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Abstract
The complex relationships between Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel are examined in this article, The article attempts to explain the reasons behind Azerbaijan’s greater level of inclination toward Israel than Iran. It looks at Iran's view of the relationship between Israel and Azerbaijan in the larger South Caucasus context, taking historical background, present events, and future predictions into account. The study aims to provide an in-depth knowledge of the complex variables impacting Iran's attitude toward Azerbaijan's alignment with Israel by integrating a wide range of geopolitical analyses and sources. From a theoretical perspective, the article explores the strategic features of this triangular connection using a neorealist paradigm. The application of game theory will be utilized to assess the many strategic alternatives accessible to Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel, emphasizing the reasons behind Azerbaijan's inclination towards Israel. The research improves our understanding of the complex dynamics underlying Azerbaijan's preference for Israel over Iran and the broader ramifications for the South Caucasus region by analyzing the interactions between these variables. The research question explores what historical, geopolitical, and strategic factors contribute to Azerbaijan's alignment with Israel rather than Iran, and how this alignment affects the geopolitical dynamics of the South Caucasus region.
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Introduction
After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the South Caucasus region embodies the competition that Russia has historically had with the West, especially the United States, dating back to the 19th and 20th centuries.[footnoteRef:1] Furthermore, because of their complex ties to Azerbaijan—which is notable for being the most militarily and economically significant nation in the South Caucasus—Iran and Israel vie for dominance in this area. [1:  Sergey M. Markedonov and Maxim A. Suchkov, “Russia and the United States in the Caucasus: cooperation and competition,” Caucasus Survey, Volume 8, no. 2 (2020), pp. 179-195.] 

The South Caucasus has long been a region where various countries interact and compete. With its focus diverted to Ukraine, Russia's influence over the region has diminished, creating an opportunity for the EU to gain a stronger foothold in the South Caucasus.[footnoteRef:2] To understand the geopolitics of the region, some authors like Grogan S. Michael,[footnoteRef:3] Michael Barnett,[footnoteRef:4] Geoffrey Gresh tried to analyze it through the lens of Neorealism in different periods of time, mainly focusing on a bilateral relationship between countries.[footnoteRef:5] [2:  Jakob Hedenskog, “The EU in the South Caucasus: Making the Most of Current Opportunities,” SCEEUS Report, No. 8 (2022).]  [3:  Grogan S. Michael, National security imperatives and the neorealist state: Iran and realpolitik (Monterey: Naval Postgraduate school, 2000).]  [4:  Michael Barnett, Israel in Comparative Perspective (NY: State University of New-York Press, 2015).]  [5:  Geoffrey Gresh, “Coddling the Caucasus: Iran’s strategic relationship with Azerbaijan and Armenia,” Caucasian Review of International Affairs, Volume 1, no.1 (2006), pp. 1-13.] 

In the complex geopolitics of the South Caucasus, the interplay between Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel reflects historical legacies, ethnic complexities, and strategic interests. Amid regional power struggles and shifting alliances, their relationship dynamics offer a captivating case study of maneuvering in a volatile area.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  David Pollock, Baku's balance: How Azerbaijan juggles Israel and Iran (Washington, WA: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 2020).] 

Especially, the conflict in the Caucasus between Azerbaijan and Armenia presents a unique scenario where both Israel and Iran, despite claiming neutrality, lean towards Azerbaijan. Israel engages in oil purchases and advanced weapon sales to Azerbaijan, while Iran supports Azerbaijan's "territorial integrity," hinting at its claim to Nagorno-Karabakh.
The study assesses the relationship between Israel, Iran, and Azerbaijan from the perspective of neorealism. It sums up all possible outcomes by choosing the best one based on the game theory. The main question is to define the relationship between these states and why nowadays Azerbaijan tends to choose Israel over Iran. To fully understand the relationship, each chapter was analyzed through neorealism and historical events between these countries, including terms like friendship balancing and frenemies. 
The article is structured in the following way: Theoretical Perspective; Geostrategic Chess: Dynamics of Israel, Iran, and the South Caucasus; Iran-Azerbaijan Relations in the Context of Israel; Azerbaijan's Engagement with Tel Aviv Amidst Sensitivities with Tehran; Strategic Cooperation and Regional Dynamics; Contemporary Developments and Future Prospects; Iran's Perspective on Azerbaijan-Israel Relations; Evolving Geopolitical Strategies and Alliances; Recent Developments and Strategic Tensions; Background on Game Theory and Its Application in International Relations; Conclusion.

Theoretical Perspective
Several scholars on the geopolitical dynamics among nations have studied the intricate relationship between alliances and rivalry, including the Israel-Azerbaijani relationship from Ivkovic,[footnoteRef:7] historical and political review from Sharma between Azerbaijan and Iran,[footnoteRef:8] and difficult position of Iran and Israel from Van Veen.[footnoteRef:9] A thorough neorealistic analysis of Azerbaijan's relationship with Israel in contrast to Iran has not been studied in-depth. The trilateral dynamics involving Iran, Israel, and Azerbaijan collectively are rarely considered in the current literature, which frequently concentrates on bilateral interactions. This is the gap the present paper attempts to address. [7:  Nina M. Ivkovic, “Azerbaijan–Israel Strengthened Partnership and its Implications for Regional Geopolitics,” Caucasus Strategic Perspectives, Volume 4, no. 2 (2023), pp. 49-59.]  [8:  Raagini Sharma, “Azerbaijan - Iran: History of Relations & Challenges,” Research Institute for European and American Studies, 19 May, 2023. http://www.rieas.gr/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [9:  Erwin Van Veen, Israel against Iran: regional conflict scenarios in 2024 (Netherlands, NE: Clingendael Policy Brief, 2024).] 

Kenneth Waltz's neorealism provides a framework for understanding how the anarchic international system influences state behavior.[footnoteRef:10] This perspective is crucial for comprehending how Israel and Azerbaijan form strategic alliances to counterbalance Iran's influence in the region. Neorealism emphasizes that in an anarchic international system, states seek to maximize their security through power balancing and alliances. To what degree an outcome is contingent upon a certain diplomatic approach, and how quantifiable is that dependence? [10:  Tom Lundborg, “The ethics of neorealism: Waltz and the time of international life,” Sage Journals, Volume 25, no.1 (2018).] 

Differentiating between different types of power—such as soft, military, and economic power—and their respective impacts is still difficult, though. While economic power may be demonstrated through trade agreements and financial penalties, military power may be demonstrated through defensive capabilities and strategic threats. Diplomatic endeavors and cultural influence can be indicators of soft power. 
To provide a more complex view of national relationships, recent studies of Rasanah,[footnoteRef:11] Kertcher and Course in foreign policy has started to incorporate several ideas, including frenemies and friendship balance. According to the ideas of friendship balancing by Kertcher and Course, financial interests and strategic partnerships are not the only factors that influence foreign policy; political elites, historical context, and cultural ties also play important roles.  These components can be used to build methods that are more inclusive and efficient in terms of developing comprehensive foreign policy strategies.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Rasanah, “Iran and Azerbaijan Are Now More Than Frenemies,” International Institute for Iranian Studies, January 25, 2023. https://rasanah-iiis.org/english/monitoring-and-translation/reports/iranand-azerbaijan-are-now-more-than-frenemies/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [12:  Chen Kertcher, Dima Course, "The Practice of Friendship Balancing: Russia-Israel Relations, 2015 to 2021," Middle East Policy, Vol. 31, Issue 2 (2024), pp. 67-82.] 

By adopting a neorealistic paradigm to the trilateral interaction between Iran, Israel, and Azerbaijan, this study adds to the wealth of knowledge on international relations and strategic alliances already in existence. To investigate the strategic alternatives, open to each side, it also integrates game theory, offering quantifiable evidence to back up theoretical claims. This paper is unique as it compares these three countries in-depth utilizing a variety of theories—such as friendship balancing—to support the neorealistic viewpoint.
The following research questions will be answered by the present study:
· How does neorealism explain Azerbaijan's strategic alliance with Israel over Iran?
· What historical contexts and events have influenced Azerbaijan's foreign policy decisions regarding its relationships with Israel and Iran?
· How can game theory provide insights into the strategic alternatives available to Azerbaijan, Israel, and Iran?
According to Kaarbo, states' foreign policy decisions are shaped by a wide range of complicated elements, including political, economic, cultural, and other influences. Politics is practiced at all levels, particularly in international relations between states. In global politics, the authority of states is contingent upon several factors, including actors, situations, roles, resources, international law, international institutions, and interdependence.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Juliet Kaarbo, “A Foreign Policy Analysis Perspective on the Domestic Politics Turn in IR Theory,” International Studies Reviews, Volume 17, no. 2 (2015), pp. 189-216.] 

States employ various mechanisms and strategies—diplomatic, military, and sometimes cultural—to navigate the international arena successfully. Scholars have extensively explored different theoretical approaches to understanding these dynamics. In our study of Azerbaijan's warmer relationship with Israel over Iran, we apply three major theoretical frameworks: neorealism, political game theory, and friendship balancing.
Through neorealism, we examine how Azerbaijan's formation of strategic alliances—especially with Israel—as a means of mitigating the perceived danger posed by Iran is prompted by the anarchic global system. We evaluate the impact of local power dynamics and the power equilibrium on Azerbaijan's foreign policy choices.
Scholars such as McCarty and Meirowitz have pioneered political game theory. This theory examines how governments act strategically while taking other states' actions and responses into account. Important ideas include payoffs, which stand for the desired results or benefits that states seek, equilibrium, which is the point at which state-adopted strategies result in the best possible outcomes for all parties involved, and strategic interactions, which describe how states make decisions based on their anticipations of how other parties will respond.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Nolan McCarty and Adam Meirowitz, Political Game Theory (Princeton, NJ: Analytical Methods for Social Research, 2007).] 

We simulate Azerbaijan's, Israel's, and Iran's strategic choices using political game theory. This methodology enables us to investigate plausible situations and consequences, such as collaboration or discord, and comprehend how these nations manage their geopolitical tactics inside the intricate regional framework. 
The concept of friendship balancing, as put forth by Kertcher and Course, emphasizes how nations' previous interactions shape their current alliances and conflicts, how alliances are strengthened by societal norms and shared ideals, and how states are encouraged to cooperate to achieve shared political, economic, and security objectives.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Chen Kertcher and Dima Course, The Practice of Friendship Balancing: Russia-Israel Relations, 2015 to 2021 (Ariel: Middle East Policy, 2024), pp. 67-82.] 

To provide more accurate information, the data including agreements and meetings between Azerbaijan, Israel and Iran was taken from official sources, including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan Republic,[footnoteRef:16] the official website of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev,[footnoteRef:17] Convention between Israel and Azerbaijan.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan Republic. https://mfa.gov.az/index.php/en/category/asia-and-oceania/israel (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [17:  President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. https://president.az/en/articles/view/40728 (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [18:  President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. Convention Between The Republic Of 
Azerbaijan And the State of Israel For the Avoidance Of Double Taxation And The Prevention Of Fiscal Evasion With Respect To Taxes On Income, December 13, 2016. https://president.az/en/articles/view/22034 (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

We investigate how cultural and historical links impact the cooperation between these states by using friendship balancing in our research. This method aids in our comprehension of both the conventional power dynamics stressed by neorealism as well as the non-material elements that contribute to the alliance.

Geostrategic Chess: Dynamics of Israel, Iran, and the South Caucasus
Israel excels at "friendship balancing," managing relationships with countries even when their goals conflict, as demonstrated during the Syrian civil war. This strategy led Israel to shift its cooperation towards Russia, which aimed to protect its strategic interests by supporting the Assad regime, maintaining its base at Tartus, and preventing extremism. Consequently, Israel had to navigate its relationship with Russia carefully, leading to complex diplomatic maneuvers to balance conflicting priorities. Despite these challenges, both nations maintained a cooperative relationship through public displays of respect, shared principles, leadership meetings, and cultural exchanges.
From 2015 to 2021, high-level discussions and frequent interactions occurred between Netanyahu and Putin. Symbolic gestures, such as Russia returning a damaged Israeli tank and assisting in locating the remains of IDF soldier Zachary Baumel, helped strengthen their alliance and address any divisions.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Chen Kertcher and Dima Course, The Practice of Friendship Balancing:Russia-Israel Relations, 2015 to 2021 (Ariel: Middle East Policy, 2024), pp. 67-82.] 

Israel’s "garrison state diplomacy" involves forming alliances and partnerships with non-Arab nations beyond its immediate hostile neighbors. This approach includes establishing strong diplomatic and military ties with countries like Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan. Each of these countries maintains unique connections with Israel, reflecting their specific foreign policy concerns.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Michael B. Bishku, “The South Caucasus Republics and Israel,” Middle Eastern Studies, Volume 45, no. (2009), pp. 295-314.] 

Israel’s foreign policy, rooted in historical traditions and realism, focuses on:
1. Strategic Goals: Encircling Iran.
2. Medium-Term Goals: Securing energy supplies.
3. Short-Term Goals: Marketing and selling high-tech weapons and ammunition.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ayten Ramazanova, “Israel’s Policy in the South Caucasus as a Factor of Ensuring National Security,” Path of Science, Volume 7, no. 2 (2021), pp. 4001-4007.] 

According to Michael Barnett, Israel’s foreign policy follows a neorealist approach driven by security concerns, emphasizing the formation of strategic alliances and balancing relationships. In the South Caucasus, Israel’s partnerships with Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan illustrate this strategy, helping to counter regional threats and secure geopolitical interests. By aligning with these nations, Israel aims to influence regional power dynamics, particularly to counterbalance Iran’s influence and address its own strategic needs. This aligns with neorealism’s focus on power and survival in an anarchic international system.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Michael Barnett, Israel in Comparative Perspective (NY: State University of New-York Press, 2015).] 

Though the South Caucasus might not seem a high priority for Israel, its strategic location—between Central Asia and Eastern Europe, and between Russia and the Middle East—attracts interest from regional players like Turkey, Russia, and the EU.[footnoteRef:23] This presents a challenge for traditional regional players, who are reluctant to admit external actors.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Emil Avdaliani, “Israel and the South Caucasus,” BESA Center Perspectives, No. 632, November 2, 2017. https://besacenter.org/israel-south-caucasus/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [24:  Ayten Ramazanova, Israel’s Policy in the South Caucasus as a Factor of Ensuring National Security,” Path of Science, Volume 7, no. 2 (2021), pp. 4001-4007.] 

Iran’s geopolitical influence in the South Caucasus, due to its historical, economic, and cultural ties, aims to regain its historical presence since the Soviet Union's collapse. Despite its anti-American stance, Iran actively shapes the political and economic landscape of the South Caucasus and the Caspian Basin.[footnoteRef:25] Post-Cold War sanctions on Tehran’s nuclear program have limited Iran's expansion in the region, while Russia and Turkey continue to exert significant influence.[footnoteRef:26] The presence of nuclear-armed powers like Russia, China, India, and Pakistan, along with Iran's pursuit of nuclear technology, complicates regional dynamics.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Elkhan Nuriyev, “Geopolitical breakthrough and emerging challenges: The case of the South Caucasus,” Perceptions: Journal of International Affairs, Volume 1, no.2 (2001).]  [26:  Emil Avdaliani, “Israel and the South Caucasus,” BESA Center Perspectives, No. 632, November 2, 2017. https://besacenter.org/israel-south-caucasus/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [27:  Tracey C. German, “Corridor of power: The caucasus and energy security,” Caucasian Review of International Affairs, Volume 2, no. 2 (2008), pp. 64-72.] 

Iran's relations with the South Caucasus are influenced by historical, geopolitical, and pragmatic factors. Despite regional tensions and competition, Iran maintains a balanced approach with Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia, focusing on economic ties, conflict management, and security.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Amanda Paul, “Iran’s policy in the South Caucasus—Between pragmatism and real politik,” The South Caucasus (2015), pp. 53-60.] 


Iran-Azerbaijan Relations in the Context of Israel
Formal diplomatic relations between Iran and Azerbaijan began in the 20th century when Iran recognized the Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan in March 1920, leading to the establishment of embassy-level relations and consulates in both countries. However, these relations were interrupted in 1920 when Azerbaijan was occupied by the 11th Red Army, leading to a dormant period until 1991.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Taghi Davoodi, “Friendly Relations between Iran and Azerbaijan: A Review,” Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, Volume 7, no. 5 (2016), pp. 259-262. ] 

Despite deep historical and religious ties, including many ethnic Azeris in Iran practicing Shi'a Islam, differences in ethnic identity and geopolitical shifts have strained relations. Azerbaijan’s secularization under Soviet rule diverged from Iran’s efforts to spread its Islamic revolutionary ideology. Political tensions, including accusations of supporting separatism and forming alliances with Turkey and Israel, have further strained relations. Despite these issues, both nations continue to engage in cultural exchanges and trade.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Raagini Sharma, “Azerbaijan - Iran: History of Relations & Challenges,” Research Institute for European and American Studies, 19 May, 2023. http://www.rieas.gr/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

Azerbaijan carefully balances its relationships with the U.S. and Russia to counter Iranian and Russian ambitions in the region. While acknowledging Russia’s support for Armenia, Azerbaijan also seeks to maintain a working relationship with Russia to mitigate security risks. Baku aims to balance relations with Israel and Iran, as well as with the U.S. and Russia, without fully aligning with any of them.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  David Pollock, Baku's balance: How Azerbaijan juggles Israel and Iran (Washington,  WA: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 2020).] 

Azerbaijan and Iran collaborate on infrastructure projects such as the Astara-Rasht-Qazvin railway and the Rasht-Chelavend gas pipeline to enhance trade and energy transportation. Despite challenges, both nations remain committed to these initiatives, reflecting their mutual dedication to economic development and regional stability.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Biswarup Baidya, Challenges in Iran-Azerbaijan Relations: Implications for the region (New Delhi: Indian Council of World Affairs, Sapru House, 2023).] 

Azerbaijan's consistent balanced stance has been apparent since gaining independence. This is exemplified by its economic collaboration with Iran. In 2018, bilateral trade hit $446.03 million, comprising imports worth $414.80 million and exports of $31.23 million. Iran has also invested substantially in Azerbaijan, totaling $3.4 billion. Trade turnover between Azerbaijan and Iran (In millions of U.S. dollars.

	Years
	Exports
	Imports
	Trade turnover

	2017
	16.8
	240
	256.8

	2018
	31.2
	415
	446.2

	2019
	41.1
	453
	494.1

	2020
	38.5
	301
	339.5

	2021
	45.6
	398
	443.6

	2022
	29.8
	476
	503.8

	2023
	14.3
	473
	487.3


Table 1: Azerbaijan's trade with Iran. Source:  Trade Economics, n.d.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Trade Economics, Asia and Oceania – Iran, July 27, 2024. https://tradingeconomics.com/azerbaijan/exports/iran (Accessed 17 August, 2024).] 


For comparison, Azerbaijan's economic engagement with Israel has been substantial as well. In 2018, trade turnover between Azerbaijan and Israel was $1.323 billion, with exports amounting to $1.300 billion and imports at $23.9 million. Trade turnover between Azerbaijan and Iran (in millions of U.S. dollars):

	Years
	Exports
	Imports
	Trade turnover

	2017
	639
	32.7
	671.7

	2018
	1.300
	23.9
	1.323

	2019
	1.330
	43.7
	1.373

	2020
	438
	28.2
	456

	2021
	898
	30.3
	928

	2022
	1.680
	35.7
	1.715

	2023
	1.400
	41.9
	1.441


Table 1: Azerbaijan's trade with Israel. Source:  Trade Economics, n.d.[footnoteRef:34] [34:   Trade Economics, Asia and Oceania – Iran, July 27, 2024. https://tradingeconomics.com/azerbaijan/exports/iran (Accessed 17 August, 2024).] 


The South Caucasus' geopolitical dynamics can be understood as a strategic balance between regional and global powers when viewed through the lens of neorealism. Due to its economic and political might, Israel emerged as a key participant after the USSR collapsed, allying with smaller nations like Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan, each of which was looking for a distinct edge. Realistically oriented, Israel's foreign policy is centered on marketing advanced weaponry, securing the supply of energy, and surrounding Iran. This strategic alignment emphasizes the shared anxiety regarding Iranian influence and Islamic radicalism, which continues to be Israel's top security threat. 
The power dynamics are further complicated by Iran's aspirations for regional parity and control, as well as its ancestral, financial, and cultural connections to the territory. Neorealist principles are exemplified by Azerbaijan's foreign policy, which prioritizes territorial integrity, strategic partnerships, and economic growth while dealing with the intricate interplay of regional and extra-regional actors. The country is known for its mindful neutrality and balance between the U.S., Russia, Iran, and Israel.

Azerbaijan's Engagement with Tel Aviv Amidst Sensitivities with Tehran
From 1992 to 2010, Azerbaijani-Israeli relations were shaped by a realist foreign policy approach, characterized by covert and limited interactions focused on specific areas of clandestine governmental cooperation.[footnoteRef:35] Since 1991, Azerbaijan sought to enhance its regional influence and reclaim territory from Armenia. President Heydar Aliyev strategically aligned with the West and Israel despite pressures from Russia and Iran. This alignment was highlighted by significant visits, such as Netanyahu’s in 1999 and Peres’s in 2009. A pivotal 1997 meeting in Baku between Netanyahu and Aliyev solidified strategic cooperation on oil, Iran's nuclear program, and collaboration with Turkey, thereby enhancing defense relations.[footnoteRef:36] Iranian state radio quickly condemned the Azerbaijani government for hosting Netanyahu.[footnoteRef:37] [35:  Daniela Traub, Ronen A. Cohen and Chen Kertcher. Azerbaijan’s dual foreign policy strategy toward Israel: a realist alliance and a neoliberal knowledge-based economy cooperation, 2011–2022,” Cogent Arts & Humanities, Volume 11, no.1 (2024).]  [36:  Ilya Bourtman, “Israel and Azerbaijan's furtive embrace,” Middle East Quarterly, Volume 13, no.3 (2006), pp. 47-57.]  [37:  Michael B. Bishku, “The South Caucasus Republics and Israel,” Middle Eastern Studies, Volume 45, no. (2009), pp. 295-314.] 

Following Heydar Aliyev's approach, President Ilham Aliyev hosted Israeli President Shimon Peres in Baku in June 2009. Despite objections from Iran, Peres’s visit went ahead, earning Aliyev praise in Israel for his resolute stance on maintaining relations and resisting pressure to cancel the visit.[footnoteRef:38] During this visit, Peres encouraged Azerbaijan to strengthen ties with Jewish communities and organizations in the United States, leading to significant support from Jewish congressional members and the organized Jewish community.[footnoteRef:39] [38:  Mahir Khalifa-Zadeh, “Israeli-Azerbaijani Alliance and Iran,” Middle East Review of International Affairs, Volume 17, no. 1 (2013), pp. 56.   ]  [39:  Elnur Ismayilov, “Israel and Azerbaijan: The evolution of a strategic partnership,” Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, Volume 7, no. 1 (2013), pp. 69-76.  ] 

Azerbaijan anticipated that fostering strong ties with Israel would enhance its reputation and garner support for its policies in Washington. The country highlighted its narrative, supported by the Jewish community in Azerbaijan, that there has been no anti-Semitism in the country.[footnoteRef:40] Despite these efforts, Armenian-American advocates in Congress influenced Section 907 to deny U.S. aid to Azerbaijan due to its blockade of Armenia, making Azerbaijan the only post-Soviet country affected by this change.[footnoteRef:41] [40:  Gallia M. Lindenstrauss, “Israel-Azerbaijan: Despite the constraints, a special Relationship,” Strategic Assessment, Volume 17, no.4 (2015), pp. 69-79.]  [41:  Inessa Baban and Zaur Shiriyev, “The US South Caucasus Strategy And Azerbaijan,” Turkish Policy Quarterly, Volume 9, no. 2 (2010), pp. 93-103.] 

During the 1990s, Azerbaijan did not receive U.S. economic aid, while Armenia received over $1 billion. However, Baku’s persistent efforts to build strong relations led President George W. Bush to waive Section 907 in 2002. An official at the Azerbaijani embassy in Washington noted that "Jewish organizations made a certain contribution in the Section 907 waiver process".[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Ilya Bourtman, “Israel and Azerbaijan's furtive embrace,” Middle East Quarterly, Volume 13, no.3 (2006), pp. 47-57.] 


Strategic Cooperation and Regional Dynamics
According to Azerbaijan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the country hosts approximately twenty Jewish socio-cultural and charitable organizations, including the Jewish House, the Azerbaijan-Israel Society, and the Jewish Cultural Center. Azerbaijan and Israel have also signed thirteen agreements covering various areas of cooperation.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan Republic. 
https://mfa.gov.az/index.php/en/category/asia-and-oceania/israel (17 August 2024).] 

Azerbaijan views Israel as a valuable strategic partner due to its military, technological, and economic capabilities, pro-Western stance, close ties with Turkey, influence in the U.S. Congress, and the challenges posed by Iranian-Russian collaboration. Advocates for a pan-Turkic or pro-Western alignment see strengthening ties with Israel as essential.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Cameron S. Brown, “Observations from Azerbaijan,” Middle East, Volume 6, no. 4 (2002), pp. 67.] 

Azerbaijan’s strategic importance is heightened by its location between Russia and Iran and its significant energy resources. Despite its largely secular nature, Azerbaijan faces security threats from Shiite terrorism linked to Iran and Sunni extremism, especially in the northern regions. Shiite terrorism often involves groups influenced by Iran's revolutionary ideology, while Sunni extremism includes radical factions near the northern border.[footnoteRef:45] Azerbaijan perceives Shiite unity and Persian-Turkish distinctions as potential threats and seeks to counterbalance these issues by aligning with Israel.[footnoteRef:46] [45:  George Friedman, “Geopolitical Journey: Azerbaijan and America,” Stratfor Baku (Geopolitical Weekly), 2013.]  [46:  Mohammed Rajabi, “Republic of Azerbaijan's Strategy and Behavioral Pattern in the Confrontation between the Islamic Republic of Iran and Israel,” Central Eurasia Studies, Volume 15, no. 1 (2022), pp. 53-75. ] 

In 2012, Azerbaijan’s trade with Israel reached $4 billion, with Israel sourcing 40% of its oil from Azerbaijan[footnoteRef:47] Azerbaijan significantly increased its military spending, surpassing Armenia's entire budget, and imported $1.6 billion in arms from Israel and about $4 billion from Russia.[footnoteRef:48] This trade is facilitated through direct sales and the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline, which has remained operational even during tense relations between Israel and Turkey.[footnoteRef:49] [47:  Igor Delanoe, “Israel – Azerbaijan: an alliance in search of renewal”, FMES, July 28, 2021. 
https://fmes-france.org/israel-azerbaijan-an-alliance-in-search-of-renewal/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).]  [48:  Zafer Yildirim, “US Foreign Policy Towards Azerbaijan: From ‘Alliance to 'Strategic Partnership,” Alternatives: Turkish Journal of International Relations, Volume 11, no. 4 (2012), pp. 1-15.]  [49:  Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer, Israel’s Role in the Second Armenian-Azerbaijan War (London: The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future, 2021), pp. 190-208.] 

Iran has been increasing its political influence and intelligence activities in Azerbaijan, leading to several arrests of individuals connected to Iran's clandestine services. Azerbaijani security forces detained 22 individuals suspected of planning terrorist attacks on U.S. and Israeli embassies, Western-affiliated entities, and corporations in Baku. In 2012, arrests included a group linked to Iran’s intelligence services and individuals plotting attacks on a Jewish school.[footnoteRef:50] The detainees were accused of collaborating with Iran’s Revolutionary Guard Corps to undermine entities connected to Israel, the U.S., and Western nations. This network has been active in Azerbaijan since the 1990s. In response, Azerbaijani authorities targeted pro-Iranian groups, arresting clergy and suspected Hezbollah members.[footnoteRef:51] Azerbaijan’s defense of Jewish and Israeli interests, along with its actions against Iranian activities, underscores its commitment to security cooperation with Israel. [50:  Mahir Khalifa-Zadeh, “Israeli-Azerbaijani Alliance and Iran,” Middle East Review of International Affairs, Volume 17, no. 1 (2013), pp. 56.]  [51:  Emil Souleimanov, Maya Ehrmann and Huseyn Aliyev, “Focused on Iran? Exploring the rationale behind the strategic relationship between Azerbaijan and Israel,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, Volume 14, no. 4 (2014), pp. 471-488.] 

Since 1918, Azerbaijan has upheld its secular traditions to guard against external radicalization efforts, particularly from Iranian Shi'i networks. Concerns about Wahhabi networks have also grown since the early 2000s.[footnoteRef:52] In October 2007, the Azerbaijani government thwarted a plot by radical Islamists targeting several foreign embassies and government buildings. Authorities arrested at least ten military officers and students suspected of being part of a Wahhabi group.[footnoteRef:53] Both Israel and Azerbaijan prioritize combating radical Islamism as a shared security objective, leading Israel to provide training for Azerbaijani security and intelligence forces. [52:  Aynur Bashirova and Ahmet Sozen, “The Role of Azerbaijan In Israel's Alliance of Periphery,” Meria Journal, Volume 21, no. 1 (2017).]  [53:  Michael B. Bishku, “The South Caucasus Republics and Israel,” Middle Eastern Studies, Volume 45, no. (2009), pp. 295-314.] 

Despite tensions with Iran, Azerbaijan avoids direct confrontation due to its vulnerability compared to Iran. Azerbaijan has pledged not to allow attacks on Iran’s nuclear facilities from its territory, fearing Iranian retaliation, even in the event of an internal coup. Additionally, Azerbaijan relies on Iran for access to Nakhchivan, an Azerbaijani exclave. In 2011, Turkey reportedly pressured Azerbaijan to reduce its ties with Israel, warning of potential disruptions to oil supplies through the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline.[footnoteRef:54] Damage to a gas pipeline to Nakhchivan could jeopardize millions of Azerbaijanis in Iran, potentially leading to mass migration northward and straining relations with neighboring countries.[footnoteRef:55] [54:  Gallia M. Lindenstrauss, “Israel-Azerbaijan: Despite the constraints, a special relationship,” Strategic Assessment, Volume 17, no.4 (2015), pp. 69-79.]  [55:  Emin Shihaliyev, “Iran’s Armenia And Azerbaijan Policy: Geopolitical Realities And Comparative Analysis,” Journal of General Turkish Research (2023), pp. 329-340.] 

Israeli Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman visited Baku in April 2012 to meet with President Ilham Aliyev. Amid rumors that Azerbaijan had granted Israel access to its air bases, they discussed bilateral relations and Iran. Both nations denied these claims, with Lieberman dismissing them as "science fiction." The visit reaffirmed their strategic partnership[footnoteRef:56] Lieberman described the relationship as one of trust and productivity. While maintaining significant ties with Jerusalem, Baku remains committed to constructive relations with Tehran, ensuring it does not appear hostile toward Iran. Azerbaijan’s primary goal is to enhance its military capabilities compared to Armenia, which occupied Nagorno-Karabakh in the 1990s.[footnoteRef:57] [56:  Mahir Khalifa-Zadeh, “Israeli-Azerbaijani Alliance and Iran,” Middle East Review of International Affairs, Volume 17, no. 1 (2013), pp. 56. ]  [57:  Elnur Ismayilov, “Israel and Azerbaijan: The evolution of a strategic partnership,” Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, Volume 7, no. 1 (2013), pp. 69-76.  ] 

From neorealistic perspective, Azerbaijan’s alignment with Israel and its strategic actions are driven by the need to balance against regional threats, particularly from Iran and its Shiite influence. As noted by Geoffrey Gresh, Azerbaijan’s strategic partnership with Israel is seen as a pragmatic response to regional power dynamics, seeking to bolster its security and regional influence against Iranian and Russian pressures.[footnoteRef:58] This approach aligns with Grogan S. Michael’s view that state actions are primarily motivated by security concerns rather than ideological factors.[footnoteRef:59] [58:  Geoffrey Gresh, “Coddling the Caucasus: Iran’s strategic relationship with Azerbaijan and Armenia,” Caucasian Review of International Affairs, Volume 1, no.1 (2006), pp. 1-13.]  [59:  Grogan S. Michael, National security imperatives and the neorealist state: Iran and realpolitik (Monterey: Naval Postgraduate school, 2000).] 




Contemporary Developments and Future Prospects
To boost trade between Azerbaijan and Israel, the Convention Between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the State of Israel was signed, simplifying the taxation system and reducing double taxation.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. Convention Between the Republic of Azerbaijan And the State of Israel For the Avoidance of Double Taxation and The Prevention of Fiscal Evasion with Respect to Taxes on Income, December 13, 2016. https://president.az/en/articles/view/22034 (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

A significant milestone in their relationship occurred during Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's visit to Azerbaijan in December 2016. During this visit, President Ilham Aliyev announced a new arms agreement worth approximately $5 billion aimed at advancing Azerbaijan's domestic defense industry. During the 2020 Armenia-Azerbaijan War, two key phases were evident. Initially, Israeli weaponry, including Harop drones, helped Azerbaijan repel Armenian attacks in Tovuz starting July 12. From September 27, Azerbaijani forces used Israeli and Turkish technologies, particularly UAVs, to gain the upper hand. They neutralized Armenia's Russian-supplied S-300 air defenses, with Israel's support also including additional hardware and the Barak-8 system to intercept Armenia's Iskandar M missiles.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer, Israel’s Role in the Second Armenian-Azerbaijan War (London: The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future, 2021), pp. 190-208.] 

Israel’s arms sales to Azerbaijan address a gap left by Western nations, benefiting Israel both financially and diplomatically. Western countries have been cautious about supplying ground combat systems to Azerbaijan due to concerns over Nagorno-Karabakh. Israel's involvement has strengthened their strategic partnership, enabling Baku to reclaim occupied territories surrounding Nagorno-Karabakh during the 44-day war in 2020. By 2023, Azerbaijan had completed the recapture of the Nagorno-Karabakh enclave, which involved the ethnic cleansing of its Armenian population.[footnoteRef:62] [62:  Eldar Mamedov, “Why Azerbaijan won't follow Iran's calls to boycott Israel over Gaza,”Eurasiane, November 6, 2023.https://eurasianet.org/perspectives-why-azerbaijan-wont-follow-irans-calls-to-boycott-israel-over-gaza (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

Israel and Azerbaijan established diplomatic ties in April 1992, with Israel opening an embassy in Baku the following year. Since then, their relations have expanded significantly.[footnoteRef:63] However, Azerbaijan’s complex relationship with Iran posed challenges. For instance, while Israel had a significant embassy in Baku, Azerbaijan did not establish a corresponding embassy in Tel Aviv until 2023 due to concerns about conflicting with Iran.[footnoteRef:64] [63:  Emil Avdaliani, “Defying geography: the Israel-Azerbaijan partnership,” BESA Center Perspectives Paper, no. 1 (2020).]  [64:  Priego A. Moreno, “The Emergence of Southern Caucasus as the Cornerstone in the Greater Middle East,” Revista Electronica De Estudios Internacionales, Volume 1 (2007), pp. 1-22.] 

Former Azerbaijani President Heydar Aliyev had planned to open an embassy in Tel Aviv, but this did not occur until 2023 due to fears of upsetting Iran. Baku was concerned that establishing an embassy in Tel Aviv could harm its support from the Muslim world, particularly regarding the Nagorno-Karabakh issue within the Organization of the Islamic Conference.[footnoteRef:65] Tensions increased with the opening of the Iranian Consulate General in Kapan, Southern Armenia, on October 21, 2022. In response, Azerbaijan opened its embassy in Israel in November 2022.[footnoteRef:66] [65:  Elnur Ismayilov, “Israel and Azerbaijan: The evolution of a strategic partnership,” Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, Volume 7, no. 1 (2013), pp. 69-76. ]  [66:  Mirmehdi Aghazada, “Azerbaijani-Iranian Relations After the Second Karabakh War: Features and Trends,” Vestnik RUDN. International Relations, Volume 23, no. 4 (2023), pp. 719-733.] 

The development of Israel-Azerbaijan economic ties, especially through potential resource commerce, is another significant factor. In January 2023, Israel imported 523,500 tons of Azerbaijani oil worth $297 million, making it the top buyer of Azerbaijani oil. From January to November 2023, Israel remained the second-largest importer, purchasing 2.24 million tons valued at $1.38 billion.[footnoteRef:67] [67:  Dean S. Elmas, “Azerbaijani oil continues flowing to Israel via Turkey,” Globes, 5 May, 2024. 
https://en.globes.co.il/en/article-azerbaijani-oil-continues-flowing-to-israel-via-turkey-1001477929 (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

According to neorealist theory, mutual security concerns and regional power dynamics created the strategic alignment between Azerbaijan and Israel from 1992 to 2010. Azerbaijan allied with Israel to counterbalance pressure from Russia and Iran, aiming to increase its influence and reclaim land from Armenia. High-profile visits and extensive military cooperation cemented this connection, with Azerbaijan using Israeli assistance to strengthen its defenses and preserve its territorial integrity. Both countries prioritized their security and power in the anarchic international system, demonstrating neorealist concepts of power balance and alliance formation despite Iranian opposition and the complexities of regional geopolitics.

Iran's Perspective on Azerbaijan-Israel Relations
In September 2020, President Ilham Aliyev met with Iranian Ambassador Seyyed Abbas Mousavi to discuss bilateral relations. Over the years, more than ten meetings with President Rouhani have significantly advanced these relations. A phone conversation with President Rouhani in late July highlighted the strong and friendly ties between the two nations, resilient against external interference.[footnoteRef:68] Despite this, historical tensions offer a different perspective. [68:  President of the Republic of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. https://president.az/en/articles/view/40728 (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

Baku remains cautious about Iran's actions that might threaten its interests, including allegations that Iran exacerbated the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Iran, in turn, fears potential separatist movements among its Azeri population, leading Azerbaijan to view Israel as a reliable ally.[footnoteRef:69] Azerbaijan's cooperation with the West on energy projects, adherence to sanctions against Iran, and robust military ties with Israel contribute to Tehran's growing suspicion of Baku.[footnoteRef:70] [69:  Emil Avdaliani, “Defying geography: the Israel-Azerbaijan partnership,” BESA Center Perspectives Paper, no. 1 (2020).]  [70:  Orkhan Gafarov, Arevik Anapiosyan, Khatuna Chapichadze and Mehmet Fatih Oztarsu, “The Role of Global and Regional Actors in the South Caucasus,” Journal of Conflict Transformation (2016), pp. 1-24.] 

During a period of increased Jewish emigration, Azerbaijan elected its first non-Communist president, Abulfaz Elchibey (1992–93), who admired Israel and Turkey. His support for Azeri self-determination in northwestern Iran led Iranian media to label him as 'godless' and 'Zionist.' [footnoteRef:71]Iran's Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, is ethnically Azeri, and Iran is concerned about irredentist sentiments among its Azeri population.[footnoteRef:72] [71:  Michael B. Bishku, “The South Caucasus Republics and Israel,” Middle Eastern Studies, Volume 45, no. (2009), pp. 295-314.]  [72:  Rene Rippberger, “The Enemy of My Friend is My Friend: Assessing Armenia’s Relationship with Iran,” International Center for Human Development (2019).] 

Under President Ilham Aliyev, Iran has continued to criticize Azerbaijan's strategic ties with Israel. For instance, during President Shimon Peres' visit to Azerbaijan in May 2009, Iran's military chief of staff condemned the visit as "a step in the wrong direction," viewing it as an unfriendly gesture.[footnoteRef:73] Tensions further escalated in 2012 when Foreign Policy reported a supposed covert agreement allowing Israel to use Azerbaijani airfields to target Iran's nuclear sites. Azerbaijan denied such an agreement, emphasizing its neutrality, but Iran remained skeptical and urged Azerbaijan to sever its ties with Israel.[footnoteRef:74] [73:  Gallia M. Lindenstrauss, “Israel-Azerbaijan: Despite the constraints, a special Relationship,” Strategic Assessment, Volume 17, no.4 (2015), pp. 69-79.]  [74:  Elnur Ismayilov, “Israel and Azerbaijan: The evolution of a strategic partnership,” Israel Journal of Foreign Affairs, Volume 7, no. 1 (2013), pp. 69-76.] 

Recently, Azerbaijani police detained six Iranian agents allegedly scouting locations for Israeli drones, further straining relations[footnoteRef:75] The primary sources of tension between Iran and Azerbaijan include their differing attitudes toward religion and disputes over the Caspian Sea. While Iran views Israel as a threat to Muslim unity, Azerbaijan aligns with Israel due to shared secular values and mutual geopolitical interests. Despite these tensions, Azerbaijan continues to collaborate with Iran against religious extremism.[footnoteRef:76] [75:  Emil Souleimanov, Maya Ehrmann and Huseyn Aliyev, “Focused on Iran? Exploring the rationale behind the strategic relationship between Azerbaijan and Israel,” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies, Volume 14, no. 4 (2014), pp. 471-488.]  [76:  Aynur Bashirova and Ahmet Sozen, “The Role Of Azerbaijan In Israel's Alliance Of Periphery,” Meria Journal, Volume 21, no. 1 (2017).] 

From a neorealist perspective, Azerbaijan's strategic alignment with Israel is a response to the power dynamics in the region. Azerbaijan seeks to balance the influence of Iran and Russia, leveraging its partnership with Israel to enhance its military capabilities and assert its territorial claims, particularly in the context of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.[footnoteRef:77] This alignment reflects the neorealist emphasis on power balance and alliance formation in an anarchic international system, as Azerbaijan prioritizes its security and geopolitical interests despite its complex relationship with Iran. [77:  Orkhan Gafarov, Arevik Anapiosyan, Khatuna Chapichadze and Mehmet Fatih Oztarsu, “The Role of Global and Regional Actors in the South Caucasus,” Journal of Conflict Transformation (2016), pp. 1-24.] 


Evolving Geopolitical Strategies and Alliances
Israel views Azerbaijan as a more suitable partner than Armenia, while Iran favors Armenia, reflecting the influence of neorealism. Iran’s fragile alliance with Russia in the Caucasus leads it to support pro-Iranian nations. The future of the Southern Caucasus and Iranian-Armenian relations can be analyzed through a neorealist lens, as Iran’s strategic partnership with Armenia resembles China and Russia’s ties with North Korea, offering economic benefits and regional balance.[footnoteRef:78] Armenia’s position, like North Korea’s, remains out of the U.S.'s direct influence, giving Iran a strategic edge. Iran’s diplomacy with Armenia emphasizes power and national interests over religious considerations.[footnoteRef:79] [78:  Geoffrey Gresh,” Coddling the Caucasus: Iran’s strategic relationship with Azerbaijan and Armenia,” Caucasian Review of International Affairs, Volume 1, no.1 (2006), pp. 1-13.]  [79:  Mehmet Emin Erendor and Mehmet Fatih Oztarsu, “Iranian relations with Azerbaijan and Armenia: a comparative approach in the case of pragmatist politics,” Journal of Abant  Social Sciences, Volume 19, no.1 (2019), pp. 157-176.] 

According to Grogan S. Michael, Iran’s policy, grounded in neorealism, prioritizes pragmatic security concerns over the export of Islamic revolutionary ideology. This approach aims to balance power between the Christian Armenian and pro-Turkish Azerbaijani camps. Tehran’s goal is to counter Turkish influence in the Caspian Sea, suppress separatist movements among its ethnic-Azeri population, and impede Azerbaijan’s oil wealth ambitions, which could attract unwanted attention from its economically strained society.[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Grogan S. Michael, National security imperatives and the neorealist state: Iran and realpolitik (Monterey: Naval Postgraduate school, 2000).] 

Iran perceives Israel as a source of discomfort and criticizes Azerbaijan’s foreign policy stance. Consequently, Iran supports Armenia as a counterbalance to Azerbaijan. This alignment led Iran to back the Yerevan-Moscow axis over the Ankara-Tel Aviv-Baku axis during the 1990s and 2000s.[footnoteRef:81] Despite significant EU and U.S. presence in Armenia, including a large U.S. embassy, Iran’s support for Armenia is driven by strategic interests, including leveraging the Armenian diaspora to enhance its Western image.[footnoteRef:82] [81:  Mehmet Emin Erendor and Mehmet Fatih Oztarsu, “Iranian relations with Azerbaijan and Armenia: a comparative approach in the case of pragmatist politics,” Journal of Abant Social Sciences, Volume 19, no.1 (2019), pp. 157-176.]  [82:  Mirmehdi Aghazada, “Azerbaijani-Iranian Relations After the Second Karabakh War: Features and Trends,” Vestnik RUDN. International Relations, Volume 23, no. 4 (2023), pp. 719-733.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Iran’s criticism of Azerbaijan’s ties with Israel contrasts with its strengthened relations with Armenia, which occupies a significant portion of Azerbaijani land and has displaced many Azerbaijanis. Iran’s involvement with Armenia includes utilizing occupied territories and dismantling infrastructure.[footnoteRef:83] Analysts suggest that Iran’s hostility towards Azerbaijan predates the latter’s ties with Israel, rooted in concerns over the ethnonationalism of Iran’s Azerbaijani minority and its strategic interests in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.[footnoteRef:84] [83:  Emin Shihaliyev, “Iran’s Armenia And Azerbaijan Policy: Geopolitical Realities And Comparative Analysis,” Journal Of General Turkish Research (2023), pp. 329-340.]  [84:  Emil Avdaliani, “Israel and the South Caucasus,” BESA Center Perspectives, No. 632, November 2, 2017. https://besacenter.org/israel-south-caucasus/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 


Recent Developments and Strategic Tensions
The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict reignited in November 2020, leading to Azerbaijan’s victory and the displacement of Karabakh Armenians after Russian peacekeepers withdrew. During the conflict, Iran faced challenges in mediation and policy coherence. Iranian forces blocked Azerbaijani supply routes, delayed Azerbaijani efforts, and possibly supported Armenian military strategies.[footnoteRef:85] [85:  Avinoam Idan and Brenda Shaffer, Israel’s Role in the Second Armenian-Azerbaijan War (London: The Karabakh Gambit: Responsibility for the Future, 2021), pp. 190-208.] 

Following the 2022 clashes, Azerbaijan has shifted towards regional cooperation to counter threats from Russia and Iran. Israel’s former Defense Minister has strengthened ties with Azerbaijan, while Iran conducts military drills near the Azerbaijani border .[footnoteRef:86] The attack on the Azerbaijani Embassy in Tehran on January 27, 2023, escalated tensions, leading Azerbaijan to close its embassy in Tehran and evacuate diplomats.[footnoteRef:87] Iran’s response downplayed the incident, and Azerbaijan condemned the attack as a "terrorist act." [86:  Hamidreza Azizi and Daria Isachenko, “Turkey-Iran rivalry in the changing geopolitics of the South Caucasus,” SWP Comment, no. 49 (2023). ]  [87:  Murad Muradov and Ilkin Guliyev, “Azerbaijan-Israel relations reach a new level. Geopolitical Monitor,” Geopolitical monitor, May 26, 2023. ] 

Despite occasional escalations, the threat of conflict spillover is currently minimal. Iranian concerns about Azerbaijan potentially seizing the Zangezur Corridor and increasing Israeli influence contribute to ongoing tensions.[footnoteRef:88] In October 2023, Iran and Azerbaijan began constructing a cross-border bridge to connect Azerbaijan with Nakhchivan, addressing Iranian concerns about the Zangezur Corridor and the impact on Iran’s access to the South Caucasus.[footnoteRef:89] The corridor holds significant geopolitical implications, potentially isolating Iran from Armenia and strengthening Azerbaijan's ties with Turkey and the West.[footnoteRef:90] [88:  Jan Tomek, The material and immaterial connectivity underpinning Iran–Central Eurasia relations: elite discourse in Baku and Tashkent (Shilong: St Antony’s College, Doctoral dissertation, 2023). ]  [89:  Alexander Yeo, “Azerbaijan and Iran in the Shadows of Karabakh and Ukraine. In Iran and the South Caucasus after the Second Karabakh War,” Caucasus Analytical Digest No. 136 (2024), pp. 7.]  [90:  Rail Safiyev, “Russia and Azerbaijan: Navigating Geopolitical Shifts,” Russian Analytical Digest, Volume 23, no. 310 (2024).] 

Azerbaijan and Iran could employ the "friendship balancing" strategy to ease tensions, but significant differences remain. Azerbaijan’s strategic partnerships with Turkey and Israel, alongside its material support to Ukraine, contrast with Iran’s fortified relationship with Moscow and military aid.[footnoteRef:91] The construction of the Zangezur Corridor through Iranian territory highlights the complex nature of Iranian-Azerbaijani relations, with both cooperation and strategic tensions coexisting.[footnoteRef:92] [91:  Rasanah, “Iran and Azerbaijan Are Now More Than Frenemies,” International Institute for Iranian Studies, January 25, 2023. ]  [92:  Eldar Mamedov, “Why Azerbaijan won't follow Iran's calls to boycott Israel over Gaza,” Eurasiane, November 6, 2023. https://eurasianet.org/perspectives-why-	azerbaijan-wont-follow-irans-calls-to-boycott-israel-over-gaza (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

[image: 1715866581181]
Source: www.washingtoninstitute.org[footnoteRef:93] [93:  The Washington Institute for Near East Policy. (n.d.). https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

[bookmark: _Hlk172902072]From a neorealist perspective, the dynamics between Azerbaijan, Israel, and Armenia reflect the fundamental principles of power and security within the anarchic international system. Neorealism posits that states act primarily out of self-interest to ensure their security and enhance their power. Israel’s preference for Azerbaijan over Armenia and Iran’s support for Armenia exemplify this theory. Iran’s alignment with Armenia, despite significant EU and U.S. influence in the region, illustrates a strategic choice driven by security and power considerations rather than ideological or religious factors.[footnoteRef:94] This strategic alignment mirrors other global dynamics where states form alliances based on security needs and power balances, akin to China and Russia’s support for North Korea.[footnoteRef:95] [94:  Geoffrey Gresh, “Coddling the Caucasus: Iran’s strategic relationship with Azerbaijan and Armenia,” Caucasian Review of International Affairs, Volume 1, no.1 (2006), pp. 1-13.]  [95:  Mehmet Emin Erendor and Mehmet Fatih Oztarsu, “Iranian relations with Azerbaijan and Armenia: a comparative approach in the case of pragmatist politics,” Journal of Abant Social Sciences, Volume 19, no.1 (2019), pp. 157-176.] 


Background on Game Theory and Its Application in International Relations
The necessity to methodically examine the intricate and strategic ties between Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel is the foundation for this study's application of game theory and creation of the payoff matrix. Owing to the complexity of geopolitical relations, especially in areas as unstable as the South Caucasus, a methodology that can measure and assess the effects of different strategic choices made by each nation is imperative. Beyond being an abstract concept, the payoff matrix is the product of a thorough analytical process that takes into account historical precedents, contemporary geopolitical factors, and the strategic interests of the participating countries.[footnoteRef:96] [96:  Nolan McCarty and Adam Meirowitz, Political Game Theory (Princeton, NJ: Analytical Methods for Social Research, 2007).] 

Fundamentally, game theory is a mathematical framework that simulates the strategic interactions of logical actors. In the field of international relations, it offers a methodical approach to examining how governments make decisions, particularly in situations when the acts of several states interact to affect the final result rather than simply one state. This makes it especially helpful when studying the relationships between Israel, Azerbaijan, and Iran, because each nation's approach is impacted by what the others expect from it. A crucial tool in this study is the payoff matrix, which provides a condensed depiction of intricate relationships by mapping the decisions made by each state against possible outcomes.[footnoteRef:97] [97:  Pierre Lemieux, “Prisoner's Dilemma: A Simple Model of War”, Econlib, April 17, 2024. https://www.econlib.org/prisoners-dilemma-a-simple-model-of-war/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

Each result in the matrix has an identifier allocated to it that has been carefully selected to represent the possible costs and rewards of each strategic choice. This numerical depiction makes it easier to compare results and sheds light on the objectives of each nation's efforts. Iran's strategic options, for example, are evaluated according to how much they could increase or decrease Iran's power in the region, depending on whether they involve maintaining present policies, fortifying connections with Armenia, or fostering better relations with Azerbaijan. Similarly, the effects of Azerbaijan's options—such as strengthening its relationship with Israel, striking a balance with other countries, or aligning itself more closely with Iran—on its security, economic growth, and regional position are assessed.
These numerical values were not assigned at random. Every figure is the outcome of a thorough examination that takes into account a variety of information, such as past patterns, the political climate of the day, and the individual players' strategic goals. Thus, the matrix is a condensed form of this analysis, in which intricate choices are reduced to measurable results that are interchangeable. This strategy is akin to those utilized in related geopolitical research, wherein nations' actions in strategic contexts are modeled using game theory and payoff matrices. As in this study, the use of hypothetical numbers is a popular technique that simplifies complex interactions while retaining the crucial dynamics at work.[footnoteRef:98] [98:  Pierre Lemieux, “Prisoner's Dilemma: A Simple Model of War”, Econlib, April 17, 2024. https://www.econlib.org/prisoners-dilemma-a-simple-model-of-war/ (Accessed 17 August 2024).] 

Every possible result was carefully studied in light of how it might impact the region's security, economic development, and power dynamics when creating this reward matrix. The proportionate benefits or drawbacks that each player may encounter as a result of their strategic decisions are shown in the statistics. For instance, if Azerbaijan strengthens its affiliation with Israel, Iran's decision to stick with its current policies might result in some gains, but it might also cause serious losses if Azerbaijan aligns itself more closely with Iran. Similar to this, Azerbaijan weighs the benefits of maintaining a relationship with Israel against the dangers of upsetting Iran when making strategic decisions.
This paper offers a systematic framework for comprehending the strategic relations between Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel through the application of game theory and the payoff matrix. It is now simpler to assess and forecast the most likely courses of action for each nation thanks to the matrix, which also provides a clear visual depiction of the possible results. This method highlights the value of game theory in geopolitical study, especially in situations when a number of individuals with conflicting interests have to negotiate a very dynamic and frequently hostile environment. By using this methodology, the study provides an improved comprehension of the forces influencing these nations' relations by shedding light on the strategic factors that inform the choices they make.

Conclusion  
By modeling Iran, Azerbaijan, and Israel's relations as a game of strategy in which each player (country) seeks to get the most from its reward by selecting from a set of tactics, we may use game theory to study the complex dynamics between these three countries. A structure for comprehending how these countries choose options according to their goals, possible player measures, and the results of those relationships is provided by game theory.
Thus, a table to illustrate the possible outcomes should be created.[footnoteRef:99] [99:  Nolan McCarty and Adam Meirowitz, Political Game Theory (Princeton, NJ: Analytical Methods for Social Research, 2007).
] 

Players:
Iran (I)
Azerbaijan (A)
Israel (Is)
Each player has a set of strategies reflecting their geopolitical options indicated below.
Iran (I):
Maintain Current Policies (MP): Maintain existing diplomatic and commercial relationships with Armenia while resisting collaboration between Israel and Azerbaijan.
Strengthen Relations with Armenia (SRA): Boost assistance for Armenia to neutralize Azerbaijan's relationship with Israel.
Improve Ties with Azerbaijan (ITA): Try to ease hostilities and cultivate improved ties with Azerbaijan.
Azerbaijan (A):
Deepen Alliance with Israel (DAI): Expand economic and military collaboration with Israel.
Balance Relations (BR): To lessen conflicts, continue working with Israel and negotiating amicably with Iran.
Align with Iran (AI): Deeper links should be pursued with Iran and fewer with Israel.
Israel (Is):
Strengthen Alliance with Azerbaijan (SAA): Promote Azerbaijan's economic and military funding.
Neutral Stance (NS): Continue to cooperate at the present degree with no aggravation
Withdraw Support (WS): Cut off the economic and military connections to Azerbaijan.
Every player's rewards are determined by the strategic decisions that any three players make. These payoffs show the negative and positive effects of various conclusions, such as power in the region, economic growth, and stability.
Let's denote the payoffs for each player as PI​, PA​, and PIs, respectively. The combination of strategies that each participant chooses determines the payoffs. 
To keep matters straightforward, we portray the payoffs with hypothetical numbers. Greater numbers signify more advantageous results for the participant.
Here is a simplified payoff matrix for the interactions between Iran and Azerbaijan given Israel's strategies.

	I\AI
	DAI
	BR
	AI

	MP
	(2, 5, 5)
	(3, 4, 6)
	(4, 3, 3)

	SRA
	(1, 4, 6)
	(2, 3, 7)
	(3, 2, 4)

	ITA
	(3, 6, 4)
	(4, 5, 5)
	(5, 4, 2)



The payoffs are represented as (PI​, PA​, and PIs)
Analysis
A. Maintain Current Policies (MP):
1. Payoff: PI =2, PA=5, PIs=5
The Deepening Alliance between Azerbaijan and Israel (DAI) has moderate costs for Iran, major advantages for Azerbaijan from Israeli assistance, and moderate returns for Israel.
2. Payoff: PI=3, PA​=4, PIs=6
Israel wins the biggest advantage by retaining control with no rising tensions, Azerbaijan retains moderate benefits, and Iran gains marginally from a reduction in hostilities if Azerbaijan Balances Relations (BR).
3. Payoff: PI=4, PA​=3, PIs=3
Iran gains the most from Azerbaijan's alignment with Iran (AI), while Azerbaijan and Israel suffer severe losses.
B. Strengthen Relations with Armenia (SRA)
1. Payoff: PI=1, PA​=4, PIs=6
If Azerbaijan strengthens its partnership with Israel (DAI), Iran will pay higher prices as a result of counterbalancing measures, Azerbaijan will profit somewhat, and Israel will profit much.
2. Payoff: PI=2, PA=3, PIs=7
Israel will gain the greatest advantage if Azerbaijan preserves Balanced Relations (BR), Iran keeps expenses reasonable, and Azerbaijan and Israel get balanced results.
3. Payoff: PI=3, PA​=2, PIs=4
Iran profits somewhat from Azerbaijan's alignment with Iran (AI), but Azerbaijan's expenses go up and Israel's advantages are diminished.
C. Improve Ties with Azerbaijan (ITA)
1. Payoff: PI=3, PA​=6, PIs=4
Iran receives a decrease in tensions if Azerbaijan Deepens its Alliance with Israel (DAI), while Israel gains somewhat.
2. Payoff: PI=4, PA​=5, PIs=5
A steady result can be reached if Azerbaijan Balances Relations (BR), as this will benefit all parties equally.
3. Payoff: PI=5, PA​=4, PIs=2
Iran profits the most from Azerbaijan's alignment with Iran (AI), while Azerbaijan bears moderate expenses and Israel's gains are greatly diminished.
Azerbaijan's best course of action is to strengthen its relationship with Israel (DAI) since this will yield the largest rewards (five or six) under most circumstances. As with other Iranian policies, Israel gains more from fortifying its alliance with Azerbaijan (SAA) and reaps greater rewards (5 to 7). This is so that Israel may gain a strategic ally in the South Caucasus, broaden its regional reach, and counterbalance Iranian influence, while Azerbaijan's security and influence in the region are greatly enhanced by Israel's military, economic, and diplomatic support.
Azerbaijan's strategic choice to give priority to its relationship with Israel can be justified from a neorealistic standpoint by several neorealistic concepts. In the face of anarchic global governance, Azerbaijan aims to strengthen its defenses against external threats. Israel offers robust partnerships in defense, information sharing, and cutting-edge weaponry, all of which greatly strengthen Azerbaijan's defenses against neighboring threats, particularly those originating from Iran. To compete with Iran's regional dominance, Azerbaijan stands with Israel. According to neorealism, states should develop alliances as a counterbalance against alleged threats. 
Through Azerbaijan's alliance with Israel, Iran's power in the region is successfully counterbalanced, blocking Iran from becoming the dominant state in the South Caucasus. When it comes to its cooperation with Israel, Azerbaijan sees greater comparative benefits than Iran. Israel's benefits in terms of economy and military might are thought to be more important in preserving a balanced power structure in the area.
Azerbaijan keeps some degree of strategic independence by siding with Israel, making sure it is not unduly dependent on any one regional force. With this multifaceted strategy, Azerbaijan is better equipped to negotiate the South Caucasus' complicated geopolitical environment. Azerbaijan's strategic partnership with Israel, an entity with which it maintains more urgent strategic interests, is reinforced by historical conflicts, territory disputes, and ideological differences with Iran.
Given the large and steady payoffs, the game-theoretic model emphasizes that Azerbaijan's best course of action is to prioritize its relationship with Israel. By outlining the fundamental ideas that guided this strategic decision—maximizing security, maintaining strategic autonomy, and striking a balance between regional power—the neorealistic viewpoint lends even more credence to this. 
Finally, the interaction between neorealism and game theory clarifies why Azerbaijan prefers its affiliation with Israel to that with Iran. Azerbaijan views this alliance as a strategic priority in the difficult geopolitical context of the South Caucasus, given the steady and substantial benefits from Israel and the principles of power.
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