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Abstract:  

In recent years, stability in the security environment of Central Asia and the Caucasus has consistently 

faced increasing complexities and challenges. Nationalistic tendencies in this region, presence of crises, 

emergence of internal challenges, weaknesses in nation-building, and the entry of foreign powers have 

added complexity to the region's security environment. Considering the competition of regional and trans -

regional powers and their pursuit of interests in the South Caucasus region, the events in Karabakh in 2020 

will not be the last one in this region. This region is always prone to events and crises. Iran must play a role 

in resolving conflicts in the South Caucasus region by maintaining a neutral yet more active policy than in 

the past. By establishing an independent mechanism, Iran can pursue its national interests in this region by 

leveraging existing opportunities. This qualitative research article uses an explanatory method to evaluate 

Iran's foreign policy in the face of regional crises (such as the Karabakh war) based on the realism model 

of Morgenthau. It examines Iran's foreign policy approach to recent conflicts in the region and analyzes the 

role of influential regional and international factors, as well as geopolitical and geostrategic factors, shaping 

Iran's foreign policy. 
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Introduction 

The Southern Caucasus region is one of the 

world's important and strategic areas, serving 

as a convergence point for various religions, 

cultures, and civilizations. It is the main route 

for the transfer of energy from the Caspian to 

Europe. Given its strategic position, this re-

gion has consistently been the focus of atten-

tion and competition among regional and ex-

tra-regional powers. These competitions have 
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led to relatively stable crises and conflicts in 

the area. 

The Southern Caucasus has experienced crises 

and conflicts for many years. The collapse of 

the Soviet Union facilitated direct communi-

cation with the countries in the Caucasus. Af-

ter the formation of the countries in the Cau-

casus, Iran took steps to identify these coun-

tries and establish diplomatic relations with 

them. The Southern Caucasus has always been 

geopolitically significant, and the collapse of 

the Soviet Union and geopolitical changes in 

the region further increased the importance 

and influence of geopolitical factors in this 

area. Considering the historical and cultural 

proximity of the Islamic Republic of Iran to 

this region, the geopolitical factors of the 

Southern Caucasus have an impact on the na-

tional security of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

due to the historical and cultural proximity of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran to this region. 

The role of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the 

Caucasus is important both in terms of con-

tributing to the stability of the region and en-

suring the security and interests of Iran. Since 

any instability in the Caucasus poses a threat 

to the national security of Iran, this region 

holds special importance for Iran. 

Iran has always pursued a neutral policy re-

garding the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict in this 

region. While declaring this policy, Iran has 

endeavored to maintain a balance of power in 

the region through mediation between the par-

ties involved and inviting both conflicting 

countries to negotiate, thus preserving its sta-

tus of power politics. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Realism is one of the most important and en-

during theories of international relations, the 

unparalleled attraction of this theory is due to 

the proximity of the actions of statesmen in the 

international arena and its alignment with the 

conventional understanding of international 

politics. (Ataei, Rasouli Sani Abadi, 2010) 

Realists define foreign policy goals based on 

national interests and define national interests 

in terms of power. They perceive states as the 

main actors. In realist theories, national inter-

ests serve as the guiding light for foreign pol-

icy. In realism, governments regulate their for-

eign policy based on the capabilities they pos-

sess and can deploy, striving to implement for-

mulated policies gradually and step by step, 

using their capabilities to achieve long-term 

goals. Realists emphasize the distinction be-

tween the domestic and foreign policy do-

mains. 

According to realism, states exist in an anar-

chic international system where, ultimately, 

the pursuit of their national interests depends 

on their capabilities or power. The most cru-

cial national interests are the survival of the 

political system and its territorial integrity. 

Realists believe that as long as the world is di-

vided among states in a lawless environment, 

national interests will remain the essence of 

international politics. Some foreign political 

theorists find the core of realism within the 

paradigm because it believes in state-cen-

tricity and emphasizes interactions between 

states. (Shafiee, Zamanyan, 2011) 

Political realism does not give much im-

portance to the motives of statesmen and seeks 

to judge their performance based on actual 

achievements toward securing the national in-

terests of their nations. National interests and 

national power are determining factors in for-

eign policy. Political realism is not completely 

opposed to political and ethical motivations in 

international relations. Still, it acknowledges 

their role while considering national interests 
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and power as the primary determinants of all 

decisions and policies. 

Morgenthau is one of the most influential 

thinkers of realism in international relations. 

He believes that all foreign policies tend to 

conform and reflect one of three activity pat-

terns: maintaining power balance, imperial-

ism, and power and prestige politics. 

The six principles of Morgenthau's realism are 

as follows: 

Politics is managed by objective laws rooted 

in human nature; national interests are defined 

in terms of national power; the policies and ac-

tions of a government are always guided by 

national interests; abstract ethical principles 

cannot be applied to politics; the difference 

between a nation's ethical ideals and global 

ethical principles and the autonomy of inter-

national politics. According to Morgenthau, 

the common denominator of international po-

litical actors is the pursuit of power, the 

preservation of power, and the display of 

power for the purpose of gaining international 

credibility and prestige. Therefore, such actors 

must constantly increase their power level in 

competition with other players. In Morgen-

thau's view, foreign policy goals must be de-

fined based on national interests, and national 

interests are defined in terms of power. What 

is certain for Morgenthau is that power and na-

tional interests are two main and key concepts. 

According to Morgenthau's political realism, 

governments are the most important decision-

making units in the international arena, and 

the nature of the domestic scene of countries 

is very different from the international scene. 

Internally, law and ethics can be enforced, 

while internationally ethics is illusory, and law 

is a consensus of the powerful. From Morgen-

thau's perspective, governments are the main 

actors in the international system, and he 

believes that as long as the world is politically 

divided into ruling governments, they will re-

main dominant actors in international politics. 

Morgenthau considers national power ele-

ments to include geography, natural resources, 

industrial power, military readiness, govern-

ment quality, population, diplomatic quality, 

national character, and national spirit. Mor-

genthau does not believe in ideology as an in-

dependent factor in shaping foreign policy. 

In the realist perspective, Hans Morgenthau is 

the only one who has come close to providing 

a logical and internally consistent explanation 

of the behavior of national governments. In his 

view, governments in the international system 

are either government that are satisfied with 

the existing distribution of power, pursue a 

policy of preserving the status quo, or govern-

ments that are dissatisfied with the existing 

distribution of power and want to change the 

current situation. 

In Morgenthau's realism, all policies, whether 

domestic or international, reflect three basic 

patterns; that is, each political policy aims to 

preserve power, increase power, or display 

power. A country whose foreign policy tends 

towards preserving power pursues a policy of 

maintaining the status quo; a country whose 

foreign policy aims for more power pursues 

imperialist policies, and a country that seeks 

to display power in its foreign policy follows 

prestige-oriented policies. According to Mor-

genthau, each specific political situation re-

quires the formulation and implementation of 

a specific foreign policy, and the relationship 

between governments and international poli-

tics has a dynamic quality and changes with 

shifts in power. 

From Morgenthau's point of view, the goal of 

preserving the status quo is to maintain the ex-

isting distribution of power and is somewhat 
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conservative policy, but not necessarily op-

posed to any change; rather, it is opposed to 

changes that may lead to a reversal of power 

relations between two or more countries. 

Destabilizing or imperialistic policy is a pol-

icy in which efforts are made to change the ex-

isting distribution of power. In his book "Pol-

itics Among Nations," Morgenthau defines the 

triple goals of imperialism as global, continen-

tal, and local goals, and the methods used to 

serve imperialistic policies as military imperi-

alism, economic imperialism, and cultural im-

perialism.  

 

 

 

Diagram 1: Political realism of Hans Morgen-

thau 

 

 

Morgenthau considers all these methods as 

tools for achieving one goal, which is the over-

throw of the existing situation, that is, revers-

ing the power relationship between the impe-

rialist government and its future victims. Mil-

itary, economic, and cultural methods alone or 

together serve this sustainable goal. 

Political realism is, in fact, a realistic method 

of achieving the goal. Foreign policy goals 

must be defined based on national interests 

and supported by power. 

 

 

 

 

 



81 

International Journal of Political Science, Vol 14, No 1, March 2024 

 

 

 

Diagram 2: Foreign policy model 

 

The foreign policy concepts 

Foreign policy is the set of principles and 

methods that a government adopts in dealing 

with affairs and issues outside the country to 

preserve sovereignty and defend its interests. 

In the process of foreign policy, various vari-

ables, including ideological foundations, geo-

political conditions, the structure and nature of 

the international system, the population and its 

composition, societal needs, culture, and the 

characteristics of key policymakers, influence 

the decisions. (Azghandi, 2002) 

Foreign policy is related to a country's activi-

ties in the external environment and interna-

tional conditions. It involves determining the 

implementation of a series of national goals 

and interests carried out on the international 

stage by governments. It can be the initiative 

of a government or its reaction to the actions 

of other governments. Foreign policy can be 

defined as a strategy or a plan of activities un-

dertaken by decision-makers of a country 

against other countries or international entities 

to achieve the goals referred to as the national 

interests of that country. (Karimi, 2021) 

National interests are always the guiding light 

of a country's foreign policy. The foreign pol-

icy of any country takes shape based on gen-

eral and established rules. The main element 

of foreign policy for all political units can be 

seen as maximizing national power. 

(Mottaghi, 2010) 

Foreign policy is the set of principles and 

methods that a government adopts in dealing 

with affairs and issues outside the country to 

preserve sovereignty, defend its existence, and 

pursue and achieve its interests. Understand-

ing foreign policy is possible when we have 

precise knowledge of its components. One 

sign of strength in foreign policy is a combi-

nation of stability and authority. One of the 

important topics in foreign policy is the 
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internal construction of countries. Foreign 

policy is a pre-planned strategy formulated by 

government decision-makers to pursue na-

tional interests in the international environ-

ment. 

The hardware and software components ef-

fective in the foreign policy decision-mak-

ing process 

Foreign policy is a tool for countries to pursue 

national interests, and in other words, it max-

imizes the behavior of all countries in the in-

ternational system to maximize national inter-

est, as Morgenthau states that all countries, 

whether ideological, traditional, modern, great 

powers or regional players, strive to maximize 

national interests. National interests are the 

guiding light for countries in the field of inter-

national politics. National interests have a sta-

ble nature, but each player employs specific 

tactics to achieve national interests, utilizing 

both hardware and software components 

available for upgrading and achieving national 

interests. Foreign policy is related to a coun-

try's activities in the external environment and 

international conditions, and it is a strategy 

carried out by decision-makers of a country 

against other countries or international entities 

to secure national interests. 

The formulation and elaboration of foreign 

policy in any country are the results of various 

variables such as intellectual foundations, the 

nature of the international system, the charac-

teristics and attitudes of the ruling elite, the 

country's capabilities, societal needs, geo-

graphical variables, and political culture. The 

principles, goals, and components of each 

country's foreign policy depend on tangible 

conditions (geographical and geopolitical sit-

uation, material power resources including 

population and territory, military power, and 

economic capabilities) and mental conditions 

(political structure, personality, and mentality 

of leaders, ideology, and soft power resources 

such as culture and diplomacy). The political 

system governing each country, in proportion 

to these tangible factors and mental compo-

nents, takes the initiative to formulate its prin-

ciples and goals and determine the framework 

of its foreign policy, which is specific to that 

country. Therefore, the most important axis of 

foreign policy is the realization of national in-

terests, relying on hardware components (mil-

itary power, economic power) and the help of 

software components (diplomacy, negotia-

tion, persuasion). 

Effective and successful foreign policy is a 

policy that succeeds in combining a propor-

tionate mix of hard power and soft power and 

generates smart power. Effective and success-

ful foreign policy requires consensus at the na-

tional level and coherence in the governing 

system. Without consensus at the national 

level and without organizational coherence 

and harmony at the government level, achiev-

ing overarching goals and realizing national 

interests through the application of foreign 

policy tools is not possible. 

Countries, to preserve their identity, security, 

and welfare, as well as to confront threats from 

other players, are inevitably forced to employ 

policies and strategies to increase their na-

tional capabilities and power. Strategies that 

enable a country to transform national re-

sources and capabilities into tangible forms of 

power and capability have gained greater im-

portance in the complex contemporary world. 

The sources of power are constantly changing, 

and today, considering the increasing role of 
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information and organizational power, the 

volume of available information has increased 

even more, and organizational capacity for 

quick response and soft power will become a 

major source of power. Regarding the foreign 

policy of countries, attention should be paid to 

the SWOT equation, which represents the 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats of countries. In the political and inter-

national sphere, there are signs of interaction, 

and each player possessing these capabilities 

can enhance their position and status. 

South Caucasus Geopolitics 

When the term geopolitics is mentioned, the 

connection between geography and politics is 

highlighted, emphasizing the natural ad-

vantages of locations and specific positions 

for the growth of countries. The Caucasus re-

gion, due to its strategic importance and the 

presence of rich resources, has always been 

recognized as a unique geopolitical unit in the 

world since ancient times. Overall, the re-

gion's sensitivity as a focal point of interna-

tional attention has consistently made it the 

subject of foreign powers' ambitions through-

out history. This attention, coupled with struc-

tural problems arising from diverse ethnici-

ties, has led to tension and instability in the re-

gion (Nayebian, 2011). 

The South Caucasus region extends from the 

north to the ranges of the Greater Caucasus 

Mountains, from the east to the Caspian Sea, 

from the south to Iran, from the southwest to 

Turkey, and from the west to the Black Sea. 

Currently, the South Caucasus is divided into 

three independent republics named Azerbai-

jan, Armenia, and Georgia. Despite the natural 

and geographical continuity of the South Cau-

casus countries in the continent of Asia, 

politically, these countries are considered Eu-

ropean at their request and acceptance by the 

Council of Europe. This region, with its geo-

graphical features, accommodates various na-

tions, ethnicities, and religions, placing it at 

the crossroads of civilizations. The Caucasus 

region falls within the cultural sphere of Iran 

and has been historically administered by Iran. 

Serving as a bridge between Asia and Europe, 

this aspect has added to the importance of the 

region. Due to its geographical and strategic 

position, the Caucasus region holds a special 

status in the international system. It has long 

been a focus of major powers and has played 

a crucial role in the security equations of re-

gional and trans-regional actors. 
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Map 1: South Caucasus region map 

Throughout history, the Caucasus region has 

attracted the greedy eyes of great powers due 

to its natural benefits and special geographical 

advantages; And due to having a special com-

munication position and connecting East to 

West and North to South, it plays an important 

role in the political equations of great powers 

in the world. 

The formation of the Karabakh crisis and 

the role of regional and trans-regional ac-

tors in the regional crisis 

The collapse of the Soviet Union, coupled 

with the emergence of independent countries 

such as Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia, led 

to new borders facing challenges. The power 

vacuum resulting from the Soviet collapse 

caused the formation of an anarchic structure 

in the region. The diversity of ethnicities, reli-

gions, and languages in this region, along with 

imposed and incongruent borders, presented 

challenges to the process of regional state-

building, resulting in recent decades of wars in 

the region. 

Noteworthy conflicts include the self-determi-

nation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia against 

the central government of Georgia and the on-

going Nagorno-Karabakh crisis that began in 

1988. The Karabakh crisis has regional and in-

ternational dimensions. In 1988, the Armeni-

ans of Karabakh prepared a petition signed by 

90,000 individuals addressed to the Supreme 

Soviet. In Armenia, the masses supported 

Karabakh's residents, and on June 13, 1988, 

the Karabakh Assembly unanimously voted 

for complete separation from Azerbaijan and 

joining Armenia (Rashidi Maleki, 2019). 

Since then, the region has been a constant 

source of dispute between Azerbaijan and Ar-

menia. 

The desire to establish Greater Armenia, the 

formation of a strong network of Armenian 

migrants in other countries (Diaspora), and the 

influence of these groups in Western countries 

and Russia led to the emergence of radical and 

left-wing elements among Armenian elites. 

The Karabakh crisis resulted in the loss of 

about 20% of Azerbaijani territory and the 
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forced displacement of Azeri populations. 

However, in recent conflicts, Azerbaijan has 

managed to reclaim parts of the lost lands. 

In regions with diversity in religious, ethnic, 

cultural, linguistic, and historical identities, 

tolerance and acceptance within a comprehen-

sive framework are essential for resolving in-

tra-regional crises and ensuring stable secu-

rity. Emphasizing identity differences repro-

duces a culture of violence between two coun-

tries, leading to the expansion and non-com-

patibility of the security perspective on the 

disputed issue. The involvement of foreign ac-

tors and regional and transregional competi-

tions deepens the conflict, fueling violent re-

actions. 

According to Mackinder's Heartland Theory, 

the South Caucasus is a region of great im-

portance due to its strategic location, attracting 

regional and transregional powers. The pres-

ence of these powers, their competition, and 

the lack of convergence among them have re-

sulted in a situation of neither peace nor war 

in the region, perpetuating the crisis. The com-

petition among these actors has led to diver-

gence rather than convergence in the region. 

As an international power pursuing its inter-

ests in the region, the United States, as one of 

the heads of the Minsk Group, has been in-

volved in activities related to resolving the 

Karabakh crisis. Given the strategic position 

of the South Caucasus, the U.S. has adopted a 

policy of tolerance and accommodation to 

penetrate the region. The energy crisis in Eu-

rope, arising from Russian sanctions after the 

military intervention in Ukraine, has increased 

the importance of energy-exporting countries 

like Azerbaijan for the U.S. and the West. 

Therefore, efforts by the U.S. and the West to 

establish peace in Karabakh and between Ar-

menia and Azerbaijan should intensify. 

In the competition between regional and 

transregional actors in the Caucasus, undoubt-

edly, Russia is one of the main players seeking 

a dominant and decisive role in this crisis. Re-

cent engagements have allowed Russia to ef-

fectively play this role, leading to the signing 

of a ceasefire agreement between Azerbaijan 

and Armenia. Russia aims to restore its histor-

ical dominance and hegemonic role in the 

South Caucasus region. Regarding Georgia, 

Russia has effectively challenged its NATO 

membership by supporting separatist forces in 

Abkhazia and South Ossetia. Overall, Russia 

has pursued interventionist policies in energy, 

attempting to influence both South Caucasus 

and Western countries, capitalizing on the 

managed instability in the region for its inter-

ests (Rashidi, Maleki, 2019). Despite Russia's 

involvement in Ukraine and the West's efforts 

for peace in the South Caucasus, Russia seeks 

to manipulate the peace process due to its ge-

opolitical interests, maintaining its influence 

in the region. 

Another influential actor in the South Cauca-

sus is Turkey, consistently pursuing economic 

interests and exploiting economic opportuni-

ties in the region. Turkey has strong trade re-

lations with Azerbaijan and Georgia. Recent 

developments reveal Turkey's inclination to-

wards neo-Ottomanism, aligning with Azer-

baijan against Armenia, and even utilizing 

Turkish-backed militant forces in Syria for 

Azerbaijan's conflict with Armenia. Turkey's 

expanding influence in the South Caucasus 

poses a threat to both Iran's and Russia's inter-

ests, particularly as Turkey's energy explora-

tion in the Black and Mediterranean Seas in-

creases its importance in the region, aligning 
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with its goal to lead Turkic-speaking coun-

tries. 

Israel, having good relations with Azerbaijan, 

pursues specific goals in the region, including 

economic interests and being the second-larg-

est arms supplier to Azerbaijan. Israel also 

aims to exert political pressure on Iran by es-

tablishing a presence near Iran's northern bor-

ders, causing concern for Tehran due to Azer-

baijan's utilization of Israeli expertise and 

equipment. 

The second Karabakh war between Armenia 

and Azerbaijan is the first war in history that 

was won mainly by unmanned systems, and 

the Republic of Azerbaijan was able to strate-

gically isolate Armenia with the support of 

Turkey and the technical support of Israel. By 

using Turkish drones and Israeli equipment, 

Azerbaijan provided the grounds for victory 

and mastery of the war. In the recent develop-

ments of this region, the triangle of Azerbai-

jan, Turkey and Israel was formed to create 

geopolitical changes to the detriment of Iran, 

and this issue created opportunities for these 

countries. In the 44-day war between Azerbai-

jan and Armenia, which led to the signing of 

an agreement between these two countries 

with Russia's activism, Turkey and Israel 

sided with Azerbaijan with military support 

and were able to strengthen their position in 

this region. Azerbaijan was able to win over 

Armenia with the help and support of Turkey 

and Israel and regain parts of its occupied 

lands. The geopolitical competition of re-

gional and extra-regional players, along with 

the inflexible positions of the parties involved, 

namely the Republic of Azerbaijan and Arme-

nia, have complicated and deepened the crisis 

in this region, and despite the efforts made to 

resolve this crisis, it has continued until now. 

The consequences of the Karabakh crisis 

for Iran 

The Karabakh crisis has created an unstable 

security situation along the northern borders 

of Iran, leading to a state of anarchy in the re-

gion due to the involvement of regional and 

extra-regional actors. The political and secu-

rity repercussions of this situation affect the 

entire region, especially Iran. The Karabakh 

crisis, particularly the 2020 war, entails secu-

rity and political consequences that will im-

pact the security and national interests of Iran. 

The conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan 

over the Nagorno-Karabakh region, which 

was occupied by Armenia years ago and has 

always been a source of tension and conflict 

between the two countries, is considered one 

of the most important crises in the region. The 

involvement of regional and extra-regional ac-

tors in the crisis has further complicated it, 

taking on international dimensions. The 44-

day war between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 

2020, resulting in a ceasefire agreement and 

the liberation of the occupied territories by the 

Republic of Azerbaijan, had geopolitical, se-

curity, and political consequences for Iran. 

 

Geopolitical consequences of the Karabakh 

crisis for Iran 

Iran, with its unique geographical and geopo-

litical position, is influenced by its foreign 

policy, benefiting from its strategic maritime, 

land, and strait positions. Iran must leverage 

its special position to seize opportunities and 

enhance its role and position in regional devel-

opments while maintaining stability and secu-

rity. Geopolitical changes in the region, with 

the strong presence of Turkey and the estab-

lishment of Israel near Iran's borders, will pose 

security threats to the surrounding environ-

ment. If geopolitical changes occur in the 
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region, it will be detrimental to Iran and result 

in missed opportunities in energy and transit 

discussions. Iran faces challenges such as U.S. 

containment policies in the region under the 

guise of a grand game, and serious competi-

tion with Turkey and Russia for dominance 

over energy export routes. Considering recent 

regional developments, any geopolitical shift 

in the region may exclude Iran from energy 

transfer discussions and lead to missed oppor-

tunities. Therefore, the active presence and 

strong diplomacy of the Islamic Republic of 

Iran in this region, especially in the current 

sensitive conditions, can turn many existing 

threats into opportunities and alleviate exist-

ing concerns. (Akhbari, 2020) 

 

Security Implications of the Karabakh Cri-

sis for Iran 

The geographical proximity of Iran to the 

countries involved in the Karabakh conflict 

and the shared border with the parties to the 

conflict have led to any developments, 

changes, instability, and insecurity in this re-

gion affecting Iran's security and stability, es-

pecially at its northern borders. 

Factors such as the presence and interference 

of foreign actors in the region and internal 

conflicts can pose threats, including military 

and security threats, as well as national threats 

to Iran's national security. For example, Tur-

key's prominent role in the recent Karabakh 

conflict and its pursuit of Pan-Turkic policies 

may pose national and identity threats to the 

security of the northern provinces of Iran. Ad-

ditionally, Israel's presence and the establish-

ment of military bases near the northern bor-

ders will jeopardize Iran's security. The con-

flict and instability in the region will not only 

impact the regional countries but also involve 

Iran in negative economic consequences. 

The presence and competition of regional and 

transregional players in the region's develop-

ments and crises will challenge the foreign 

policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the 

region. Instability at Iran's borders, due to the 

presence of Israel and NATO near Iran's bor-

ders, and Turkey's presence and competition 

in the region will disrupt the existing order and 

create new geopolitical changes, leading Iran 

to isolation, missing out on energy transit 

routes in the region, and losing economic op-

portunities. 

Political Consequences of the Karabakh 

Crisis for Iran 

Given that the crisis and conflict between the 

Republic of Azerbaijan and Armenia in the 

Karabakh region and at the northern borders 

of Iran have taken place, the continuation and 

intensification of this conflict will naturally 

challenge the political security of Iran. One of 

the effects of the escalation and persistence of 

the conflict will be the destabilization of the 

region, providing an opportunity for the pene-

tration and intervention of trans-regional play-

ers. The competition of these players in the re-

gion to achieve their goals and interests may 

lead to the formation of alliances and coali-

tions in the region that can affect Iran's politi-

cal security. 

Instability and unrest in the region and at Iran's 

northern borders will undermine peace and 

tranquility and may lead to the emergence of 

extremist and threatening ideologies, endan-

gering Iran's territorial integrity and national 

security. The continuation of this crisis and the 

intervention of regional and transregional 

players will have political and security conse-

quences for Iran, including a reduction in 

Iran's regional influence, diplomatic isolation, 

Iran's exclusion from the management and en-

ergy projects in the region, and an increase in 
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separatism movements with nationalistic 

provocations. The growth of Azerbaijani na-

tionalism can pose a significant challenge to 

Iran. 

Another consequence of the ongoing crisis in 

the South Caucasus region between Armenia 

and Azerbaijan for Iran is the overflow of in-

stability in the region, causing concern for 

Iran. Moreover, Israel's significant presence in 

the region and military assistance to Baku in 

this crisis is perceived as alarming by Iran, 

considering it an opportunity for Israel to 

gather military intelligence about Iran. 

 

Iran's foreign policy approach towards the 

Second Karabakh War 

The South Caucasus region holds strategic im-

portance for Iran and falls within the cultural 

sphere of influence of Iran. Any changes in 

this area can have an impact on Iran's security, 

and recent developments have led to Armeni-

ans losing a significant portion of their border 

with Iran, allowing Israeli forces and equip-

ment to be stationed near Iran's borders. If the 

crisis in this region continues, it may jeopard-

ize the security of Iran's northwestern border, 

and Iran is concerned about the potential pres-

ence of Israel near its borders. The positive re-

lations between the Republic of Azerbaijan 

and Israel are worrisome for Iranian authori-

ties. 

Foreign policy is a process involving specific 

goals, external factors tied to those goals, a 

country's capability to achieve desirable re-

sults, the development of a beneficial strategy, 

its execution, and the evaluation and control 

of it. The formulation and explanation of for-

eign policy in any country are influenced by 

various variables such as intellectual founda-

tions, the nature of the international system, 

the characteristics and attitudes of the ruling 

authorities, the country's capabilities, tangible 

societal needs, geographical variables, and po-

litical culture. (Karimi, 2021) 

Considering the proximity of the Islamic Re-

public of Iran to the South Caucasus countries 

and the geopolitical situation of this region on 

the global stage, the situation of the South 

Caucasus countries in terms of political, secu-

rity, economic, and cultural aspects is highly 

significant for Iran. Iran's active role in pro-

moting peace, resolving regional disputes, and 

serious efforts to expand bilateral and regional 

cooperation are among the important goals 

and national interests of Iran. (Soraya: 1389) 

Iran, perceiving instability in the South Cau-

casus as a threat to its national security, has 

played a role in crisis mediation initiatives to 

strengthen stability and security in the region. 

Efforts to resolve the Karabakh crisis are a 

clear example of this policy and contribute to 

the establishment of security and stability in 

the region. Emphasizing regional solutions 

has been the main approach of Iran's foreign 

policy in the South Caucasus. (Koolaei, 2010) 

According to the realism model of Morgen-

thau, all foreign policies tend to align with and 

reflect one of three patterns of activity: main-

taining the balance of power, imperialism and 

power politics, and prestige. In Morgenthau's 

view, the common goal of international polit-

ical actors is the pursuit, maintenance, and dis-

play of power to gain international credibility 

and prestige. Therefore, such an actor must 

constantly increase his power in competition 

with other actors. According to Morgenthau, 

governments in the international system are 

either satisfied with the existing distribution of 

power, pursuing a policy of maintaining the 

status quo, or dissatisfied with the existing 
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power distribution and seeking to change it. In 

Morgenthau's realism model, all policies, 

whether domestic or international, fall into 

three fundamental patterns; that is, each polit-

ical policy seeks to maintain power, increase 

power, or display power. A country whose for-

eign policy tends towards maintaining power 

pursues a policy of maintaining the existing 

situation, a country whose foreign policy 

seeks more power follows an imperialist pol-

icy, and a country that aims to display power 

in its foreign policy pursues a policy of pres-

tige. 

The foreign policy of Iran in this region has 

been shaped under the influence of geopoliti-

cal and geostrategic factors, as well as re-

gional competition. According to the realist 

approach of Morgenthau in the events of 2020 

in Karabakh, it can be said that Iran's foreign 

policy is influenced by geopolitical and geo-

strategic factors and is under the influence of 

regional and international factors based on 

maintaining prestige and the status quo. Geo-

political factors and competitions in the South 

Caucasus region, especially in the context of 

the developments in 2020, have had a signifi-

cant impact on the formation of Iran's foreign 

policy. 

Geopolitical theorists argue that geopolitical 

factors, especially the geographical location of 

each country, play a determining role in shap-

ing its foreign policy. Geopolitics is an ap-

proach to foreign policy that explains and pre-

dicts the foreign policy behavior, military ca-

pabilities, and abilities of a country based on 

its physical and geographical environment. 

The South Caucasus region has always been 

perceived as an important and strategic area 

due to its unique characteristics. After the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, its significance 

has increased twofold. Geopolitical factors in 

the region include being a connecting link be-

tween the continents of Europe and Asia, serv-

ing as a communication bridge between the 

north and south, east and west, the conver-

gence of ancient civilizations and religions 

such as Islam and Christianity, and being one 

of the transit routes for oil and gas to Europe. 

Effective geopolitical factors in the security of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran include ethnic 

conflicts and crises in the region, the strategic 

and geopolitical position of regional countries, 

cultural and ethnic commonalities among re-

gional countries, the geographical situation of 

the actors in the Caucasus countries, the transit 

of Iranian gas to Europe through the Caucasus 

countries (energy debate), the gateway nature 

of the region, and the presence of neighboring 

countries at the northern borders of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. 

Iran has consistently stated in its declarative 

policies that it does not accept any changes in 

the geopolitical and border arrangements of 

the region. Another influential factor is the 

competition and presence of regional and non-

regional actors in the Karabakh crisis, espe-

cially in the events of 2020 (Second Karabakh 

War). In the 44-day war between Azerbaijan 

and Armenia, with Russian mediation leading 

to a ceasefire agreement, Turkey and Israel, 

with military support for Azerbaijan, posi-

tioned themselves alongside Azerbaijan and 

were able to strengthen their position in the re-

gion. With the help and support of Turkey and 

Israel, Azerbaijan emerged victorious in the 

conflict and reclaimed parts of its occupied 

territories. 
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Russia also considers the South Caucasus as 

the main successor to the Soviet Union geopo-

litically and geostrategically. In the competi-

tion among regional and non-regional players 

in the South Caucasus, Russia is undoubtedly 

one of the main players seeking to play a dom-

inant and determining role in this crisis. Rus-

sia has been striving to regain its traditional 

dominance and hegemonic role in the South 

Caucasus. 

Furthermore, in the events of 2020 in 

Karabakh, two countries, Turkey and Israel, 

intensified their presence in the South Cauca-

sus through military and armament support to 

Azerbaijan, aligning themselves with Azer-

baijan to advance their interests. Azerbaijan, 

with the assistance of Turkey and technical 

support from Israel, strategically isolated Ar-

menia and, using Turkish drones and Israeli 

equipment, gained the upper hand in the war, 

creating conditions for victory. 

The foreign policy of Iran in this region has 

been shaped under the influence of geopoliti-

cal and geostrategic factors, as well as re-

gional competition. According to the realist 

approach of Morgenthau in the events of 2020 

in Karabakh, it can be said that Iran's foreign 

policy is influenced by geopolitical and geo-

strategic factors and is under the influence of 

regional and international factors based on 

maintaining prestige and the status quo. Geo-

political factors and competitions in the South 

Caucasus region, especially in the context of 

the developments in 2020, have had a signifi-

cant impact on the formation of Iran's foreign 

policy. 

Geopolitical theorists argue that geopolitical 

factors, especially the geographical location of 

each country, play a determining role in 

shaping its foreign policy. Geopolitics is an 

approach to foreign policy that explains and 

predicts the foreign policy behavior, military 

capabilities, and abilities of a country based on 

its physical and geographical environment. 

The South Caucasus region has always been 

perceived as an important and strategic area 

due to its unique characteristics. After the col-

lapse of the Soviet Union, its significance has 

increased twofold. Geopolitical factors in the 

region include being a connecting link be-

tween the continents of Europe and Asia, serv-

ing as a communication bridge between the 

north and south, east and west, the conver-

gence of ancient civilizations and religions 

such as Islam and Christianity, and being one 

of the transit routes for oil and gas to Europe. 

Effective geopolitical factors in the security of 

the Islamic Republic of Iran include ethnic 

conflicts and crises in the region, the strategic 

and geopolitical position of regional countries, 

cultural and ethnic commonalities among re-

gional countries, the geographical situation of 

the actors in the Caucasus countries, the transit 

of Iranian gas to Europe through the Caucasus 

countries (energy debate), the gateway nature 

of the region, and the presence of neighboring 

countries at the northern borders of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran. 

Iran has consistently stated in its declarative 

policies that it does not accept any changes in 

the geopolitical and border arrangements of 

the region. Another influential factor is the 

competition and presence of regional and non-

regional actors in the Karabakh crisis, espe-

cially in the events of 2020 (Second Karabakh 

War). In the 44-day war between Azerbaijan 

and Armenia, with Russian mediation leading 

to a ceasefire agreement, Turkey and Israel, 
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with military support for Azerbaijan, posi-

tioned themselves alongside Azerbaijan and 

were able to strengthen their position in the re-

gion. With the help and support of Turkey and 

Israel, Azerbaijan emerged victorious in the 

conflict and reclaimed parts of its occupied 

territories. 

Russia also considers the South Caucasus as 

the main successor to the Soviet Union geopo-

litically and geostrategically. In the competi-

tion among regional and non-regional players 

in the South Caucasus, Russia is undoubtedly 

one of the main players seeking to play a dom-

inant and determining role in this crisis. Rus-

sia has been striving to regain its traditional 

dominance and hegemonic role in the South 

Caucasus. 

Furthermore, in the events of 2020 in 

Karabakh, two countries, Turkey and Israel, 

intensified their presence in the South Cauca-

sus through military and armament support to 

Azerbaijan, aligning themselves with Azer-

baijan to advance their interests. Azerbaijan, 

with the assistance of Turkey and technical 

support from Israel, strategically isolated Ar-

menia and, using Turkish drones and Israeli 

equipment, gained the upper hand in the war, 

creating conditions for victory. 

 

The foreign policy assessment of Iran from 

the perspective of political realism 

According to political realism, all countries 

are always striving to gain power, maintain 

power, and demonstrate power to gain inter-

national credibility and prestige. Therefore, 

such actors must constantly increase their 

power in competition with other players. Ac-

cording to the model of political realism, 

politicians and statesmen always think and act 

based on national interests and power, and the 

foreign policy of countries aims at survival, 

with the most certain goal being the preserva-

tion of survival in the face of conflicts with 

other countries. 

Governments operating in a structure and sys-

tem of international anarchy rely on their 

power and capabilities to advance their na-

tional interests, with the most important na-

tional interests, from the perspective of real-

ists, being the survival of the government, po-

litical system, and territorial integrity. Na-

tional interests are always guaranteed using 

national power, and every government and na-

tion acts to secure national interests based on 

its power. According to the model of political 

realism, the foreign policy of countries always 

follows three patterns: changing the current 

situation, maintaining the current situation, 

and pursuing a policy to maintain power and 

status. A country that pursues the maintenance 

of the current situation in its foreign policy is 

essentially seeking to maintain the distribution 

of power as it exists in a specific historical pe-

riod, and this does not mean it is opposed to 

any change forever. The policy of maintaining 

the current situation is not against change; ra-

ther, it opposes any change that leads to a re-

versal of power relations between two or more 

countries. 

In Iran's approach to regional developments, 

especially the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the 

goal is to preserve the current situation. The 

Islamic Republic has sought to preserve the 

existing balance of power through initiatives 

like the 3+3 plan and the resolution of the cri-

sis by regional countries. This aims to prevent 

interference and entry of non-regional powers 

into the recent crisis, which would naturally 
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pose a security challenge to Iran's surrounding 

environment. 

Political realism defines national interests in 

terms of a country's power, and Iran's foreign 

policy goal, based on this model, is to secure 

and guarantee survival and security in the an-

archic and self-help international system. 

Therefore, the goal of ensuring survival and 

security in the international system leads the 

Islamic Republic of Iran to formulate and im-

plement a self-interested foreign policy, 

which, in the recent regional crisis, has fo-

cused on preventing engagement in war and 

maintaining the existing power balance, along 

with pursuing a policy to preserve prestige. In 

the framework of foreign policy, Iran seeks to 

maximize security and preserve the existing 

order. (Dehghani Firouzabadi, 2011) 

Given that any instability and insecurity in the 

South Caucasus region and on Iran's northern 

borders can threaten Iran's security and terri-

torial integrity, and the negative consequences 

of conflicts in this region will affect Iran's po-

litical and economic security, Iran's foreign 

policy has moved towards realism to prevent 

such a situation and has endeavored to prag-

matically deal with this crisis in the region. 

Iran's declaration of neutrality in the Nagorno-

Karabakh War is a result of a policy aimed at 

keeping Iran out of the war for the benefit of 

one of the conflicting parties, preventing Iran 

from being involved in a proxy war. There-

fore, by pursuing a policy of maintaining the 

current situation in recent developments, Iran 

has managed to prevent engagement in the 

war, although small changes have occurred in 

the power distribution. These minor adjust-

ments do not create a significant change in the 

relative power positions of interested 

countries and are fully compatible with the 

policy of maintaining the current situation. 

In recent developments in the region, despite 

Iran declaring its neutrality in its policies, de-

spite having religious and cultural commonal-

ities with the involved countries, and despite 

the public pressure from the Azerbaijani-

speaking people in Azerbaijan, Iran did not 

support either side of the conflict. Iran consist-

ently advocated for the resolution of conflicts 

and invited the conflicting countries to self-re-

straint and conflict resolution. However, Iran 

has not been indifferent to the changes and de-

velopments in the region, demonstrating its 

readiness to defend the country against any ag-

gression through maneuvers in the northern 

part of the country. Iran declared that it does 

not tolerate any geopolitical changes along the 

existing borders of the region and, while pur-

suing a policy of preserving the status quo, 

showcased its power and position. 

During the crisis between Armenia and Azer-

baijan, Iran, acknowledging the territorial in-

tegrity of Azerbaijan, sought to balance its 

policies to prevent any negative impact of the 

crisis on Iran's national security through medi-

ation and diplomacy. Iran's positions, consid-

ering the significant Azerbaijani population in 

Iran and the presence of the Armenian minor-

ity living in Iran, have been sensitive to the 

feelings of both countries' populations. Thus, 

from the beginning of the conflicts, Iran has 

endeavored to mediate and maintain balance 

in its relations with both countries, although 

its efforts have faced challenges due to inter-

ventions by Russia and other regional actors. 

If stability and security are established in the 

South Caucasus region, Iran's national inter-

ests in the area can be secured. Iran has 
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consistently worked towards this goal, recog-

nizing the importance of relations with both 

Armenia and Azerbaijan. Despite recent ten-

sions, Iran has strived to develop bilateral re-

lations with both conflicting parties while 

maintaining neutrality. Establishing relations 

with Armenia is strategically important for 

Iran due to political and security advantages, 

contributing to Iran's active presence in the 

South Caucasus region and maintaining a bal-

ance of power among regional actors. Arme-

nia's strategic importance lies in connecting 

Iran to the Black Sea and Europe, allowing 

Iran to play a role in the region's transportation 

and energy equations. 

Developing relations with Azerbaijan is also 

of great importance, as it can play a crucial 

role in enhancing Iran's political influence in 

the region. Strengthening ties with Azerbaijan 

provides an opportunity for Iran to participate 

in the region's energy transportation projects 

and prevents the expansion of influence by re-

gional and non-regional powers, especially 

those opposing Iran in the region. The tensions 

between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the 

Islamic Republic of Iran have intensified after 

the Second Karabakh War, with support from 

third-party actors, leading to increased ten-

sions between the two nations. 

Iran, with an innovative peace plan in the 

Karabakh conflict, seeks to gain regional in-

fluence while preserving the current situation. 

The initiative aims to achieve prestige as an 

influential regional power in this crisis and im-

portant regional issues. The formation of this 

group of intermediary countries, including 

Iran, Turkey, and Russia, alongside Azerbai-

jan and Armenia, can work alongside the 

Minsk Group (including Russia, the United 

States, and France) to advance the resolution 

of the conflict that they have been responsible 

for since 1994. This effort aims to move the 

conflict towards a stable peace. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran, considering its 

regional interests, has acted responsibly in the 

recent Karabakh crisis. Iran has been proactive 

in seeking a resolution to the recent armed 

conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia 

without altering the regional power balance. 

Russia's involvement in the Ukraine war has 

somewhat weakened its traditional security 

hegemony in the region. Consequently, some 

countries, including Iran, Turkey, and China, 

are striving to increase their activities in the 

region. 

Iran is working to take the lead in this peace 

initiative, creating opportunities for coopera-

tion and convergence among regional coun-

tries. The goal is to preserve the current situa-

tion in the region while playing an effective 

role in the regional peace process, maintaining 

the country's prestige as a significant and in-

fluential regional power. The Islamic Repub-

lic of Iran, while pursuing a policy of main-

taining the current situation regarding the cri-

ses in the region, opposes any changes that 

may lead to a power shift between two or more 

countries. Iran has consistently emphasized 

the preservation of the territorial integrity of 

regional countries and the maintenance of ex-

isting borders. 

Therefore, the foreign policy of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran regarding the recent develop-

ments in Karabakh (2020) is based on a real-

istic political approach influenced by geopo-

litical, geo-economics factors, and regional 

competitions, all aligned with a prestige-ori-

ented policy aimed at preserving the current 

situation. 
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Conclusion 

The transformation in the geopolitics of the 

South Caucasus region is a strategic move by 

three actors: The Republic of Azerbaijan, Tur-

key, and Israel, each holding its own diverse 

objectives. Firstly, Azerbaijan sought to re-

cover its lost territories and overcome the de-

feat in the war with Armenia. Secondly, Tur-

key, under the neo-Ottoman policy of Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan, aimed at establishing a broad 

government extending from China to Europe, 

pursuing this through linguistic ties with Azer-

baijan and the ideal of Pan-Turkism, as well as 

cultural and economic initiatives. The major 

player in this recent geopolitical transfor-

mation in the region is Israel, enjoying its own 

primary goal of exerting pressure on the Is-

lamic Republic of Iran through its military 

presence near Iran's northern borders as well 

as exporting arms to Azerbaijan. 

Recent developments in the vicinity of Iran's 

borders include the deployment of Turkish 

Takfiri-Salafi forces from Syria to the region 

near Iran's borders and the use of Israeli equip-

ment and experts by Azerbaijan. Given that 

the South Caucasus is within Iran's cultural 

sphere and being geopolitically and strategi-

cally significant for Iran, any changes in this 

region can impact Iran's security. Iran can 

manifest itself as a regional power in connec-

tion with the South Caucasus, capitalize on ex-

isting opportunities in the region through op-

erational planning, takes the initiative to form 

alliances with existing regional powers, be-

lieving that Western competition in the region 

has reduced Iran's ability to influencing the 

area while posing threats to Iran. 

Based on geopolitical competition, the pursuit 

of foreign policy principles requires economic 

capability and an effective presence in the re-

gion. Considering the proximity of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran to the South Caucasus coun-

tries and the geopolitical importance of this re-

gion on the global stage, the situation of South 

Caucasus countries from the political, secu-

rity, economic, and cultural aspects is crucial 

for Iran. Iran's active role in promoting peace, 

resolving regional disputes, and serious efforts 

to expand bilateral and regional cooperation 

are considered important components of Iran's 

national goals and interests. 

The Nagorno-Karabakh crisis between the Re-

public of Azerbaijan and Armenia has always 

had an impact on the national security of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran due to its proximity 

to Iran's borders and the presence of Azeris 

and Armenian minorities in Iran. The South 

Caucasus, as a strategic neighboring region, 

holds high importance and priority in the se-

curity policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

Iran, as a regional power with influence, clear 

interests, and goals in this geostrategic region, 

actively pursues its objectives in the South 

Caucasus. 

Iran must strive to solve the Karabakh issue by 

emphasizing the security of national interests 

and relying on political collaborations to find 

a solution. The convergence in the South Cau-

casus region contributes to peace and stability, 

offering numerous opportunities for the Is-

lamic Republic of Iran. Conversely, any dis-

cord in the region leads to instability and inse-

curity along Iran's northern borders, to its det-

riment. 

Iran should actively maintain its impartial 

role, engaging more than ever in resolving dis-

putes between Armenia and Azerbaijan. With 

the escalation of conflicts, there is a risk to re-

gional security and Iran's border stability. Any 

geopolitical or geo-economic changes in the 
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region directly or indirectly impact Iran's po-

litical, military, and national security dimen-

sions, posing threats and vulnerabilities. 

Considering the regional and extra-regional 

power competition and pursuit of interests in 

the South Caucasus, the events in Karabakh in 

2020 may not be the last. Iran must play a 

more active and impartial role in resolving 

conflicts between Armenia and Azerbaijan to 

safeguard regional security and Iran's border 

stability. By establishing an independent 

framework, Iran can pursue its national inter-

ests effectively in the region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Iran should adopt a more diplomatic and sci-

ence-based approach to foster greater conver-

gence in the South Caucasus. Divergence 

leads to instability and insecurity along the 

Iran's northern borders, endangering Iran's se-

curity. Iran should view regional convergence 

as an opportunity; therefore, actively engage 

in conflict resolution, seeking political, cul-

tural, and economic cooperation and stability 

among regional countries, and leveraging ex-

isting collaborations to neutralize efforts to 

isolate Iran in the region. 
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