar/Toygür 2020: 3).
The briefly described context of the Syrian War illustrates the high degree of
interconnectedness and interdependent factors affecting national security in Turkey.
On the one hand, the internal upheavals accelerated a change of course, but on the
other hand, it was also the very radical external circumstances at the borders of Turkey
urging for a reassessment of its policy. Today Turkey’s involved in military actions is
not bound only to the conflict in Syria, but it has equally gained a foothold in Libya or
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. In the same vein has Turkey activated its role in the
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Mediterranean; The open Turkish-Greek dispute over the large natural gas deposits
that are suspected in the Eastern Mediterranean region in 2020, in particular caused
confrontational postures on the part of the EU vis-à-vis Turkey whose military navy has
been accompanying ships in search for resources (cf. Adar/Toygür 2020). The
currently strained relationship with the EU and US harbours the danger of further
drifting apart and alienation of the NATO-partners. A worthy reflection points out that
Turkey is showing its new self-image, which is no longer based on acting as a bridgebuilder between different poles of powers but is instead focused on centralising its own
role and influence. This aim can be however only achieved by decreasing the
dependencies on Brussels and Washington (cf. Hanelt/Kosmehl 2018: 8; Yasar 2021:
10). By applying its new role, Erdogan seeks to make political gains internally through
the active engagement outside; Whether this run up to the general elections in 2023
will pay itself off or rather deteriorate the situation internally and aggravate the growing
resentments remains to be closely followed. One aspect remains certain, Turkey has
made a U-turn in its foreign policy that deviates from the path it has followed so far and
this turn resembles a profound reorientation with corresponding consequences for the
country.

Iran
The Islamic Republic of Iran with a population of 80 million people and a theologicalpolitical system of rule which is based on the Shia form of Islam has been established
as a result of the revolution in 1979 when the long-standing monarchy of Sha
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi has been overthrown. Henceforth, the country is ruled by
the religious leader, since 1989 this office is held by Ali Chamenei who has been not
elected by the people but appointed by an expert council for an indefinite period of
time. The second highest office is that of the president which is currently held by the
newly elected Ebrahim Raisi. The Iranian system of government, the rule of the
religious leader with absolute power, is clearly unique in the region; It is very
authoritarian, and it does not practise any separation of power. The doctrine of the
leaders of the Islamic Republic immediately after the revolution was to spread and to
export its beliefs and ideas externally (cf. Saikal/Vestenskov 2020: 20). This clearly
worsened the relationship between the regional Sunni neighbouring states and Iran,
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which saw themselves exposed to danger as a result of this policy. From a regional
perspective, Iran is placed in the Middle East in the midst of an unstable and explosive
neighbourhood. This very geographic location makes the country vulnerable and thus
conditions Tehran’s national interests, namely ensuring the impermeability of its
borders to external threats.
What has been perceived as a distinct military threat became reality when
neighbouring Iraq under Saddam Hussein invaded Iran in 1980. The eight-year war
was what Saikal and Vestenskov call ‘the most deadly and costly conflict in the history
of the region’ (ibid.). The legacies of this war are highly traumatic memories and almost
one million casualties on each of the sides fighting this conflict; Additionally, it left Iran
realise that it has no allies and cannot count on any foreign help and support, since all
western and regional powers opposed the just newly established government in Iran
in this war. The country was thus entirely and exclusively left on its own, relying only
on self-help. In fact, this war is considered to have contained immense repercussions
and can be even seen as a turning point for the development of an Iranian National
Security Strategy which remains in place to date (cf. Tabatabai 2020: 228). The
country’s leadership clearly sees in this its vulnerabilities and cannot allow for another
externally generated threat to penetrate into its state territory. Large refugee flows
streamed across the border into Iran as the neighbouring Afghanistan faced the
intervention of Soviet military, and it remains until today the host to a large community
of displaced people which consequently means that Iran has a stake on the policies of
the neighbouring state (cf. UNHCR 2021). On the northern borders of the state, the
disintegration of the Soviet Union in the 1990s brought about equally stark changes,
with Iran facing new, independent states with whom it has had to build up bilateral
relations and to negotiate the question of the legal status of exploitation of the Caspian
Sea (before 1991 it was a Soviet Union-Iranian bilateral matter; after the dissolution
the Republics of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Azerbaijan formed all singular
negotiation partners). In addition, Iran feared revisionist actions from the new
Azerbaijani states which might want to promote the unification with the ethnical
Azerbaijanis residing in the northern part of Iran. This is to evidence why Iran sees a
permanent threat perception coming from the surrounding states and on the basis of
which it is constantly fortifying its defence capacities.
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Tehran sees another fundamental threat to its security in the US military presence
directly in its neighbourhood. To clearly understand this perception, it is first necessary
to take a step back to the already mentioned events of 1979 in Iran. The revolution and
the huge upheavals and changes in Iran’s internal affairs had not only born a
dangerous shift for regional powers, but this has been seen highly opposed to the
interest of global powers such as the US, making them react immediately. Since then,
the USA and Iran have been in an everlasting confrontation with mutual threats,
economic and political blows in the form of sanctions against Iran aimed at containing
it, limiting its military capabilities and at times semi-openly expressing a desire for
regime change in Tehran (especially during George W. Bush’s presidency) (cf. Dunn
2007: 19). As a result of Western, and above all American efforts to prevent any
business dealings with Iran, to impose penalties and to exclude the country from global
interactions and forums, the country found itself in isolation on the system level. From
the Iranian point of view, this confrontation has been a constant military as well as
political threat to Iran's national security, namely threatening the survival of the regime
and its posture as regional hegemon (cf. Maloney 2008: 30). As a consequence, Iran
invested over the years in the development of various deterrence possibilities and
sought for chances to exert power over its neighbours. Certainly, the Iranian nuclear
and missile programmes as well as the elaboration of asymmetrical warfare techniques
can be stated here as examples. Tehran has been successfully exercising semi-hidden
support to non-state actors, mostly Shia proxies abroad. The most recent example is
the war in Syria where Iran supports Baschar al-Assad’s regime and groups as the
Lebanese Hezbollah (cf. Tabatabai 2020: 267-268). This way Iran has been able to
exert its influence via a comparatively cheap (as compared with the cost of assistance
provided by regular military) and covert way. By implying a policy aimed at resistance
and self-defence Iran is likewise securing the uphold of its regime.
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State-to-state relations
In order to be able to grasp profoundly the divergence of the South Caucasus alliances
and geopolitical affiliations it is advised to take a look at the most salient lines of conflict
in their essence. This can be best achieved when setting the focus on the historical
perspective to understand why we contemplate certain conflicts and disputes even
today.
The Caucasus is a highly mixed, impulsive, and diverse pot of cultures, peoples,
religions and customs. No less rich and varied is its history, which for a long time was
determined by three powerful empires: the Ottoman Empire, the Persian Empire and
the Russian Tsarist Empire. The states we associate with the South Caucasus today
did not exist as territorial entities; instead, until the 19th century, the great powers
repeatedly went to war with each other and divided power, territory, and influence over
this comparatively small piece of land among themselves again and again. And yet this
very land has always had a special value and wanted to be ruled by many, as it brought
strategic benefits and could thus be appropriated for trade routes. Georgians,
Armenians and Azerbaijanis formed respective minorities in the multi-ethnic empires
at different times and in turn consisted of countless ethnic subgroups. Thus, it can be
noted that power over this region was for centuries divided among three rivalling great
powers, all of which exercised external rule.
Together with the turbulent upheavals of the young 20th century, the end of the Tsarist
and Ottoman Empires, such a territorial entity as the Transcaucasian Republic
stretched more or less over the territory of what is today known as Georgia, Azerbaijan
and Armenia. However, this very short-lived territorial entity has been condemned to
fall under external domination once again and so the South Caucasus henceforth
consists of the Armenian, Georgian and Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republics until the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. Consequently, one can only speak of the establishment
of state-to-state relations since the declaration of independence of the three republics
in 1991. Although this new chapter began forty years ago now, it is overlaid with the
countless subtleties of historical interactions, developed attitudes towards each other,
and consequently patterns of enmities and amity.
In recent years, researchers and policy makers have repeatedly emphasised that the
network of relations in the Caucasus can be divided into two rough subdivisions: On
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the one hand, there exists the Russia-Armenia-Iran Nexus, and on the other hand, the
Turkey-Azerbaijan-Georgia one (cf. Cornell 2001: 389; German 2012: 222; Brannen
2013). This classification paints certainly a true picture of the unwritten coalitions and
underlines which forces are supporting each other; and yet, at the same time, it must
be emphasised that it is a very simplified interpretation which in reality is much more
complex and multi-layered. Likewise, it does not exclude the fact that the respective
states from the two camps certainly maintain relations with each other and enter into
partnerships in various aspects and areas. The underlying rationale for upholding these
amities and enmities have different roots and follows correspondingly diverse
motivations.
To start with, it is evident that historically conditioned factors have a great influence.
Without being able to list every single conflict of the past due to formal limitation of this
paper, one can, however, clearly name the genocidal tragedy of the Armenian people
in the years 1915-1918 in the East of the Ottoman Empire as belonging to this category
of historical burden. The heavy legacy of the last century, which is not recognised as
a genocide by official Ankara, and which, on the other hand, represents the national
trauma and forms the defining event for the Armenians all over the world to this day,
sowed mutual impatience, resentment and finally animosity that have only gained
momentum over the years and constitute today more than just a stumbling block in the
bilateral relations between today’s Turkey and Armenia (cf. Cheterian 2018); It rather
represents a gordian knot – an extremely tangled and complex issue which has turned
into a heap of other problems. If one takes the historical context to the realities of the
present day and considers the particular example of extremely difficult relations in the
context of the Karabakh war between Armenia and Azerbaijan where Ankara supports
the latter, then one can see how centuries of grievances and unresolved problems
affect at first glance unrelated issues. According to Gerard Libaridian who was the
adviser to the former President of Armenia, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, and who was closely
involved in the Karabakh negotiations, Armenia’s capture, and retention of Azerbaijan’s
adjacent territories (Thus, apart from the territory of Nagorno Karabakh itself), gave the
impression that Armenia was not advocating for the rights of Karabakh Armenians but
was instead an expansionist force having captured foreign land which it does not want
to retreat. He is convinced that from this perspective, Turkey has concluded that the
next target of Armenian revisionist behaviour may be the lands of eastern Turkey
where the Armenians once lived (cf. Atanesyan 2020). This statement illustrates the
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complexity and impact of long-standing conflicts to this day, and equally it shows that
when it comes to foreign affairs decision making, state-actors rely on a very long
memory that tells you who are your friends and who are enemies.
Simultaneously, the Azerbaijani-Iranian relationship has complications that are deeply
historically rooted, and which still breeds mistrust today and always influences the
relations between the two neighbours. Socio-culturally, the two states are very close,
as evidenced by their language (Turkic languages) and religion (in Azerbaijan 60% and
in Iran 90% profess to be Shiites, however, Azerbaijan is a strongly secularized state)
(cf. Petersen 2012: 78). Despite these commonalities, an important factor has always
been the large Azerbaijani minority, around 20 million people settled in the north of
Iran, a region frequently called ‘South Azerbaijan’. Teheran has always cautiously
monitored its border land and counteracts any attempt of instrumentalising this ethnic
minority by Baku. A vivid example can be stated as of the year 1992 when Azerbaijan’s
president Abulfaz Elchibey endorsed the reunification of Greater Azerbaijan which
would have included accordingly Iran’s ‘South Azerbaijan’ (cf. Kamrava 2017: 110) By
no means would Tehran tolerate such a démarche and any move into this direction
leads automatically to the deterioration of bilateral relations.
In a similar vein, Russo-Georgian interactions can be added to the category of heavily
historically-loaden relations. Despite Georgia’s special status as being a former soviet
republic, relations between the two countries have always been turbulent and
deteriorated sharply, leading the two countries even to war in 2008. Georgia’s
aspirations for an Euro-Atlantic integration and the respective steps that official Tbilisi
has undertaken (tight cooperation with NATO partners, signing of a Free Trade
Agreement with the EU, carrying out profound modernisation targeted at a democratic
transformations of the political system) is regarded by Moscow as directed against it
and that it vehemently contradicts Russian security interests. The latter’s support for
the rebellious regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia makes a rapprochement for
Georgia impossible (cf. Fawn 2011: 2), to the extent that there are currently no official
diplomatic relations between the two states.
Thus, it is observed that the amity-enmity span in the South Caucasus is quite heavily
predetermined by historical events. This stimulates the creation of reliable alliances,
where one pool of states pairs up against another which includes their enemies/ rivals.
As already indicated above, this is of course not pursued stringently. Moreover, this
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layer is getting superimposed with additional factors which thematically go beyond
purely Caucasian affairs and touch on issues beyond inter-state relations which are
often carried out within the logic of a tip-for-tap strategy and in the view of gains from
beneficial short-term arrangements.
In this regard, it is to be noted that Iran is favourable of maintaining mutually beneficial
relations with Russia, among other things because the latter has a permanent seat in
the Security Council and it therefore in the position to veto resolutions that could
potentially impose undesirable obligations on Iran (cf. Hart/Jones 2010: 75; Jafalian
2011:140). Turkish-Russian relations in recent years are reminiscent of a rollercoaster
ride, with recurring ups and downs, full of competition, confrontation and even conflict.
And yet one can observe that the countries have been entering mutually prosperous
partnerships with momentary, brief but glaring benefits. The crisis in the relationship
was triggered by serious events such as the shot down of a Russian fighter jet by the
Turkish Air force in 2015 or the murdering in Ankara of Russia’s ambassador Andrej
Karlov in 2016. At the same time, President Putin was among those who pledged full
support to President Erdogan during the coup d'état attempt in July 2016. Russian
state-own companies are currently building the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant, the first
one in Turkey, which is expected to be ready by 2023. This undertaking with symbolicpolitical significance is financed, built, and owned by Russia, which is merely made
available to the use of Turkey, raises criticism directed towards the Turkish leadership
for increasing dependence on Russia and its energy resources. Much greater
international strain and anger has been triggered in 2019 when Turkey purchased
Russian air defence arms (S-400 missile system) instead of the US analogy. This act
caused deterioration in Turkish-US relations, making Washington imply punitive
sanctions on Turkish top military officials and putting inevitably under strain NATO’s
defence capabilities in such a strategically crucial area as its Southern flank. The
acquisition in turn puts Turkey at risk losing connection and falling behind in terms of
technological updates to the alliances’ well-developed and coordinated military
network (cf. Yesiltas 2021: 14).
Finally, the good relations that Azerbaijan maintains with the US or Israel have in turn
a complicating effect on its relations with Iran, which as has been already outlined
disapproved the involvement of foreign powers in regional affairs. Tehran criticised not
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only once the military cooperation and the increased number of American radar
installations in Azerbaijan, classifying them as hostile (cf. Eder 2008: 198).
Concludingly, it can be said that this short overview of state-to-state relations
reinforced the argument that regional agendas are historically-loaden and are often
played out in a classical geopolitical sense. It has equally proven that alliances on the
regional level find their way onto the global stage.

Interregional relations
As a next step, the focus should be enlarged to look above the borders of the South
Caucasus regional complex into the interregional relations placing the focal point once
more on the three regional powers Turkey, Iran and Russia and their policies within
this bigger scope. By looking outside, the actual region it is assumed to observe
potentially significant patterns of interrelatedness influencing the states’ behaviour and
the foreign policy decisions they are taking. The vectors are on the one hand directed
to the north-west and on the other hand to the south, as the South Caucasus borders
the security zone of the Black Sea and thus the outermost corner of the European
Union; it equally finds itself situated in the direct southern neighbourhood of the Middle
East. The security dynamics and interrelations in these regions have experienced
major shifts in the recent years due to the conflicts in Ukraine and Syria respectively.
The direct involvement of the regional actors under investigation in these conflicts
points to the fact that a regional interrelatedness can be thus observed.
The upheavals in Ukraine which resulted in the country consolidating its Western
orientation and turning away from Russia in an ideological and political sense had
significant consequences for territoriality and security not only directly in Ukraine but
in the whole of Europe. As already described, Moscow sees this turnaround, Ukraine's
rapprochement with the collective West and NATO, as a threat to its regime. As early
as 2004, when the great eastward enlargement of the EU took place and the Union
moved with the accession of new member states politically as well as military closer to
Russia's borders, for example with the joining of the Baltic States or Romania and
Bulgaria in the neighbouring area of the Black Sea, Russia perceived this move as
openly directed against its interest (cf. Smith 2015: 529). Moreover, when the EU
started to promote its concept of European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) which allowed
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non-member states to participate in stability, security and prosperity in a Greater
Europe even without prospects of accession, and the targeted countries were among
others Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, Belarus and the three Caucasus republics
with whom it has negotiated individual Action Plan’s for carrying out a reformative
transformation, Russia once more perceived this as a clear penetration into what it
regards as its solely sphere of influence. From this perspective, the EU has over the
years grown to an imminent threat for Russia which wanted the status quo to be
preserved (cf. Matveeva 2018: 712).
The South Caucasus has a high importance for the European powers from the point of
view of its geo-economic value. The EU’s and respectively Armenia’s, Georgia’s and
Azerbaijan’s interests meet in the sector of economy, energy resources and
transportation routes. Once the states gained independence from Russia, they started
discovering to their own profit the richness of their soil, built up control over its
exploitation and discovered their strategically beneficial location as a transport corridor
connecting Asia and Europe. Especially on the energy market, the states began to
compete with the former patron Moscow and have steadily crumbled Russia's
monopoly position as energy resource exporter to the EU (cf. Ismailov 2006: 20-21).
Of course, not all states benefited equally; Armenia, for example, can be clearly
identified having been left absolutely empty-handed, since the pipeline and
transportation route network bypasses the country completely. Although transport via
its territory is by far the shortest route, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and closed
borders block this perspective. Georgia's territory has long been considered the safest
route from the Caspian Sea to the Black Sea. Here, too, the flared-up conflicts in 2008
sowed nervousness about the stability and uninterruptedness of the route. The clear
beneficiary among the three countries is Azerbaijan, which profits from its favourable
location on the Caspian Sea. Hence, one of the key elements for the European states
is thus to develop a broad and well-developed energy supply network, diversifying the
existing sources for which the ENP policy served as a good entering point.
Nonetheless, engagement in this region had created competition and rivalry with
Moscow over spheres of influence and concrete monetary profits. As of today, Georgia
and Armenia have enhanced and deepen their relationship with the EU. Tbilisi singed
in 2014 an Association Agreement (AA) with the EU making a political association and
intensified economic cooperation possible. Armenia, being since 2015 a member of
the Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) nonetheless signed with the EU a
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Comprehensive and Enhanced Partnership Agreement (CEPA), which puts the
country into an extraordinary position since it has been the first and so far, unique
example of a post-Soviet state merging the membership in two different, and even
opposed integration projects.
While the EU has been promoting soft power to gain a foothold in the region, Russia
reacted assertive and applied hard power based on military offensives and coercion.
In response to the actions of the Western powers who firmly supported Ukraine in 2014
Russia annexed in March 2014 the Ukrainian peninsula of Crimea which is of utmost
importance for Russia since its Black Sea Fleet is stationed there (on the basis of an
intergovernmental treaty). It has thus set in motion fundamental, structural changes in
what concerns the security architecture in Europe and the distribution of power in the
Black Sea. What has followed is a stringent militarisation of the Black Sea as a result
of this turn (cf. Melvin 2018: 20). Russia finds itself surrounded by NATO forces in the
Black Sea (Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania and the striving for partnership Ukraine and
Georgia), and assesses therefore the post-2014 events in the Black Sea as turning to
its favour and balancing the naval dominance of the NATO. Russia’s chief of General
Staff, General Gerasimov said in 2016:
‘Several years ago, the Russian fleet’s combat capabilities were in stark contrast with
that of the Turkish Navy. Some even said that Turkey was in full command of the Black
Sea. Now it’s different’ (TASS 2016).
By the capturing of Crimea Russia has increased its military capacities and added a
further wheel in the axis of its military presence in the broader region. A chain of
Russian military presence can be contemplated thus from the de-facto state
Transnistria, following suit the Black Sea further south to the South Caucasus, where
Russian soldiers are based in Armenia’s Gyumri; and finally, it maintains an airbase in
Syria’s Mediterranean port city Latakia. Russia has strategically invested in the
emergence of this security network over the years while at the same time projecting its
power in the form of military capabilities and its willingness to counteract the influence
of NATO, the EU and US in particular.
In this regard, it is noteworthy that one could witness not only the militarisation but also
the emergence of military confrontation at the Black Sea such as the incident in the
Kerch Strait in 2018 between Russia and Ukraine when the former did not allow
Ukrainian vessels to pass the strait as they allegedly did not seek permission
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beforehand (cf. Joja 2020), or the incident in June 2021 when a Defender ship of the
Royal British Navy passed through what Russia claims its interterritorial waters after
the annexation of the peninsula but what United Kingdom recognises as respectively
Ukrainian and therefore having caused a diplomatic clash and quite a dangerous
military confrontation with the Russian navy on the sea (cf. Tass 2021). It remains to
say that Turkey does not recognise Russia’s territorial expansion while Iran prefers to
keep silent on this question. Turkey by contract openly demonstrates its support for
Kyiv’s military modernisation programme negotiating on arm sales and Turkish UAV’s
(unmanned aerial vehicles) which in turn triggers resentment in Moscow (cf. Aslan
2021).
When turning the attention now to the second vector, the security complex southern to
the South Caucasus, it should be first of all noted that in comparison to the Black Sea
where Iran is basically non-involved, all three powers are by contrast deeply and
actively engaged in the Syrian War. Iran and Russia are on one side of the conflict,
supporting the Assad regime, while Turkey has declared its support for the opposition
since the very beginning of the conflict (cf. Çitlioğlu 2020: 1). What initially appeared to
be a perpetual dismantling of the regime had seen its reversal with Russia's entry into
this conflict in 2015 (cf. Daher 2018).
From Moscow’s, Teheran’s, and Ankara’s view they are all fighting in Syria for their
own security and national interests. While Russia is officially protecting its territory from
jihadist terror it is likewise projecting power and capabilities in the region, promising
itself profitable economic and political gains in post-war Syria from a regime almost
exclusively dependent on Russia (cf. Kozhanov 2018). For Kremlin, Syria has
moreover a central, geopolitical role, because it sees in this conflict Russia's long
proclaimed urge for a multipolarity order put into practice and its status as a global and
powerful force acknowledged by others (cf. Crisis Group 2021). Tehran, on the other
hand, needs to retain its perhaps solely ally among Muslim countries for its own foreign
policy purposes and to proof the validity of its policy supporting numerous non-state
actors and mercenaries such as the Lebanese Hezbollah (cf. Çitlioğlu 2020: 10). It has
therefore a strategic interest in the survival of Assad’s regime, which could otherwise
also mean the fall of the regime in Iran itself. Turkey’s involvement is foremost
connected to the internal frictions with the Kurdish minority. Despite the differences as
what concerns the goals and tactics of these key actors in Syria, they have succeeded
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to engage in a joint initiative such as the ‘Astana process’ and ‘Sochi talks’ making
efforts to bring the opposing forces fighting in Syria to the negotiating table and
fostering this way the political process in Syria. This format has been established in
2017 and the three countries have demonstrated their assertiveness to take the lead
by providing an alternative, non-Western led framework introducing a conflict
settlement mechanism which is based on their understanding of norms and procedures
(cf. Hanelt/Kosmehl 2018: 14). This has happened at a time when the West has
disengaged itself and their visibility in the conflict resolutions attempts has seemingly
faded. Following suit, President Donald Trump declared that the IS has already been
defeated and that the forces can be withdrawn, which had created in turn perfect
conditions for the Russia-Turkey-Iran axis to take the initiative and to shift the ‘centre
of gravity in the Syrian war’ to their favour (Khalifa: 2017).

Figure 2: Russia's President Putin is meeting Iran's former President Rouhani (left) and Turkey's President
Erdogan (right) in Sochi, Russia, November 2017 (Source: Kremlin 2017).
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Consequently, the analysis on the interregional level has revealed that tensions and
confrontations between different actors in this space have increased significantly over
the last decade. The broader region is facing the involvement of different intraregional
as well as extra regional actors (such as the EU and US in the Ukrainian and Syrian
conflicts and Russia’s presence in Syria). A change took place towards the clear
dominance of power politics, militarisation and arms races. Russia, Turkey and Iran
have in common that they tend to see the major upheavals that happened during the
last decade, such as ‘colour revolutions’ on the post-soviet space or the ‘Arab Spring’
in many MENA countries, as consequences of Western influence inciting the overthrow
of regimes. They by contrast, see themselves forced to intervene to counteract these
threats by balancing out and preserving the status quo and defend what they perceive
as the just order in politics. Framing events in such a geopolitical rivalry, seeing the
collective West as the main opponent allow the three states for their policies to align.
As a result, the conflicts in Ukraine and Syria that are geographically far apart merged
basically into one zone of insecurity from Eastern Europe to the Middle East and make
Turkey’s, Russia’s and Iran’s security interdependencies enhance.

Global influence on the example of China
As to conclude the analysis of relations within and along the South Caucasus on
different layers, a final step should be dedicated to the observation of global level
security interdependencies by focusing the attention on a comparatively new player in
the region, whose foreign policy actions around the globe can be characterized as
penetration into the affairs of different regions. Therefore, China’s increasing influence
should be equally assessed when it comes to the South Caucasus.
Beijing is establishing itself in the former soviet space such as the South Caucasus as
well as in Central Asia and is promoting enhanced cooperation in trade and economic
investment as well as exerting its soft power. It can be stated that a turning point in
Beijing's foreign policy accounted for the years 2013/2014, which in many ways
determined the path of development which China seems to follow congruent and
uninterrupted to date (cf. Popescu 2018: 13). With the transition of leadership to Xi
Jinping, China developed a new, long-term concept of its foreign policy presenting itself
as a driver for economic cooperation, innovation and structural renewal in the Eurasian
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transport infrastructure network with its grand ‘One Belt, one Road’ Initiative. In this
regard, South Caucasus has been put into the spotlight as the land corridor connecting
Asia and Europe consequently stimulating China to engage with this region. All three
countries are today participating in China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), whereby for
geopolitical reasons, Beijing’s interest in Georgia and Azerbaijan is the largest,
providing for the biggest foreign investment into Georgia (cf. Baghirov 2019). Bilateral
cooperation that aims at lucrative interaction is very attractive to the Caucasus
countries, which will gladly give preference to China, which is known to be very similar
to these republics in its political system. Beijing does not speak out on human rights,
nor does it criticise authoritarianism or the country's domestic policies in comparison
to the EU’s conditions for close interaction. Likewise, China does not (for the time
being) interfere in security issues or speak out about spheres of influence, which all in
all makes China a welcome and perspective partner.
Besides its concept that is merely focused on economic prospect, Beijing is
successfully promoting its soft power in the South Caucasus in the form of educational
programmes and Chinese language courses. Since mid-2000s it has opened in all
three states educational centres allowing for cultural exchange and presenting a
deliberate, perspective picture of China. The demand and interests are high, and this
has been not left unnoticed by China. In Armenia, China is building the second biggest
embassy on the territory of the former Soviet Union, and as has been noted by the
director of Yerevan’s Chinese Centre for Science and Culture ‘learning Chinese has
become a matter of prestige now in Armenia’ (Aliyev 2020).
This short excurse to the influence and penetration of such a rising, and yet globally
already dominant power as China shows that Beijing takes an active stance in the
South Caucasus. The cooperation is based on the classic fields of expanding
economic links and cultural exchange; however even a small excerpt is enough to
recognise that the methods are visibly different from those hitherto mostly widespread
used in the South Caucasus by external powers such as the EU, which focuses on the
harmonisation of conformity to standards, or by Russia, with its targeted coercion and
influence of masses through Russian-language media outlets. In contrast to that, China
acts with restraint and without visible interference in domestic affairs; nevertheless, it
is following a tactic that focuses on raising attractiveness through purposeful education
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of the younger generation which could well pay off in the long-term and form a sound
basis for the further expansion of Chinese influence.

The application of Buzan’s Regional Security complex theory enabled to classify and
order the diffuse relations between the regional powers and the states of the South
Caucasus. The theoretical concept allowed to get to know the region and its actors
better in a multidimensional view. Through the descriptive analysis of policies in the
countries such as Russia, Turkey and Iran, as well as the description of the historically
developed constellations of relations among these countries with Armenia, Azerbaijan
and Georgia, the nature of their inherent ergo long-term and constant anxieties and
threat perceptions forming the basis for their foreign policy decision-making became
clear. Understanding these is a key task in order to be able to better contextualise the
subsequent empirically obtained observations. The expansion of the geographical
dimension by considering equally interregional relations has pointed to fundamental,
current trends that may determine the actions of regional powers in the area of the
regional security complex in the South Caucasus. The more points of contact the actors
have (Ukraine, Syria, South Caucasus) the more interesting it is to track their actions
and potentially identify analogies. Using China’s involvement as an example, an
attempt was made to outline how the penetration of distinct forces with almost a global
player character can look like, and how this differs from the conventional and already
extensively studied models of the traditional forces of the West. The observations
made in the above outlined analysis allow to make interim conclusions on the nature
of regional powers influence in their security complex. The three states under
investigation, Russia, Turkey and Iran, all show a strong inclination towards state
sovereignty. What they seem to have in common at the core is that they perceive
certain rules imposed by Western powers, which diminish their capacities and
consequently their status. They arguably see the region where they are directly located
in as a sphere of their natural supremacy in which it is necessary to minimise the
Western-dominated order. In this task, they are potentially willing to cooperate on a
situational basis despite the existence of historical competition among them.
As to point out a limitation of the theory applied, it is deemed essential to further include
non-state actors and analyse the potential influence they exert on the region. By
contrast, the RSCT is too state-centric in this regard, which is why the researcher might
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overlook important relations above the classic unit of observation, which is the stateactor.

The follow-up part is devoted to empirical research on how regional powers influence
regional security dynamics, using the case study of the second Nagorno-Karabakh
war. Subsequently, the results are presented and the findings from both parts are
brought together in a discussion.
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4. Research Methodology
To test the hypothetical assumptions underlying this thesis and draw empirical
conclusions on the nature of regional powers’ influence on security dynamics I will now
turn to the elaboration of the methodological concept of my study. On the basis of the
theoretical framework outlined in the preceding chapter I will apply the method of casestudy research to a specific, spatially and temporally bound security-related case,
which is the Second Nagorno-Karabakh war that happened in autumn 2020 between
Armenia and Azerbaijan. For the detailed examination of the case, I intend to use
Causal Process Tracing (CPT). In the following, I will introduce the case study method
in Social Sciences and discuss its advantages and limitations. In a second step, the
mechanism of CPT is presented and its application to the specific case will be
explained.

Case study research in Social Sciences
I believe that quantitative research on conflicts can tell the researcher much on the
nature of the phenomenon. Experimental, large-N studies can certainly identify recent
trends or give a better overview of large comparisons and thus help to better classify
the reference object. And yet, if we want to explore the reasons, the course, or the
chances of successful conflict settlement of a particular conflict, we need to look at it
individually as a unique and special item. This is for the reason that every conflict has
its own specific roots, its own historical, cultural, and socio-political development. It is
especially arguable, whether quantitative approaches can grasp dynamics that are
inherent in conflicts and that are crucial for the understanding of the case. Qualitative
research conversely seems to be the appropriate approach, as it provides the
necessary instruments for this purpose. As a consequence, I deem to approach my
research question by obtaining case-based inference. My interest lies in the detection
of detailed and relevant although specific information which will ideally provide me with
newly gained knowledge on the concrete case. From this perspective, the format of a
case-study research design suits best my intention. The fact that no generalising
conclusions can be drawn and enlarged to a broader sample of cases can of course
also be seen as a limitation, pointing to low external validity of this approach if the
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researcher formulates his goal differently. The findings are hence strictly case-related
and allow only for certain conclusions to be made (cf. Kaufman/Kaufman 2005: 148).
As all non-experimental, small-N studies, Case Studies are merely narratives,
describing retrospectively what has already happened. However, the narrative part will
be enriched by the application of a special format of case-study research which is
broadly employed in social science and is known as Causal Process Tracing. The
decision to choose this method is also reinforced by the fact that the literature is
highlighting the advantageous use of process tracing particularly in security studies,
claiming that it provides the researcher with an opportunity to unveil the complex
multicausality which underlies any conflict (cf. Lyall 2013, Mahoney 2015, Tannenwald
2015).

Research Design
To start with, it should be stated that the method is based on the common assumption
in social science that a cause X causes an outcome Y. This linear causation model
implies that in between X and Y an action/ an effect is happening which links the two
variables. This assumed causation linking X to Y is what CPT concentrates on by
disclosing the mechanism behind it (cf. Checkel 2008, Bennett 2008, Rohlfing 2012).
Accordingly, the aim of a researcher applying this method is to reconstruct the chain
of events answering to the question of why something happened, but equally or even
more importantly is to turn the attention to the mechanism in-between the assumed
cause and outcome trying thus to answer to the question of how something happened.
Hernes described mechanisms in CPT as
‘a set of interacting parts – an assembly of elements producing an effect not inherent
in any one of them. A mechanism is not so much about ‘nuts and bolts’ as about ‘cogs
and wheels’ – the wheelwork or agency by which an effect is produced.’ (Hernes 1998:
78).
If we take the comparison that Hernes used, observing a mechanism analogous to a
wheelwork, then we observe that there are an enormous number of cogwheels on the
wheels, which allows for the mechanism to function through coordination and only in
their entirety. If, however, some of the cogwheels are missing, then the wheel can still
turn, but without contact with other parts, which means that the chain of traceability
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has been interrupted. Applying this logic to our method of social inquiry would mean
that if some parts are non-observable, it makes it difficult to find the causal connections,
in the sense that it is not obvious what follows from what or after what. Consequently,
the strength of the method lies in the fact that it allows the sequence of facts to be
traced down to the smallest detail and yet, at the same time, it must be emphasised
that CPT necessary requires the availability of a considerable amount of information in
order to exploit the potential of the method. Hence, all of the footprints or simply data
must be accessible and at the researcher’s disposal. This dilemma has been taken up
by Beach and Brun who propose accordingly to differentiate between the minimalist
and systematic approach in CPT. A minimalist approach contains as the word already
characterises it, a rather general and broad provision of some form of causal
relationship; it is certainly useable to unveil the action/ effect that intervened between
X and Y however the claim for causality is based on weaker evidence since it does not
fully unpack the black box of processes. The systematic approach by contrast strives
for a comprehensive, overarching and highly theorised application of the method to
investigate causality in full breadth and density (cf. Beach/Brun 2019: 71). Certainly,
the systematic method represents a high esteem for evidence-based science and yet
the claim should not be made here that the minimalist approach is easier or less
demanding to implement, it should be rather decided which one to use depending on
the aim of the scholar and his available toolkit first and foremost in the sense of data
availability and its quality.
The approach chosen for this study is the minimalist one exactly for the reasons of
available information and the chosen framework which is to test whether and possibly
how X causes Y. The chosen research design as described above entails a number of
trade-offs. First and foremost, the sources and data were compiled by the researcher
thus the potential of a biased selection may well be present. This subjectivity further
concerns the measurement since here equally the interpretation is based only on the
researcher's abilities to distance from his own opinion and to prove impartiality. The
observation of the availability of causal inference will be thus based on the distinction
presence/absence of the theorised assumption. This work will additionally not control
for causes other than the underlying claimed causation due to the limits of the scope
of this work, hence no investigation into potential counterfactuals will be made.
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The research interest underlying this study is to trace the process of security dynamics
in the South Caucasus and understand how the latter is influenced by regional actors.
It has been highlighted, that middle powers unleash their greatest significance at the
regional level (cf. Kamrava 2017: 21) which is why it is regarded as especially relevant
to set the level of analysis at this point. Based on the theoretical observations and
stocktaking of the development of Russian, Iranian and Turkish foreign policies on
different levels of analysis, zooming into the countries, looking at state-to-state and
interregional relations that has been outlined in the previous chapter, I assume that the
three forces are interested in addressing and resolving conflicts in its regional
dimension. From a neo-realist perspective, this allows the countries to protect their
strategic interests bound to this region, manifest power politics, and increase their
influence while simultaneously containing the influence of extra-regional powers
blocking their involvement in the conflict settlement. It is further argued that Western
powers and international intragovernmental institutions have missed the chance for
being involved in the emerging format of conflict settlement in the conflict over
Nagorno-Karabakh which will lead to long-run trajectories of change in this conflict and
the regional development in terms of security overall. A detachment and
disengagement from the side of Western powers has taken place, which seems to
respond to the interests of the inherent regional powers Russia, Turkey and Iran who
have filled the vacuum and who will henceforth dominate the region even more.
The claimed causal relationship is that the influence asserted by the regional powers
has been a necessary condition for the second Nagorno-Karabakh War and its
outcome. Conversely, it is assumed that with the absence of this cause the outcome
would have been different. Thus, if evidence allows for sound inference to be made
this will provide an observable manifestation of the influence of regional powers on the
security dynamics in the South Caucasus.
The proceeding parts will provide a conflict mapping based on the elements as
suggested by Paul Wehr (cf. 2006): First, I will turn to provide an orientation to the
conflict with a description and history of the conflict as to give a clearer picture of the
subject to be investigated in, understanding its origins, nature, and possibilities for
resolution that have been existed in the past. The scope and character of the broader
contextual regional setting at the time when the conflict took place in autumn 2020 has
been already sketched in the previous chapter.
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This part will be then followed by the description of the theoretical conceptualisation of
the causal relationship assumed. In conclusion, the analysis of the Nagorno-Karabakh
War 2020 which is expected of either affirming or rejecting the hypothesis will be
elaborated.

Evolution of the conflict
What today's observers consider as the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh is a centurieslong process of hostility and aversion, with intermittent flare-ups and escalation into
violence and war between the Armenian and Azerbaijani ethnic groups around the
geographical territory of mountainous Karabakh, where both of them historically
settled. At the core of the dispute is the question of the claim to the territory that both
ethnic groups demand for themselves. Fundamentally, however, this land saw an
immense dislocation and overlap of peoples who populated it depending on the
dominance of the respective powers. Since the time of the long 19th century these
forces have always been the Russian Tsarist Empire, Persia and the Ottoman Empire
which have exerted alternating and recurrent influence. An exemplary snapshot is the
period between 1815-1877 which has been a time of constant change between power
and influence, the territory being ceded to Russia after Persia has lost the war. At the
same time population swaps were often practised so that Armenians became more
and more significant in numbers on the Russian controlled territory, while the Muslim
population decreased by moving to the territories of Persian and Ottoman empires.
Svante Cornell has been able to summarise this changing demography followingly:
‘According to Russian census reports, the Armenian population in Karabakh
represented 9 percent of the total in 1823 (the remaining 91 per cent being registered
as ‘Muslims’), 35 per cent in 1832, and a majority of 53 per cent in 1880.’ (Cornell 2001:
54).
This illustrates that a targeted and forced migration policy has been uprooting people
who inhabited these lands, their way of life and their attachment to the territory.
Furthermore, settlements have been motivated by socio-economic reasons and when
the wealth of oil resources in Baku has become prominent, people followed this
blessing leading to a growing Armenian population in this city on the Caspian Sea. For
decades, the Russian rulers developed a preference for the Armenian population
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because they were considered more trustworthy than the Muslim population, which in
turn facilitated their professional advancement inter alia in the booming capital of
Azerbaijan. However, the beginning of the twentieth century when the Russian Empire
has witnessed its first revolution it equally saw the outbreak of violence between
Armenians and Azerbaijanis for exactly these reasons of sentiments among the
Azerbaijani population of non-equal treatment on their soil (cf. Souleimanov 2013: 97).
Further territorial and control transformations followed as the Tsarist Empire ultimately
disintegrated and the power vacuum was dissolved. But already in the 1920s, when
the Soviet Union has been proclaimed, Moscow gained again control over these
territories in the Caucasus. The resolution of the territorial question, mapping and
dividing Karabakh between Armenian and Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republics
(SSRs) has endured for several years until Moscow in the end decided in favour of
Baku, granting Nagorno Karabakh 1923 the status of an autonomy within the
Azerbaijan SSR. Two years before, Moscow signed a treaty with the young republican
Kemalist government in Ankara where Karabakh has been mentioned as a territorial
entity to be incorporated into the Azerbaijan SSR. Thus, it can be assumed that
although Russia saw itself as historically affiliated to the protection of Christian
Armenians, it has envisaged concrete political advantages from such an assignment
and made the concession to Turkey (cf. Cornell 1998: 53).
The status granted to Karabakh remained unchanged for some 60 years and it was
only with the gradual disintegration of the Soviet Union that the conflict in the southern
Caucasus erupted up anew in the late 1980s. By that time, the population of Karabakh
was approximately distributed in the following proportions: 70 percent Armenians and
30 percent Azerbaijanis out of a total population of roughly 190,000 people (cf. Zürcher
2007: 152). Consequently, an Armenian majority felt locked in the state of the
Azerbaijani republic claiming discontent over the non-provision on any national
minority rights. With the aggregation of grievances as well in socio-economic terms,
the calls for an independent Karabakh or its unification with Armenia became
prominent among the native Armenians and the spiral of aggression increased several
times when in 1988 Karabakh’s capital Stepanakert actually declared its will for
independence. This served as a red rag which brought the situation out of control and
Armenian activists to the streets gathering protests and rallies which as a consequence
led to clashes with Azerbaijanis (cf. Fischer 2016: 61). The latter found opposingly their
own arguments to protect what they perceived as their territory and land of cultural
56

heritage. As a result of this stringent radicalisation of both sides, clashes, and
reciprocal expulsions the conflict quickly turned violent with a remarkable passivity on
Moscow's part which can be regarded as covertly supporting the Armenian endeavour
(cf. Souleimanov 2013: 108). As a result, the conflicting parties as well as the centre
in Moscow failed to find a political solution among other things or mainly because the
Soviet Union was in decline losing its legitimacy and coercive potential, and thus the
conflict which was the first of its kind ethnopolitical conflict in the former Soviet Union
overlapped with internal structural disorders in the soviet apparatus (cf. Zürcher 2007:
181). Right after the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Karabakh declared its
independence in January 1992 - an event that supposedly was the last indication in a
series of escalations that paved the way for a full-fledged war between meanwhile
independent Armenia and Azerbaijan and which lasted from 1992-1994. This war
resulted in some 30,000 victims, about one million displaced and expelled persons, the
reporting on terrifying war atrocities and finally the redrawing of borders with the victory
and considerable territorial gains for the Armenian side capturing not only NagornoKarabakh but also seven adjacent Azerbaijani territories (cf. Babayev et al. 2020: 21).
The war ended with a ceasefire agreement, the Bishkek Protocol, negotiated by Russia
and signed by both sides in May 1994. The Protocol urged Armenia in accordance with
the UN Charta to withdraw from the occupied territories which the international society
recognises as belonging to Azerbaijan and thus to restore the status quo ante bellum.
However, this account has never been fulfilled. Already in 1992 has the Organisation
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) set up the OSCE Mink Group that is
co-chaired by France, Russia, and the United States to foster the peaceful resolution
of the present conflict. In fact, several attempts were made for a diplomatic solution of
the conflict. In the search for common ground between Yerevan and Baku to find ways
for a peaceful political settlement the international partners and above all the Minsk
Group formulated several times basic principles which were supposed to lead to the
desired aim. Diplomatic tracks known as the Madrid principles, Key West or Kazan
talks have altogether led to only little progress.
Although, brief flaring ups of the conflict happened in August 2014 and April 2016 the
relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan seemed the last years relaxed and even
favourable for a rapprochement between Baku and Yerevan. In the year to follow the
parties have established a telephone hotline between the military commanders for the
first time ever and attracted attention with the statement ‘preparing nations for peace
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and working on economic cooperation’ (statement made after the two respective
ministers of foreign affairs met in January 2019 in Paris with representatives of OSCE
Minsk Group). This unusual rhetoric definitely revived the hope for peace. In November
2019 Azerbaijan and Armenia exchanged visits by groups of journalists (Armenian
delegation included one journalist from Nagorno-Karabakh) with the help of the OSCE
acting as mediator. And yet, a new war broke out; Between 27 September 2020 and 9
November 2020, the two South Caucasus republics fought again over the territory of
Azerbaijan’s exclave Nagorno Karabakh. This short however violent war with some
7,000 casualties reported officially on both sides brought about a change of the hitherto
status quo which has lasted for 26 years. Azerbaijan succeeded achieving a victory,
bringing back under its control almost the whole territory including the seven adjacent
districts.
Although the literature deems to label the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh as a frozen or
protracted one, it is highly informative to study it and constantly track the progression
which includes for instance the shifts of interests, change of actors, strategies, and the
options to act. Similarly, external yet even system-level circumstances may change
and need to be considered. Therefore, my aim is to analyse a specific aspect of the
performed war, tracing how the influence of regional actors manifested itself in the
second Nagorno Karabakh War in 2020.

Case selection
The decision to select the Second Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as reference object has
been motivated by several factors: First of all, it is its currentness and relevance that
raised my attention. The new flare-up of the conflict happened in 2020 and there is so
far limited amount of information available, the awareness of what happened still needs
to be understood and the analysis of the conflict as well as its systematic classification
is still in progress. Thus, I am convinced that an appraisal of the events in the form of
process tracing is an insightful and timely effort. Secondly, it is assumed that a single
factor explanation is not sufficient to understand the conflict in its complexity. Certainly,
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has been in depth studied through the angle of first
level, focusing on the respective motifs and storytelling as seen from Baku and
Yerevan. With this work, however, an attempt is set for an analysis on the second level
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which is the regional one. Applying this perspective to the conflict is important because
actors situated here will be guided by distinct national interests, motivations and goals
influencing their behaviour and actions, which would probably otherwise not been
being visible if solely focusing on the conflict parties as such. The conflict at stake can
thus show itself from a completely different perspective. The interstate conflict between
Armenia and Azerbaijan is additionally regarded as best suited to study the influences
of external, regional actors than the comparative alternative conflicts in the South
Caucasus such as the Abkhazian or the South Ossetian conflict. The reasoning stems
from the fact that both these conflicts are internal secessionist conflicts that receive
financial, political, and military support from one of the regional powers examined in
this study, namely Russia. Consequently, the chosen conflict proves to suit best for
providing within-case inference in relation to the type and nature of research questions
that I have set up for this work. Additionally, it stands to reason that considerable shifts
and changes took place during last year's war illustrating assumingly the gradual
transformation in the region in recent years with respect to the regional powers. Many
previous studies attribute Russia the leading position in the conflict as being the most
important external actor in the conflict, or even in the whole of South Caucasus (cf.
Lynch 2002, Fischer 2016, Shapiro 2021). However, it appears that a turning point may
have been reached with the active presence of Turkey in the war in 2020.
Consequently, the additional question to be answered is whether or not a polarity shift
has occurred within the security complex and what consequences does this bear for
the conflict as well as for the region.
I see my task in this analysis as to piece together the existing information, bring
together the distinct puzzles concentrating thereby my attention on the role of regional
powers in the eve, during and right in the aftermath of the war. Consequently, my
analysis will be located at the sub-national level not taking into account the immediate
conflict parties Armenia and Azerbaijan with their respective socio-political situation,
their national interests, motives and rationales for going to war. Similarly, the global
level of analysis is excluded and only appears in the analysis to the extent that it is
considered absolutely necessary to understand and trace the overall picture.
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Theoretical research concept
In order to test the hypothesis and the assumed causality, a theoretical concept will be
outlined to describe the conditions of the assumed relationship which will in turn
designate indicators against which the empirical findings can be checked. Thus, the
following section will first of all address the question of how to define influence, highlight
its effects and elaborate on how influence manifests itself, e.g. How to know it is
influence when you see it? Additionally, an overview of operational definitions and the
existing theoretical knowledge in the literature on the influence of third parties to a
conflict will be presented. Subsequently, an elaboration of the indicators that possess
specific attributes and features, linking thus the theoretical indicators to observable
manifestations in the case will be presented. Finally, the theoretical concept will
conclude with the explanation on the measurement of indicators.
In political science, the concept of power and influence is highly important and
regarded as the basis for understanding political science and the relations between
actors. Prominent scientists as George Catlin considered power as the main variable
to be examined when studying politics. Likewise, Harold Lasswell reflected on its
significance by arguing that ‘the study of politics is the study of influence and the
influential’ (cf. Lasswell 1936). In his work Power and Society together with his
colleague Abraham Kaplan, they claim that ‘the exercise of influence (influence
process) consists in affecting policies of others than the self’ (cf. Lasswell/Kaplan 1950:
71). Thus, the general observation is that according to Lasswell and Kaplan influence
describes the ability of A to achieve an intended behaviour from B which B would not
otherwise do (cf. Simon 1953). Thus, it can be stated that influence describes a dyadic
asymmetrical relationship which occurs as a result of an action. Another characteristic
that stands out is that influence is a process that is happening, and it indicates equally
a change in the behaviour, which is why the relationship can be seen as dynamic in
contrast to a state of equilibrium. Following on from this, a logical question appears as
whether the notions of power and influence need to be delineated? Scholars have
proposed different viewpoints and approaches to these concepts, searching for the
means and ends and making distinctions between notions as power, influence, force,
rule or authority; in parallel they intended to outline the different types of power and
often defined it in radically opposing categories ( e.g. power as a zero-sum game with
solely one beneficiary who by the means of persuasive actions gets all, versus power
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in the sense of empowerment, the authority to act with reciprocal feedback from actors
forming thus a system which allows all to profit); In the spirit of Haugaard who draws
the analogy of the power concept with a ‘family resemblance concept’ (cf. Haugaard
2010), I endeavour to apply a comprehensive pluralist understanding of power in all its
facets and nuanced variations. Consequently, in the present work, there is no necessity
to differentiate between the above listed terms and making fine-grained theoretical
distinctions in order to narrow the concept, since it is believed that they are all
belonging to one concept. As has been formulated by Eric Rowe, all these notions
have the same attributes and hence a common ground, and it is rather necessary to
decide on an ‘umbrella word’ for capturing the implied relationship (cf. Rowe 1969).
Therefore, I will focus on the notion of influence and power using them synonymously.
With the understanding of what influence is, the next step is thus to grasp how political
influence is wielded. According to Robert Dahl, it is proposed to look at the base,
means, amount and range or scope of power that an actor has. The base implies the
source of political power, which may unfold as such assigned attributes as the right of
veto, economic bonds, or pressure groups. The means or the instruments that an actor
is using to exercise influence can be threats, promises or commitments. Finally, the
extent or amount of power and its range and scope should be similarly taken into
consideration (cf. Dahl 1957: 203). Drawing on these properties, it can be said that the
general ratio is that the stronger the base of power (by its manifestation in means,
amount and scope) the greater the power (cf. French/Raven 1959: 268).
Having introduced the concept of influence, the next step is then to make a theoretical
conceptualisation and operationalise the notion of regional powers. In the context of
the interstate war between Azerbaijan and Armenia, Turkey, Russia and Iran are
appearing as external powers not being directly involved in the conflict. Therefore, it
needs to be specified on the questions of who external powers are, on which terms are
they entering a certain conflict and how do they influence. A concept which includes
these theoretical elaborations from the existing literature will allow me to explain what
will be actually traced in the case under investigation. In a last step I shall consequently
turn to the question on how to make observations and measurements of third powers
influence.
The intervention of external powers to conflicts has been extensively studied in the
past decades (cf. Yamamoto/ Bremer 1980). Thereby, scholars are putting emphasis
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on the study of its efficacy in terms of conflict resolution, elaborating on the conditions
for third parties to enter the scene of conflict but in comparison to that, rather little
attention has been paid to the research of third parties’ influence in a conflict.
Intervening forces can come in as supporters of one concrete conflict party, hence
taking sides, or maintain a neutral stance by intervening as a mediator between the
warring parties (cf. Gledisch 2004: 384). An intervention can additionally take different
shapes, such as a military interference and the use of force, active military, economic,
political, or humanitarian aid as well as the already mentioned mediation. Immediate
neighbours are among the most intervening actors in civil wars or interstate conflicts
where they have not been initially a party to the conflict (cf. Wallensteen/Sollenberg
1998, Ward/Gledisch 2002; Vasquez 2009, Dal 2018). Hence, territorially in the sense
of geographical proximity as already highlighted in the Regional Security Complex
Theory is attributed a decisive role in conflict studies as well. A war that is fought in the
region poses great threats and increases the costs for states in the immediate
neighbourhood since it brings new, uncertain dynamics for the regional security. This
assumption makes their incentives to intervene much more likely than compared to
geographically distant powers. The motif of intervention as for the sake of keeping the
threat away from one’s own territory is reasonable; However, further intensions should
be elaborated, since reading the intentions of powers means understanding their
strategy and even possibly their long-term aims. Alexander Wendt has formulated once
that states’ intentions can be very stable and determine their behaviour even for
centuries (cf. Guzzini/Leander 2006: 211). It is therefore relevant to disclose on the
intentions behind state-actor actions and equally behind the exercise of influence. It is
not seldom that third powers pursue their own interests when entering a conflict.
External powers often engage in conflicts for the sake of their material, ideational or
simply pragmatic conveniences (cf. Dal 2018: 2210). They mostly anticipate enjoying
advantages, attain a higher status and thus gain political weight. The way how a conflict
ends, on which terms and what a concluded agreement bears for them, and the region
can be equally qualified as a driver for intervention since external powers seek to
influence it to their benefit (cf. Regan 1996). This argument is also reinforced when
considering the nature of any conflict, as aptly summarised by Shirkey: ‘All wars,
whether interstate or civil, are a continuation of bargaining’ (Shirkey 2017: 12). In this
respect, it is hardly surprising that external powers are primarily characterised by selfinterested intentions. Nonetheless, it is flawed to assume that intentions are directly
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observable and simple to detect; by contrast, it requires proxies or indices from which
to deduct state actor’s intentions (cf. Jervis 1970). The decision to enter a conflict
occurs as a result of conditionality, assessing the circumstances and the trade-off
between the profit and risks. Additionally, states’ intentions may be of different quality;
A peaceful intention is often attributed to forces that endeavour to maintain the status
quo protecting the existing order and their stance within it; whereas aggressive
intentions are usually attributed to revisionist forces because their aggressive
behaviour is prescribed to change the distribution of power, resources, or status (cf.
ibid. 82; Rosato 2015: 53). This suggests that aggressive intentions are also more
likely to be reinforced by military presence.
Having provided a theoretical overview of who intervenes, how they do it and why this
is happening the attention can now be turned to the measurement of the hypothetical
assumptions. In order to analyse the power and influence of regional powers it is
required to set the measurement indicators against which the researcher intents to
evaluate the evidence drawn from the case. The fact that a standard for power
measurement does not exist forms certainly an obstacle. As one could see from the
outline above, power can be displayed in different variations, it proofs to be
multidimensional and relational (cf. Guzinni 2009: 9). Moreover, influence or power are
not directly observable which means that the researcher is forced to focus on derivative
characteristics instead, and at the same time he needs to rely to a certain degree on a
subjective judgement which will be inevitable to circumvent in relation to where the
threshold to be set to be able to say that what the theoretical concept is outlining is
actually present in the case.
As it has been pointed out, influence can be characterised as a behavioural change of
B that happened as a consequence of conscious actions by A. Consequently, the ratio
of change can function as an indicator for exerted influence. Similarly, we can say that
if an alternation of state took place without tracing this to the motives or interest of
subject B, then that too suggests an influence of subject A. Concluding from the
theoretical description above, the presence of such bases for influence as a military
intervention, political leverage in the form of pressure groups and mediation provide
indicators for the assumed causality. By looking at the indicators of who intervenes and
in which capacity, which tools they are selecting for exerting influence and what are
their intentions allow to draw conclusions on the character of how these third powers
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are engaging in conflicts. Consequently, the unique pieces of evidence from within the
case should provide the researcher with plausible arguments for either affirming or
rejecting the hypothesis stating that the regional powers Russia, Turkey and Iran are
substantially shaping the security dynamics in the South Caucasus.
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5. Results and Discussion
Nagorno-Karabakh War 2020
Turkey, Russia and Iran as neighbouring countries of the immediate conflict parties
Armenia and Azerbaijan have been caught by the anarchic environment and
unpredictability of actions stemming from the flaring up of the Nagorno-Karabakh
conflict. This event certainly enhanced their fear and threat perception of a potential
spill over effect to be set in motion. However, all three have different views on the
conflict and intervened differently and to different extents in the war. Before the actual
war started in the end of September, it has been reported on 12 July 2020 that a
sudden escalation between Armenia and Azerbaijan in Tovuz/Tavush region which is
where the immediate border between the two countries is found, thus explicitly not on
the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh or the contact line, has erupted. In fact, this is a
notable factor that happened somewhat unexpected, and yet it should be added that
through this region the infrastructure of international importance (pipeline and
transportation routes) is paved.

Figure 3: Tovuz region on the Armenian-Azerbaijani border (Source: International Business Times 2020).
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Few days later, Russia and Turkey both underlined respectively their military presence
by holding military exercises in the Caucasus one after the other. First, from 21 to 26
July 2020 the Russian Armed Forces held a strategic military training which became
also known as the Kavkaz 2020 exercises. These exercises in which apart of Russian
soldiers the forces of Armenia, Belarus, China, Myanmar and Pakistan participated,
have been marked by the personal visit of President Vladimir Putin (cf. Tass 2020).
From 29 July and until 10 August 2020 Azerbaijan and Turkey started their large-scale
joint military exercises which were aimed at testing the operational readiness and
coordination of the two general forces (cf. Huseynov 2020). It has been reported that
by 2020, Armenia and Azerbaijan recorded both a colossal military budget and both
belonged to the top 20 of the most militarised states in the world, calculated as the
relative weight and importance of a state's military apparatus in relation to its societal
spending as a whole (according to the German Bonn International Center for
Conversion BICC, Armenia obtained in 2019 the second rang and Azerbaijan was
placed 16th) (cf. Mutschler/ Bales 2020). Only one month later, on 27 September 2020
a full-fledged war thus broke out between Baku and Yerevan in which observers find it
difficult to identify who started the war since each side blames the other. Nonetheless,
it can be argued that the military offensive launched by Baku has been the biggest that
the South Caucasus has witnessed since 1992 (cf. Iskandarov/ Gawliczek 2021: 91).
The external powers Iran, Russia and Turkey all reacted and intervened in the conflict
although all of them had different intervening qualities. Generally, the regional powers
expressed their support for the fastest possible termination of the violent hostilities.
And yet, if looking at the behaviour of the three powers, crucial differences can be
observed. While Turkey endorsed the offensive through inflammatory rhetoric pledging
unconditional support to its ally Azerbaijan (cf. Keddie 2020), Russia despite being a
Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) ally to Armenia has neither set into
force the collective defence clause at this multilateral level, nor has it provided direct
unilateral aid. Accordingly, Turkey sided pro-actively with Baku and provided largescale assistance in political but also military terms in such an amount that has been
not visible prior to the outbreak of war in 2020. It has been largely agreed by observers
that Turkish weapons and unmanned aerial vehicles (drones) have to a large extend
contributed to Azerbaijan’s military superiority in this war (cf. Iskandarov/Gawliczek
2021). Russia by contrast kept a neutral stance at the onset of the war and took instead
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only at a later stage the role of the mediator, urging the two parties to sign the ceasefire
agreement. Iran can be stated having reacted rather reserved, carefully analysing the
dynamics, and signalling its stance relatively lately. It is noteworthy to highlight that
during the events in autumn 2020, the Iranian northern border has been directly
impacted by the war in Nagorno-Karabakh (Iran is the only regional power bordering
the contested territory). As a consequence of cross-border mortar fire Tehran took the
decision to increase its military presence in the north and to dislocated troops on the
border. Officials in Tehran have noted that Iran will perceive any violation of its state
border as a red line that has been crossed (cf. France24: 2020). Apart from the fact of
bringing Iran’s northern strike forces to combat readiness, it has equally intervened
diplomatically in the conflict. The Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Iran has
undertaken several visits to the capitals of Azerbaijan and Baku as well as to Turkey
and Russia to urge for a solution, presenting Iran’s initiative which was based on (1)
the respect for the territorial integrity of Azerbaijan, (2) the peaceful resolution of the
conflict and (3) the inadmissibility in the change of international borders. This plan
however did not find enough support among the different actors and shortly after, on 3
November 2020, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei proclaimed that
Azerbaijani lands should be liberated (cf. Avdaliani 2021).
International institutions as represented above all by the OSCE and notably the two
co-chairs France and the US have been rather marked by their absence during this
conflict. The Minsk Group which is entrusted with the mandate to find a peaceful
settlement to the conflict met over the 44 days period of war three times (10, 17 and
25 October respectively in Moscow, Paris and Washington) and called on the sides to
fulfil their commitment as to prior agreements and implement a ceasefire (cf. OSCE
2020). However, the OSCE mediators were unable to achieve a breakthrough. Apart
from that, the US and France as co-chairs and extra-regional powers in the South
Caucasus have rather paid little attention to the conflict providing no proposals for how
to stop the atrocities. On 17 November President Putin commented in a press
conference on the sidelining of OSCE involvement in bringing about a ceasefire,
explaining that
‘It was a matter of hours. Stepanakert could have been taken and they could have
continued to move on. To be honest, it was in Armenia’s interests to immediately cease
hostilities. There was no time for holding additional consultations within the framework
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of the OSCE Minsk Group. This would have been simply unrealistic.’ (Liechtenstein
2020).
Thus, the war has been progressing with Azerbaijani forces succeeding to regain
control over substantial parts of the territory of Nagorno-Karabakh as well as the
adjacent territories that were since 1994 occupied by Armenia. From 6-8 November
2020 the conflicting parties fought each other near the strategically important city of
Shusha, some 10 km away from Karabakh’s self-proclaimed capital Stepanakert (for
Baku, Shusha is perceived as the city of cultural heritage and is therefore of
outstanding importance). Shortly after Azerbaijan managed to take control over this
territory, on 9 November 2020 Armenia’s Prime Minister Nikol Pashiniyan and
Azerbaijan’s President Ilham Aliyev signed the ceasefire agreement negotiated
unilaterally by Russia, thus stopping the war over potentially further territorial gains by
Azerbaijan. The agreement simultaneously included the clause declaring the
deployment of 1960 Russian peacekeepers along the contact line in NagornoKarabakh and along the Lachin Corridor to monitor the agreement on the ground for 5
subsequent years with automatic renewal for the same period should none of the
parties (Yerevan and Baku) object in time (cf. Kremlin 2020). The agreement does not
allow for Azerbaijan to demand for an earlier departure of the Russian troops (cf.
Sestanovich 2020). Equally the sides agreed that Russia and Turkey will set up a joint
monitoring mission on the territory of Azerbaijan with some 60 soldiers from each side
to observe the fragile situation (Joint monitoring centre has been inaugurated in
February 2021) (cf. Goble 2021).
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Figure 4: Territorial adjustments as a result of the second Nagorno-Karabakh War in autumn 2020 (Source:
Deutsche Welle 2020).

At the time of writing of this paper, July 2021, the cessation of fighting continues to this
day, although minor clashes between the contending forces do occur.
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Analysis of the Case Study
The outlined intervention of regional powers in the second Karabakh War in 2020
allows to observe important and relevant evidence of their influence on security
dynamics in the South Caucasus. For all three forces, the war was a foreign policy
challenge which they tried to solve through different instruments and which they
succeeded in to varying degrees pursuing thereby their own interests and intentions.
First of all, it is important to reveal the contextual conditions for their engagement in
the region. As it has been outlined in the examples of the state-to-state, interregional
and cross-regional relations, the structural condition from the Black Sea in the North
down until the Golan Heights in the South, whereby the South Caucasus is situated
exactly in between, has dramatically changed over the last decade. The transformative
power of the Arab Spring, the Ukraine crisis, heightened terrorism threats and the
consequences thereof in form of new multi-layered security challenges have clearly
set the trend on the militarisation of the region as a reaction by such powers as Turkey,
Russia and Iran. Their pro-active, engaged foreign policies as it is particularly visible
in the Syrian conflict, illustrates the manifestation of power politics and an increased
use of hard power all around this neighbourhood in its broad understanding. By jointly
being involved in regional conflicts and thus making observers suspecting about the
existing of a Russia-Turkey-Iran nexus, these states have nevertheless found
themselves often in opposing camps and they certainly proofed pursuing strictly their
own assertive strategies, focusing on of what is believed to be their core national
interests. This observation suggests that their cooperation forms rather a situational
coalition than a stable, long-term triumvirate. The analysis of the Nagorno Karabakh
conflict in 2020 broadly confirms this assumption.
As first clashes between Armenia and Azerbaijan occurred in July 2020, both powers
have demonstrated their tight relations with allies through the military exercises on both
sides. The readiness to use force, showing unmasked the rival one’s own military skills
and strength and siding thereby with the respective military ally - all that reflects once
more the prevalence of the regional states’ attitude that seek to make military ways of
thinking and behaving the basis. This sabre-rattling in which Turkey and Russia
participated served to position and demonstrate the respective power in its core
materialistic understanding.
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Turkey's unconditional support to Baku with military provisions, the stated commitment
to intervene, if necessary, on the battlefield as well as backing Baku politically, provides
all indices for Turkey’s strongly partial intervention in the conflict that can be regarded
as pursuing aggressive intentions. Ankara and Baku can consequently be seen as
revisionist forces united in the conviction to change forcefully the prevailing order and
thus the distribution of goods and to redraw the territorial borders. For Baku, the war is
a revenge for the loss of its internationally recognized territories to Armenia more than
30 years ago. Turkey’s intentions should be once again regarded in the context of its
overall increased ambitions in its foreign policy. In fact, with the victory, Turkey gained
a land corridor linking its territory to Azerbaijan from which Ankara expects great
benefits and profits for its economy. It comes out of the war certainly strengthened on
the side of allied Azerbaijan, with the proof of its military superiority and the effective,
successful test of its weapons and strike forces. Consequently, for Turkey this
comparatively low-cost and successful military initiative bears further political
advantages domestically. And yet, the greatest intention was probably to improve
Turkey’s position in the system among the third actors involved in the South Caucasus.
Russia’s unilateral dominance in the region as the sole power being able to influence
the events to its interests, has been overtly contested in the recent war by Turkey which
serves as an additional indication of Ankara’s aim to overthrow the geopolitical status
quo.
Moscow has been reacting to the evolving war to its South and yet it did not interfere
militarily albeit having the means to do so. It showed itself impartial which represents
the public strategy it has usually pursued in the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh.
Russia's actions, or rather the lack thereof during the outbreak of the conflict and he
fact that Moscow did not come to the help of Armenia, suggest that it has possibly
modified its foreign policy strategy towards what it calls the Near Abroad acting more
cautious, slow and latent. Russian expert in the field of International Relations, Vladimir
Frolow, cites similar behaviour in conflicts such as in neighbouring Belarus in 2020 or
in Kyrgyzstan later the same year. He believes to witness that Russia is gradually
developing a new approach, beginning to show more reflection on its real interests in
the region. Frolow coins this observation the strategy of strategic restraint (cf. Frolow
2020). It can be stated that Moscow is a status-quo seeking power in the South
Caucasus that reacted restrained and yet decisive since it succeeded to impose a
ceasefire agreement on Russian terms. By its non-interference Moscow allowed the
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revisionist powers to redraw the map without alternating substantially the prevailing
order and without the experience of any substantial countervailing power. Positioning
itself as a unilateral dealbroker makes Russia even overachieve its goals in the South
Caucasus. It has been able to increase the dependence of the parties to the conflict
by being the guarantor of the fragile peace between them, on the one hand acting as
a protective force for the territories of Nagorno-Karabakh which remained under
Armenian administration, and on the other hand, putting its feet on Azerbaijani soil with
the deployment of Russian peacekeepers, which the latter has up to this point rather
rejected. With this agreement Moscow makes itself an indispensable external actor
with almost unrestricted power who can at any time unleash escalations and the return
to war. It will certainly further shape events to its own favour without encountering any
significant counterbalance.
The third neighbour and regional actor Iran has taken part in the conflict to a much
more lesser degree if compared to Turkey and Russia. As the outbreak of hostilities
leads inevitably to uncertainty equally raising the insecurity perception for all adjacent
states, Iran is thus especially prone since it shares the border with the contested
territory of Nagorno-Karabakh. As has been described elsewhere, Tehran considers it
inadmissible for externally generated threats to penetrate the country's territory.
Accordingly, its intention is to secure its state territory and precisely control for any
alternations. For Iran, the transport routes leading through the territory of its neighbours
Armenia and Azerbaijan are of utmost importance since this forms its window to the
outer world. Securing these routes and the stable flow of goods is vital especially in
times of economic downturns. It follows, that this war with all its consequences, does
not correspond Iran's interests. Consequently, Tehran’s reach out to regional actors
seeking to find an immediate diplomatic solution to the conflict fits entirely this logic. It
is also worth pointing out that albeit the country officially supported Azerbaijan’s
territorial integrity, the latter’s offensive, and quick territorial gains with the support of
Turkey contradicts somewhat Iran’s interests since it looks back on a centuries-long
rivalry for regional dominance with its neighbour Turkey, and it equally fears that
Azerbaijan’s revisionist policy could further extend to Iran’s northern regions that is
inhabited by ethical Azerbaijanis (cf. Chtadze 2012: 7). In essence, Iran is therefore
quite positive about a Russian intervention that stopped Azerbaijan in its rise to more
power and an absolute victory; moreover, it serves undoubtedly Iran’s interests that
the northern territory to its border is now undisputed (cf. Mammadli 2021).
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As for the involvement of international actors who are all extra-regional powers, the
quote from President Putin cited above follows well the train of thought as set out by
Barry Buzan and others, that territorial proximity matters, and it can become a decisive
factor. Vladimir Putin argues that events evolved quickly and there was a need to take
the unilateral responsibility to stop the war. At the same time, however, he indicates
criticism of the OSCE's decision-making processes implicitly pointing to its
ineffectiveness in situations requiring concrete solutions, despite the fact that the
mandate of the Minsk Group as well as the overall task of the OSCE as an international
organisation is to ensure security and resolve conflicts in Europe. From this
perspective, he argues that sidelining the OSCE is considered appropriate and
justified. This quote evidence that Russia sees a containment of its own strength by
being obliged to consult on the level of OSCE and regards hence the multilateral,
coordinated and comprehensive conflict settlement design that the OSCE is
representing as not fitting the conditions. Instead, it prefers to deal with the settlement
of conflicts in its direct surrounding unilaterally or at maximum among the littoral states
located directly in the region.
The battle for Shusha that happened between 6-8 November 2020 can arguably be
seen as a turning point in the second Nagorno-Karabakh War. As having been outlined,
this city has an important symbolic and even sacred meaning for Baku, being called
the cradle of Azerbaijani culture. However, in what concerns the strategic military
situation on the ground, Azerbaijan has been advancing and reached the territory
where not only Shusha is located but also the Lachin land corridor connecting Armenia
and Nagorno-Karabakh. From a military point of view, this was a strategic takeover.
Armenia was undoubtedly defeated, but it is remarkably that the power of persuasion,
strength, authority or simply the influence of Moscow was of such an amount and scope
as to force Azerbaijan to sign the ceasefire right after the capture of Shusha setting in
motion the long-run trajectory of change, and thus preventing Baku from taking control
of the entire territory, and from terminating the war on Azerbaijani/ Turkish terms. This
evidenced Russian intervention possess characteristics allowing to label it
consequently as a critical juncture in this war. At the same time this observed
manifestation reveals a substantial change in the behaviour of Azerbaijan which has
been imposed on it by an external regional power. As a result, we can draw sound
evidence of the influence of a regional power on the security dynamics in the South
Caucasus. From the logic of revisionism, Azerbaijan would have not refrained from
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continuing its military triumph under other circumstances, namely the absence of this
influence.
Drawing together the threads of the outlined analysis, the hypothesis that the regional
powers Russia, Turkey and Iran are substantially shaping the security dynamics in the
South Caucasus can be affirmed. However, the influence is of different range and
amount. The evidence for Russia's influence is profound, as it has turned the evolution
of the war, possessing the power to stop it. By intervening, Russia succeeded in
sending an important geopolitical signal and strengthened its position in the Caucasus.
Turkey has also demonstrated an extraordinary active engagement in the conflict, and
it has reinforced its stance in Caucasian affairs, and yet it cannot be confirmed that
Turkey has obtained the same power status as Russia. Its influence was not enough
to co-determine the ceasefire agreement promoting for instance the idea of joint
Russo-Turkish peacekeeping troops. Iran's influence has been the least observable
which leads to the conclusion that the influence must have been rather limited. Its
foreign policy behaviour with regard to the Southern Caucasus can be characterised
as pragmatic, and yet it will have to readjust its policies in compliance with the new
geopolitical realities. The observations made, allow for the assertion that the stronger
the base of power (by its manifestation in means, amount, and scope) the greater the
power as theorised elsewhere, to be confirmed.

Limitations of the Research Design
The Process Tracing method that has been applied to the small-scale case-study of
the second Nagorno-Karabakh war 2020 was designed as a descriptive and
hypothesis-testing study, intending to trace regional powers’ influence through
proximate indicators such as the change of behaviour and the analysis of intentions.
An effort was also made to link the observable manifestations with the preceding
descriptive analysis using the RSCT. The analysis carried out allowed for drawing
some conclusions on the causal relationship assumed, and yet, the limitations that this
study revealed must be listed. First of all, it should be questioned whether my
theoretical concept allowed me to measure what I have intended to measure. In the
formulation of the concept, I have relied on the available literature from secondary
sources building the theoretical groundwork for my hypothesis with plausible
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arguments for why the assumed path of causality is arguably producing the outcome.
However, it may well be that the chosen case of Nagorno-Karabakh War constitutes
an outlier pointing to an existing measurement error. Likewise, it cannot be ruled out
that the outcome probably only came about as the result of a whole, thus pointing to
the existence of conjunctural causation in this case.
As has been outlined elsewhere, I have not controlled for other variables that could
have produced the outcome. In this regard it is fair to raise the question whether I may
have overestimated the power of regional actors. In the same vein, it is to be noted
that since I have applied a case-study investigation that provided me with within case
inference, I cannot claim that my findings will hold true for other cases. Finally, as what
concerns the method of CPT, I shall cautiously assess whether I have succeeded in at
least shedding some light on the causal mechanisms in action. Since the scope of the
present work is limited, it has been not possible to dive deep into the detailed,
systematic unpacking of interlocking parts, transmitting the causality, and applying
instead a narrow approach that detected only some forms of causal relationship.

In the following section, I would like to highlight the outcome of the second NagornoKarabakh War for different regional actors and interpret the outcome in relation to the
prospects of a further peaceful regulation. In addition, I will address the question
whether a polarity shift within the security complex in the South Caucasus occurred to
the benefit of Turkey.

The outcome of the war and the states in the region
What happened in the mountainous region in the South Caucasus in autumn 2020 was
a new drawing of territorial borders. One must bear in mind that there has (again) not
been found a political solution to a conflict that came into being when the Soviet Union
was still existing. Despite the fact that 30 years passed, the structural conditions
transformed, and the world as such has changed, the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh
is still persisting. The recent events have been marked by power politics and military
superiority simply altering the status quo. They have equally shown the revival of the
need to ally with a great third power in order to successfully wage a war. Although the
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ceasefire has now lasted for 9 months already, it is still reported on an almost daily
basis that casualties on the contact line are occurring. Progress with the exchange of
prisoners of war is very slow, and shelling and killings as a result of land mines is still
happening regularly. The delimitation and demarcation of state border between
Armenia and Azerbaijan which has since their independence in the 1990s never
existed due to the protracted conflict, would be a crucial step in the uptaking of official
diplomatic relations, but this process is also complicated and cannot yet report a major
impact (cf. Hajiyev 2021). Despite rhetoric on the readiness to cooperate and to put
into place a prosperous economic revival, both the societies of Armenia and Azerbaijan
seem to be still far away from the acceptance of the other (cf. Vestikavkaza 2021).
In Armenia, the military defeat has greatly depressed the population and a hight
uncertainty prevails in the internal political landscape. Despite the re-election of Prime
Minister Nikol Pashinyan in the early elections in June 2021 who has been largely
blamed for the military disaster, there is a high risk that the loss of control over
Nagorno-Karabakh will cause a ripple effect and fuel the motivation for revenge or the
uprise of strong nationalism. The frozen relations with Turkey have deteriorated even
more since Ankara’s demonstrative support to Baku. In fact, Armenia finds itself
isolated and politically locked more than ever since its independence, which might
potentially lead Yerevan into even greater dependence on Russia.
Azerbaijan’s government and president Ilham Aliyev personally have succeeded in
enhancing their legitimacy internally for the glorious conduct of the war and the
reclaiming of the territories, which no other president has yet managed to do. And yet,
despite all the optimism, the difficult reconstruction process should not be overlooked.
Azerbaijan records for some 1 million internally displaced persons and refugees who
need to be provided with basic goods when resettling to Karabakh and above all these
people seek security and protection. It remains unclear which status and how much
autonomy will Baku allow for the re-integrated territory. A permanent factor affecting
Azerbaijan's sovereignty will henceforth be the Russian peacekeeping contingent
stationed on Azerbaijan’s territory which allows Moscow to assert leverage if needed.
For the third South Caucasus state Georgia the prospects of the outcome of the war
in which it has not being involved are rather gloomy. The situation from Tbilisi’s point
of view has deteriorated since its main regional rival Russia expanded its influence and
gained more capabilities; Georgia by contrast would rather prefer to see a greater
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involvement from Turkey and Iran or at least a balanced stance of the three powers to
be able to oppose Russia’s dominance.

A Russian brokered peace for Nagorno Karabakh
The implication for the conflict regulation in the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute can been
first of all observed in the fact that the Minsk Group has lost in fact any respect it
enjoyed in the past. The conflict parties do not any longer trust in the mechanisms and
tools provided by the institution (cf. Socor 2021). Regional powers are sidelining OSCE
to circumvent decision-making on the multilateral level instead making unilateral
démarche. Ergo, there are no actors left in the region who would convey a neutral and
impartial stance and who would advocate for an objective peace in the Caucasus. As
has been demonstrated, Russia has asserted substantial influence on the outcome of
the second Nagorno-Karabakh war in 2020 appearing as the only arbiter in the conflict.
It took unilaterally the lead, imposing on the belligerent parties an agreement which
suits perfect Moscow’s foreign policy interests and which in its nature represents a ‘topdown illiberal approach to peace’ (Giragosian et al. 2021). With Russian peacekeepers
now deployed in Karabakh, it has in total some 11.000 soldiers stationed in the South
Caucasus (cf. ibid.). The troops stationed on the forcefully reintegrated territory lack
international recognition in the form of an UN-based mandate, an in terms of
international law the legitimacy of their presence is certainly questionable. A further
consideration is whether with the Russian lead there has been set up a comprehensive
institutional design for further steps in the peaceful resolution of this conflict. Time will
show whether Russia as the guarantor of the ceasefire agreement will truly consider
the existing different priorities, interests and values inherent in this conflict. It equally
remains to see whether it can successfully mitigate re-escalation, and instead steer
events into a productive trajectory. What can be nonetheless said for sure is that for a
settlement and a prosperous future for the region it is not sufficient to proclaim good
neighbourly relations and announce economic revival plans (cf. Caucasuswatch 2021),
but to set in motion politic cooperation, and that, preferably not only between Baku and
Yerevan but also encourage for an Armenian-Turkish rapprochement in order to make
the region fruitfully developing to the benefit of all.
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New Polarity within the South Caucasus Regional Subcomplex?
The observations made in the previous chapters and the exploration of relations
among the states suggest that a shift could be potentially expected based on the
evidence of Turkey’s assertive engagement abroad its borders. This reasoning has
been empirically observed in the conflict in Nagorno Karabakh, and it has revelated
that indeed one can speak of dynamics towards a shift. The war has shown that Turkey
has enhanced its visibility in the South Caucasus alerting other powers of its interests
in the region and the influence it possesses. However, referring to the conflict depicted
in detail, it would not be appropriate to speak of Turkish-Russo bipolarity in the South
Caucasus yet. Russia has not surrendered its position, but rather strengthened it. The
tactics Moscow was employing suggested that it was to its advantage to allow for
Turkish involvement to a certain degree. Russia’s tactic of pragmatic calculation
provided that it would be in principle ready to share to a certain degree the influence
over its southern neighbourhood with regional forces with which it has already found
common propositions in other conflicts, just as it the case with Turkey or Iran in Syria.
In turn, this would mean that the costs would also be shared, and Russia would be
relieved of some of the burden. At the same time, however, it must be considered that
this form of light cooperation has an exclusively pragmatic character, and should it no
longer correspond to Russia's general vision in certain points, this will be declared null.
It is also noteworthy that Turkey did not try to challenge the agreement between
Armenia and Azerbaijan in any significant way by seeking to adjust it for its benefit.
The empirical observation has disclosed that compared to Turkey and Russia, Iran has
not substantially obtained any political benefits from the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh.
Though on an equal footing with the two other powers, Iran could not expand its
influence. Now that the Lachin Corridor has been secured by Russian forces and a
land route between mainland Azerbaijan and the exclave of Nakhichevan is available,
Iran's strategic importance in this regard has diminished though its infrastructure was
previously of high importance in this matter.
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6. Concluding remarks
The present work had at its core the idea to unveil and present the influence of regional
powers in their respective Regional Security Complex, thus fostering the discipline of
Regional Studies, discovering regions without putting into the forefront the focus on
Europe-centredness. This has been done on the example of the South Caucasus,
where the historical rivalry between once three great empires, the Russia Tsarist
Empire, the Ottoman Empire and the Persian Empire met, and where it still continues
today in the form of active engagement of the three successor states Russia, Turkey
and Iran. The focus has been set to demonstrate how these powers shape the security
environment determining the security architecture in this region. The selected case
study of the second Nagorno Karabakh War in 2020 has shown that in fact these
powers exert influence, and especially Russia has had a great impact on the outcome
of the war. Several relevant observations were made, which will be presented below.
This work has used the concept of Barry Buzan’s Security Complex Theory which
largely emphasises that relationships in the neighbourhood prove themselves through
decades of enmity and amity and that they are very robust in the face of change. The
second argument was that in the spirit of realism, power politics and the distribution of
it are crucial to understand the social structure of any security complex. Applying this
pattern to the case under investigation, both aspects have been found detectable in
and therefore they are regarded as characteristic. Furthermore, exploring the relations
and interactions on the four distinct layers has revealed insightful observations. The
tracking of Russia’s, Turkey’s and Iran’s national security priorities and their
intersection in different regional conflicts has shown that all three states are engaged
in an active foreign policy in which they try to shape their own intervention to their
advantage. Thereby, they demonstrate readiness to ally with each other on a mutually
beneficial basis. In fact, this common ground can be described as the defence against
extra-regional, global hegemons penetrating as what they regard as their regional area
of influence. Therefore, the threat perception of these states increases accordingly,
and they are forced to counteract. The investigation of the war in the South Caucasus
has perfectly illustrated that the regional powers Russia, Iran and Turkey were satisfied
to be able to settle the conflict on a regional level without allowing the US, EU or
institutions as the OSCE to intervene. This point certainly reinforces the assumption of
a process of regionalisation of the South Caucasus, as a result of which, all action,
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cooperation and problem-solving in the region should take place in the 3+3 format
(three Caucasus republics and the three major regional powers).
In order to obtain further evidence on the assumed process of regionalisation, further
studies could be conducted focusing on how the same regional actors act in other
conflicts and whether they seek similar cooperation/coordination. It would be
interesting to track the actions and the decision-making path of the forces in a
comparative study on the Syrian and Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Such an analysis
could possibly show recurring patterns of interdependence and point out the main
divergencies. A further potential topic to be explored would be these states’
engagement in Afghanistan. Based on the previous interaction of the Turkey-RussianIran axis and with regard to the current withdrawal of forces from Afghanistan by the
US, it remains to see whether the Troika will also act here as a coordinated group. It is
assumed that the remerging danger of the Taliban taking over the country poses an
equally dangerous threat to all three states, encouraging to take an active stance in
this direction as well. By contrast, to examine the bilateral relations on the issue of
regional supremacy between Turkey and Russia, an analysis with regard to Gagauzia
in the Republic of Moldova could certainly present interesting observations. This
territory which is granted Autonomy status within the Republic of Moldova is inhabitant
by people who belong ethnically and linguistically to the group of Turkic peoples. In line
with this, Turkey has long paid considerable attention and investment to this area. Still,
Gagauzia forms a part of the territory of Moldova, which Russia sees as its Near
abroad, trying to influence the policy in Chisinau. In light of the regional events and
Turkey's current foreign policy, it would be worth paying attention to Gagauzia as it
might become a new territory for rivalry between Turkey and Russia (cf. Coffey 2021).
Finally, the analysis of Chinese influence as an example of a comparatively new global
actor in the region that has been revealed in the study, should be reflected upon. It has
been shown that China's use of influence is very different from the way it is done by
other third powers. It is based on economic advantages and soft power in the form of
perspective-creating education opportunities. Such an approach is attracting interest
in the South Caucasus states, as it demonstrates new approaches without the obvious
interference in the internal affairs of states. Further studies should pay clear attention
to China's role and refer equally to modes of possible cooperation with the inherent
forces in the South Caucasus. As for today, China’s influence or active involvement in
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the conflict settlement has not been witnessed and its role is still to be seen as marginal
in comparison to the traditional regional powers.
In a last step, it remains to conclude with a few final words regarding the preceding
research questions and the raised assumption in the introduction to this thesis, that
regional powers are on the rise to the existing global order in order to improve their
own position within it. The analysis carried out helped me to approach my research
questions, allowing to respond on the question of which role regional powers play in
regional contexts. It can be observed that the involvement of regional powers in
regional affairs has been increasing over the years. States are naturally affected by
intertwined security dependencies due to geographical proximity making their
engagement in case of the alteration of the status quo highly likely. The answer to the
question of how strong their influence is turns out to be a difficult and ambiguous
question as many factors have to be taken into account, and power and influence
cannot be observed directly which is why auxiliary indicators are necessary. The threat
of military force, coercion and political pressure is remaining a strong indicator of
strength and capabilities. However, it can be assumed that ideational aspects can be
equally influential, although, to further investigate into this question it would require to
adapt a different research concept than the one used in this paper. Regional powers
and regional formations such as coalitions can effectively influence the regional
security architecture. Both extremes are possible here; they can either contribute to
the building up of stable and long-term security complexes enhancing the predictability
of actions by others, or they can by contrast rely solely on national interests pursuing
strictly the assertion of its own interests and exerting mistrust to others following the
logic of a zero-sum game. All in all, it has been noticed that in regard to the Security
Complex of the South Caucasus, the impact by regional powers on the security
architecture is high, however, their impact is not unequivocally positive, rather
contributing to the persistence of a regional conflict complex. Whether a substantial,
structural change can be achieved through the current involvement and the outcome
of the second Nagorno-Karabakh War remains to be seen.

The evidence observed in this study clearly indicates that the states under investigation
are striving for a turnaround in global policy to their favour. The interest of all three
states is to eliminate interference from abroad the region. As has been described
81

elsewhere in the present study, a common goal serves states to group together, hence
Russia, Turkey and Iran discovered this situational engagement as to turn events
according to their vision of how regional affairs should be organised. Nonetheless, it
remains to be studied whether these states are truly encouraged building an alternative
world order and become institutional entrepreneurships in their region and further
above this level, or whether they will rely on existing mechanism and rather engage in
impacting them, enhancing their status and network of powers on the rise.
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7. Abstract
The aim of the present paper is to answer the question on how do regional powers
shape the security environment within their regional subcomplex? The research
interest is conditioned by the rise of powers that represent strong actors, especially in
regional affairs, and which certainly influence dynamics within their region. It has been
assumed that the manifestation of power at the regional level can also be transferred,
to the global level leading to an elevated position of these actors in global affairs,
allowing equally for the existing Western-led order to be challenged.
These assumptions have been applied and tested on the example of the regional
powers Russia, Turkey and Iran and their respective influence on the security
dynamics in the South Caucasus as their historically common shared neighbourhood.
In order to disentangle the complicated web of relationships and influential factors, the
descriptive framework of the Theory of Regional Security Complexes as suggested by
Barry Buzan has been outlined and applied. Based on these theoretical observations
the attention has been further turned towards the empirical testing of the hypothesis
which states that Russia, Turkey and Iran have exercised influence during the second
Nagorno-Karabakh War 2020 that occurred between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 2020.
The empirical method chosen to investigate this relationship was Causal Process
Tracing (CPT).
The results of the detailed tracing of the processes in this conflict, focusing exclusively
on the regional actors and their decision-making and behaviour, have shown that an
exercise of influence has taken place which has significantly predestined the outcome
of the war, verifying the assumed hypothesis. Nevertheless, the study also revealed
that the influence of the three powers is of different character and intensity, which is
presumably due to their different foreign policies, threat perceptions and national
interests. It was also found that despite Ankara's active involvement in the war, there
was no shift in polarity observable within the region in favour of Turkey, by contrast
Russia has been able to enhance its dominant position in the newly created geopolitical
context. All in all, the investigation allowed for observations to be made pointing out
that the three powers strive for a change in the global order and that they are therefore
situationally allying with each other for a mutual benefit.
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