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Fighting has broken out again over Nagorno-Karabakh, an enclave inside Azerbaijan nominally 
controlled by Azerbaijan but governed by ethnic Armenians. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, it has 
been beset by low-level, intermittent skirmishes, but this round seems to be more serious, with 
reports from either side suggesting more than 500 Armenian servicemembers and 200 Azerbaijani 
troops are dead, not to mention that vehicles and other equipment have been destroyed.

(click to enlarge)

The unusually high body count makes this episode of fighting important, but Nagorno-Karabakh’s 
geographic location in the Caucasus makes it geopolitically relevant. Empires have fought over this 
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territory for millennia – the most frequent belligerents were Russian, Turkish and Iranian – but now 
that the states within the Caucasus are independent, it is more of a proxy battleground over precious 
global real estate. This year, Turkey expressed its support for Azerbaijan, a country with which 
Turkey has linguistic and cultural affinities. Russia tends to play both sides but has troops based 
only in Armenia. Iran has a very large ethnic Azeri population, some of whom, including Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, hold high positions of power. Azerbaijan’s government is basically 
secular and mistrusts Iranian intentions. Iran is equally cautious; though it has an interest in trade, it 
has satisfied that interest through Armenia. (Georgia, which fought a war with Russia in 2008, has 
had closer ties to Azerbaijan and Turkey.)

Russia’s interest in the Caucasus is simple: It was one of the only effective avenues of invading the 
heartland. (The other, from the west, creates a need for strategic depth, hence Moscow’s enduring 
interest in Belarus.) The Caucasus is divided into two parts by a river valley. Russia lost the 
southern portion when the Soviet Union fell, but it still de facto controls the northern portion, and so 
long as it does, Russia can rest a little easier. However, much of the North Caucasus is rebellious by 
nature, often because of the radical brand of Islamism that is bred there, which is why Moscow has 
ruthlessly suppressed movements in places such as Dagestan and Chechnya. The Russian strategy 
is to prevent a threat from the south by holding the north and keeping the south off balance.

Turkey’s northeastern frontier is anchored in the South Caucasus, bordering Georgia and Armenia. 
Historically, its interest there has been Russia. Though it still considers Moscow a direct competitor, 
the fall of the Soviet Union has made the Kurds, who occupy various parts of the Caucasus, 
Turkey’s number one security interest. Armenia and Turkey have been bitter enemies over what the 
Armenians regard as a Turkish genocide that took place after World War I, and which the Turks 
bitterly deny. The distrust between the two countries is intense.
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Northern Iran was occupied during World War II by the Soviets. The area they occupied was largely 
Azeri, but when they left they kept what is now Azerbaijan while northern Iran was returned to Iran 
proper. Iran has a complex relationship with Azerbaijan, which is far less Islamic than Iran, and 
which has energy resources Iran wants. Iran has little interest in Caucasian conflict but is interested 
in dealing with each of the countries.

These are just some of the reasons that alliances in the Caucasus, already ambiguous at best, shift 
quickly. Armenia has maintained close ties with Russia, which uses it to maintain a balance of power 
in the region. Also supporting Armenia is Iran, an important trade partner and buffer state. Turkey is 
increasingly working with Azerbaijan, a move that is linked to efforts to expand regional Turkish 
influence. Georgia is close to the U.S. but not as important a priority as the Georgians would like, 
and it too is moving close to Turkey, with which it has transportation links and mutual interests in the 
Black Sea.

None of these relationships is fixed in stone and all of them are coupled with complex relations with 
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other countries. No doors are locked, but at the same time wars in this region cannot be waged 
intensely without the support of either Russia or Turkey (Iran would play a role as a subsidiary of 
Russia). In that sense, the recent fighting in Nagorno-Karabakh is, much like Syria and Libya, 
another dimension of the Russo-Turkish rivalry. Already there are reports that Turkey has sent 
mercenaries from Syria to support Azerbaijan.

The fighting might well die down. Neither Azerbaijan nor Armenia wants to pay a steep price for 
Nagorno-Karabakh, and neither Russia nor Turkey is ready for a serious test of power, even if they 
were confident in where they stood. What is most interesting is the absence of the U.S. Washington 
has a long record of intervening in areas where it has limited interests, and where the price for 
achieving little will be high. This is why it was involved in the 2008 Russian-Georgian war, on 
Georgia’s side. It is now content to let Russia, Turkey and Iran balance each other.
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