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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the research paper is to examine the evolution of Azerbaijan-China
relations from 2015 to 2025 within the context of shifting geopolitical dynamics and global
power competition. Special attention is paid to the strategic planning, institutional
mechanisms, and normative dimensions that define the comprehensive strategic partnership
between the two countries in 2025, as well as its implications for the broader Global South.

The scientific novelty. This study lies in its multi-perspective analysis of Azerbaijan-China
relations (2015-2025), grounded in the domestic development strategies of both countries.
Unlike traditional accounts that focus narrowly on bilateral cooperation, this paper integrates
empirical evidence with diverse International Relations theories to move beyond simplistic
narratives. It reveals how emerging countries build stable and strategic partnerships in the
context of shifting global dynamics.

Conclusions. The development of Azerbaijan-China relations over the last ten years (2015-
2025) presents an inspiring instance of the formation of a comprehensive partnership of
strategic importance, exhibiting the complex interaction of core International Relations (IR)
theories in modern governance. It can be interpreted along three dimensions: as a realist
response to security and geopolitical shifts, as a relationship shaped by institutional and
economic interdependence, and as a normative alignment grounded in shared identity and
discursive values within the Global South.

From a realist perspective, Azerbaijan and China relations have steadily deepened, driven
by converging interests in national sovereignty, regional influence, and security. From a
liberal institutionalist standpoint, the Azerbaijan-China partnership, through
institutionalization and economic interdependence, reduces the risk of strategic
miscalculation and enhances policy coordination and cooperation. From a constructivist point
of view, Azerbaijan-China relations are shaped chiefly by shared identity and discursive
equality rather than merely by economic concerns or institutional structures.

Conceptually, the Azerbaijan-China partnership affirms the analytical relevance of a
pluralistic approach to international relations theory. No single paradigm adequately captures
the multidimensional character of this bilateral engagement. A synthesized framework is
therefore needed, one that incorporates power dynamics, institutional structures, identity
formation, and geopolitical context. Empirically, the partnership demonstrates how middle
powers can exercise strategic agency and advance development goals through calibrated,
multilateral engagement with emerging powers. It also illustrates the potential of non-
hegemonic cooperation to support alternative forms of global governance that reflect more
inclusive and representative international norms.

Keywords: Regional Stability, Geopolitics, Middle Corridor, International Order,
Azerbaijan-China Relations
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AHOTALIA

Memoio cmammi € aHani3 eBosIOLiT a3epbal/HKaHO-KUTAWChKUX BiHOCKH ¥ 2015-2025 pp.
Yy KOHTEKCTi 3MiHIOBaHOI reonoJiTUMHOI JUHAMIKA Ta TIJ100a/bHOI KOHKYpeHLil 3a BIJIMB.
Oco6aMBy yBary NpH/iJIEeHO CTpaTerivHoOMy IJIAaHYBAaHHIO, IHCTUTYLiHHHUM MexaHi3MaM i
HOPMaTUBHUM BHUMipaM, AKi BU3HA4YalOTb BCEOCSHKHE CTpaTeriyHe NapTHEpPCTBO MiX JBOMa
JepxaBaMu y 2025 p., a TaK0K Horo 3HaYeHHI0 A1 mupiuoro ['no6asnbsHoro [liBaHs.

Haykoea Hoeu3Ha. HoBW3HaA JOCJiKEHHS MOJAra€ y 6araTolnepcneKTUBHOMY aHaJi3i
asepOai/PKaHO-KUTAUChbKUX BifiHOCKH (2015-2025), 3acHOBaHOMY Ha BHYTPILIHIX cTpaTerisx
pO3BUTKY 060X KpaiH. Ha BigMiHy BiJ TpaguuiliHUX miAxo/iB, 30cepeKeHUX BUHSATKOBO Ha
JIBOCTOPOHHBOMY CITIiBPOGITHUITBI, y CTATTi MOEJHAHO eMIipHUYHi JaHi 3 pi3HUMU TeopisiMu
MI)KHapOJHUX BiJHOCHH, 1110 Ja€ 3MOT'Y BUMTH 3a MeXIi CIIPOLeHMX HapaTUBIB. Jloc/ipKeHHA
MOKa3ye, sIK KpaiHy, 1[0 pO3BUBAIOThCS, POPMYIOTh CTAbiIbHI Ta cTpaTeriyHi napTHEPCTBA B
yMoBax TpaHchopmaliii r;106aabHOI CUCTEMH.

BucHoeku. Po03BUTOK a3epb6ail/PKaHO-KUTAaHCbKHUX BiTHOCHH MPOTATOM OCTaHHBOTO
JecatuuiTtsa (2015-2025) € moKka3oBUM NPHUKJIAI0M GOpPMYyBaHHS BCEOCSHKHOI'O MAapTHEPCTBA
CTpaTerivHoro 3Ha4yeHHf, fKe [JeMOHCTPYE CKJQJHY B3aEMOJII0 KJIOYOBUX TeOpil
MDKHapOJHUX BIJHOCUH y Cy4acHOMY BpsAAayBaHHi. lli BiIHOCMHM MOXXHa IHTepIpeTyBaTH y
TPbOX BHUMIipax: fK peaiCTUYHy BiANOBifb Ha 6e3MeKOBi Ta TeOoNOJITHUYHI 3PYIIEHHS; SIK
B3aEMOJi0, cHOpPMOBaHY IHCTHUTYLiIHHOIO ¥ EKOHOMIYHOI B33a€EMO3AJEXHICTIO; 1 K
HOpPMaTHBHE 36JIMKEHHS, 3aCHOBAaHe Ha CIIJIbHIN iIeHTUYHOCTI Ta AUCKYPCUBHUX LIHHOCTSX Y
Mexax ['nobasibHoro [liBaHS.

3 peanicTUYHOI MepPCHEKTHBH  a3epOal/PKaHO-KUTANCbKI  BiJHOCHHH  IMOCTYIOBO
MOTJIMGJIIOBA/IMCS i/l BIUIMBOM 36iry iHTepeciB y NMUTaHHAX HAL[iOHAJbHOTO CYBEpPEHITETY,
perioHasIbHOTO BIUIMBY Ta 6e3neKy. 3 N03uLiH J1ibepaJbHOTr0 iIHCTUTYLiOHAII3My TAPTHEPCTBO
Azepb6aiipkany Ta KuTtaro, 3aBJsKM iHCTUTYL[iOHAMI3aLil Ta €eKOHOMiYHIH B3a€EMO3a/I€XKHOCTI,
3MEHIIY€E PU3UK CTPATEeriYHUX NPOPaAxXyHKIB i CIIpUSAE MOCUJIEHHI0 KOOpAWHALIl NOJITUKU Ta
cniBnpani. 3 KOHCTPYKTHUBICTCBKOI TOYKM 30py L BiJHOCMHHM BHU3HA4alOTbCs, HacaMIepes,
CIIJIbHOIO IIEHTUYHICTIO Ta JUCKYPCUBHOIO PIBHICTIO, @ He JiMllle eKOHOMIYHMMHU iHTepecaMHu
YU IHCTUTYLIMHUMHU CTPYKTYypPaMHU.

Y KoOHUeNnTyaJbHOMY IUIAaHI a3epOai/PKaHO-KUTAMCbKe MApPTHEPCTBO MiATBEPLKYE
aHAJIITUYHY AOLJIBHICTh NJIIOPaNiCTUYHOrO MiAX0AY 10 Teopil MixkHapoAHUX BigHocHH. XKoHa
OKpeMa MapaZirMa He 3/IaTHA IOBHOK MipoOr BioOGpa3uTH GaraTOBHMipHHMH XapaKTep INi€l
JIBOCTOPOHHBOI B3a€EMO/i, 1110 3yMOBJIIOE MOTPeOY B CUHTE30BaHil aHaMITUYHIA MoJeJi, sika
MOEAHYE JWUHAMIKY CWJIM, IHCTUTYLiHHI CTpyKTypd, QOpMyBaHHS iJEHTHUYHOCTI Ta
reonoJiTUYHUN KOHTEKCT. B eMmipyyHOMy BUMipi MapTHEPCTBO AEMOHCTPYE, K JepraBU
cepeaHbOoi MOTYKHOCTI MOXYTb peaJsli30ByBaTH CTPATeriuHy Cy6’€KTHICTb 1 mpocyBaTH wjiji
PO3BUTKY IIJISIXOM BHBaXK€HOi 6araTOCTOPOHHBOI B3aeMozii 3 KpaiHamy, 1[0 HabyBalTb
3pOCTaYyoro BIJIMBY. BOHO Takox LJIIOCTpy€E NMOTeHLia Her'ereMOHHOI cniBnpani y nigTpuMii
aJIbTEPHATUBHUX GOPM ry106abHOr0 BPSAAYBaHHS, IKi I'PYHTYIOTBCS Ha Gi/bIl iHKJIIO3UBHUX i
penpe3eHTaTUBHUX Mi>XKHapOJAHUX HOpMaX.

Kawuoei caoea: perioHasibHa CTabiBHICTb, TreomosiTHKa, CepeAMHHUH KOpPHIOD,
Mi>XKHapOJHWH MOPSAIOK, a3epbaii[KaHO-KUTaUCbKi BiTHOCHHH
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INTRODUCTION

The relations between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the People’s Republic of
China have exhibited distinct phased traits since the official establishment of
diplomatic relations in 19921 The path of bilateral ties has been shaped by the wider
geopolitical environment and influenced by changing bilateral priorities. Over the
past three decades, Azerbaijan-China relations have steadily deepened and can be
broadly divided into three stages: the initial stage of diplomatic engagement (1992-
2003), the second phase of institutionalized cooperation (2004-2014), and the
ongoing era of strategic partnership (2015 - present).

At the outset, two nations concentrated on securing mutual political
acknowledgment and initiating basic diplomatic activities2. As Azerbaijan dealt with
the challenges of its post-Soviet transformation, including internal reforms and
regional tensions, the level of economic partnership was still constrained, primarily
focused on resource-oriented endeavors3. From 2004, the two sides started to
actively deepen bilateral relations through the signing of formal agreements, high-
level visits, and intergovernmental coordinationt. Concurrently, the evolution of
Azerbaijan-China relations from 2015 to 2025 is best understood as a microcosm of
the broader geopolitical and geo-economic transformation taking place in the South
Caucasus and the Eurasia landmass.

The purpose of the research paper is to provide a comprehensive analysis of
Azerbaijan-China relations from 2015 to 2025 in contemporary geopolitics. The main
objectives are to identify the key drivers shaping bilateral cooperation, examine the
challenges encountered, and assess the potential implications of these evolving
relations on regional and international geopolitical dynamics. First, it offers valuable
insights into how Azerbaijan can enhance cooperation with China in technological
innovation, energy transition, and economic diversification to support sustainable
development. Second, it provides a better understanding of China’s engagement in
the South Caucasus, informing strategic considerations related to the implementation
of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and its further advancement. Third, this study
also highlights the possibility of collaboration between major and medium-sized
states in a complex global environment, offering crucial implications for how foreign
policy should be made in comparable situations.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In the existing body of Chinese-language literature, one of the most comprehensive
references is the book ‘Azerbaijan’s, published in 2005 as part of the ‘Guide to the
World States’ series and compiled by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences. This
work offers a systematic overview of Azerbaijan’s geography, political system,
economy, and foreign policy, serving as an early reference for Chinese scholarship.
However, as it was published nearly two decades ago, parts of its content no longer

1 Azerbaijan-China bilateral relations. Embassy of the Republic of Azerbaijan to the People’s Republic of

China. URL: https://beijing.mfa.gov.az/en/content/3/bilateral-relations
2 Ismailzade F. China’s Relations with Azerbaijan. China & Eurasia Forum Quarterly. 2007. Vol. 5 (1). P. 29.

3 ApILE. (FIEEBTZEFESRD) o AbatAk Rl ORI AR, 20054F, #1107
4Tabu63zade 3. AzepbanimxaH u Kurtail: ¢opmbl, 0CO6EHHOCTH U MepPCHEKTHUBBI Pa3BUTUSA
B3auMooTHoieHu#. baky, 2009. C. 38.

5 ML (B E G- P ZEFEREY , bRl ab SRR ik, 20054F, FL246T1.

Eminak, 2025, 4 (52)



CYYACHA ICTOPIA 357

reflect the country’s current context. To fill the gap in updated information during
this period, two departments under the Ministry of Commerce, the Department of
Foreign Trade Cooperation and the Chinese Academy of International Trade and
Economic Cooperation (CAITEC), along with the Economic and Commercial Office of
the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Azerbaijan, have
regularly published updated reports titled ‘Country Guidelines for Foreign
Investment on Azerbaijan’e.

Since the second phase of Azerbaijan-China relations (2004-2014), Chinese
academic interest in Azerbaijan has grown, though most studies still frame Azerbaijan
within China’s broader engagement with post-Soviet or Central Asian regions,
offering limited analysis of the bilateral relationship itself. The launch of the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI)7 and the China Railway Express8 significantly enhanced China-
Azerbaijan connectivity, positioning Azerbaijan as a key transit hub in the China-
Europe corridor and drawing increased attention from both Chinese enterprises and
scholars.

In the article ‘Security Challenges and Risk Mitigation for China in the South
Caucasus™, senior research fellow Hou Ai-jun notes that China’s growing presence in
the South Caucasus under the BRI has generated considerable geopolitical, economic,
and cultural influence, which he considers unprecedented since 1991. Mr. Hou further
suggests that although regional historical disputes warrant attention and respect, China
should adhere to the principle of non-interference and approach such issues with
prudence, avoiding any actions based on partial or unverified information.

In Azerbaijan, a rising group of influential experts in Chinese studies has begun to
attract attention. In 2022, Professor Rafiq Abbasov, the Azerbaijani director of the
Confucius Institute, published a book titled ‘Presidential Chronicle of the
30th Anniversary of Diplomatic Relations between the Republic of Azerbaijan and the
People’s Republic of China’1, The book compiles speeches, interviews, letters, and
reports by President Ilham Aliyev from 2003 to 2021, focusing on the political,
economic, and cultural developments of bilateral relations between the two
countries. Nonetheless, the book relies mainly on sources from the Azerbaijan State
News Agency (AZERTAC) and the Xinhua News Agency, limiting its breadth.
Moreover, the book is available only in print, with a limited print run, which restricts
its circulation and accessibility to a wider audience.

A recent study!! argues how Azerbaijani media have portrayed the development of
bilateral relations. It underscores the role of the media as an active agent in
international relations, suggesting that media narratives have contributed to the

6 BN ECILRIE 5578, & 7 EIEFTHEFFRAEELE FF g 5540 O HMSEBE A B ol 16 g - BT 6 RSB

20245, L7471

7 XYE (I P RIB 2E FESE R ST A ER R 2D [N]. 5T ot — KA.

Mdk:  https://www.yidaiyilu.gov.cn/p/7024.html

8 BN RILFIE T RN REGH. (He—EETERIESE KDY [N]. b5 Bt

Pdk: https://www.gov.cn/xinwen/2020-09/10/content 5542273.htm

o XA (HEAEAI RN X 122 4 U Sz HRIREY []. FE Bz AT 92, 20194, 5521, 5568-907TL.

10 Abbasov R. Azarbaycan Respublikas1 va Cin Xalq Respublikasi arasinda diplomatik miinasibatlarin
qurulmasinin 30-cu ildéntimii. Baku: Sim-Sim nasriyyati. 2022.

11 You X. The Coverage of Azerbaijan-China Relations by the Azerbaijani Media in the Era of Modern
Technologies. The Scientific Heritage. 2025. Vol. 156. P.20-25. DOLI:
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.14997966
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deepening of Azerbaijan-China ties, particularly within the framework of the BRI.
However, the study adopts a broad analytical approach and does not include a
detailed discourse analysis of any specific media outlet, which limits its insight into
the institutional and editorial mechanisms shaping media coverage.

Cultural and educational cooperation between Azerbaijan and China has also
deepened through institutional engagement. Two Confucius Institutes currently
operating in Azerbaijan actively collaborate with universities!?, the Heydar Aliyev
Foundation!3, and cultural institutions!4 to promote Chinese language learning and
cultural awareness. Through the organization of language courses, cultural events,
and academic initiatives, the Confucius Institutes have played a visible role in
fostering mutual understanding between the two societies. In 2022, Khazar
University further expanded its academic focus on China by establishing a Center for
Chinese Studies?s, reflecting a growing institutional interest in Chinese politics,
language, and international relations within Azerbaijan’s higher education sector.

In sum, while existing scholarship has laid a foundation for understanding
Azerbaijan-China relations, it remains limited in scope, depth, and linguistic
accessibility. Much of the research relies on secondary sources and third-party
languages, which may restrict analytical precision and cultural nuance. As interest in
mutual language learning and cultural exchange increases, there is growing potential
for more direct and contextually aware academic engagement grounded in local
perspectives. Building on this shift, this study aims to address existing gaps by
offering a timeline-based and multidimensional analysis of Azerbaijan-China relations
from 2015 to 2025, with a focus on diplomatic engagement, policy coordination, and
strategic adaptation in a complex and ever-evolving international context.

AZERBAIJAN’S STRATEGIC ROLE IN A CHANGING REGIONAL ORDER

Azerbaijan occupies a pivotal position at the crossroads of Eastern Europe, Central
Asia, and the Middle East. Situated along the western shores of the Caspian Sea, it
shares borders with Russia to the north, Iran to the south, and is geographically
proximate to Turkey through the Nakhchivan exclavels. This geostrategic location has
long rendered Azerbaijan at the intersection of multiple regional and extra-regional
actors, including Russia, Turkey, Iran, the European Union, the United States, and
even Chinal?. Nevertheless, Azerbaijan has not opted to simply align itself with a
dominant power; it has actively positioned itself as a valuable collaborator for
connectivity, stability, and economic cooperation within the Eurasian region18. After

12 Guliyev V. China’s Soft Power Diplomacy in the South Caucasus. Baku: Baku Research Institute.
April 30, 2023. URL: https://bakuresearchinstitute.org/en/chinas-soft-power-diplomacy-in-the-south-
caucasus/

13 Students completing distant Chinese language courses presented with certificates at Heydar Aliyev
Center. Heydar Aliyev Foundation. August 29, 2025. URL: https://cutt.ly/ItlQiyOn

14 National Carpet Museum celebrates Chinese New Year [PHOTOS/VIDEO]. AZERNEWS. January 24,
2024. URL: https://www.azernews.az/culture/220755.html

15 Chinese Research Center Launched at Khazar University. Khazar University. 2022, October 21. URL:
https://khazar.org/en/news/6252

16 phot (HIEE-PTZEFESE) , AbatAb Rl ECRH kL, 20054, 252-1470.

17 Petersen A. Azerbaijan in Global Politics: Crafting Foreign Policy. Baku: Azerbaijan Diplomatic
Academy, 2009. P. 109-196.

18 Ibid. P. 349.
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the Cold War, as the regional dynamics evolved, Azerbaijan’s significance in matters
of security, energy transit, and diplomatic engagement has steadily increased,
solidifying its essential position in the geopolitics of Eurasia.
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Fig. 1. Base map of the Caucasus Region including infrastructure and political boundaries
(source: United Nations Environment Programme. URL: https://unepgrid.ch/en/resource/18728C09)

In geopolitical terms, Azerbaijan functions as both a buffer and a bridge. Like other
Black Sea and Caspian Sea countries, it serves as a buffer state between competing
zones of influence, particularly between Russia’s post-Soviet sphere and NATO’s
eastern frontier?9, while simultaneously acting as a corridor linking East and West
through trans-regional projects such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Kars railway2? and the
Southern Gas Corridor?l. This strategic relevance has been enhanced due to shifts in
the regional order, including the erosion of traditional U.S. security dominance in the
Middle East, the decline of Russian influence in the Commonwealth of Independent
States (CIS), and the growing presence of China via platforms such as the BRI.

19 Malek M. NATO and the South Caucasus: Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia on Different Tracks.
Connections. 2008. Vol. 7 (3). P. 30-51.

20 Bittner V.A,, Ibrahimli M. Baku-Tbilisi-Kars: regional implications and perspectives. Azerbaijan: CESD
Press, Center for Economic and Social Development (CESD), 2018. P. 12.

21 Siddi M. The EU’s Botched Geopolitical Approach to External Energy Policy: The Case of the Southern
Gas Corridor. Geopolitics. 2017. Vol. 24 (1). P. 124-144.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/14650045.2017.1416606
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In navigating this complex environment, Azerbaijan has adopted a pragmatic and
balanced foreign policy?2. This approach emphasizes balancing relations with
multiple actors, both on regional and global levels, to enhance diplomatic
independence and prevent international isolation. For instance, ties with Turkey are
underscored by shared linguistic, cultural, and historical ties and have been
reinforced through military cooperation, especially in the context of the resolution of
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict?3; the relations with Iran remain cautious, shaped by
religious affinity and economic considerations on the one hand, and geopolitical
divergence on the other; however, Azerbaijan-Russia relations currently exhibit a
marked degree of uncertainty, the root of which lies in differing conceptions of core
national security interestsz4. Notwithstanding these tensions, their cooperation in the
economic and energy sectors appears to be more restrained and pragmatic.

Apparently, the emphasis on strategic autonomy and flexibility further distinguishes
Azerbaijan’s foreign policy. Its neutral stance enables it to navigate geopolitical crises
while avoiding formal entanglement in military alliances. For instance, despite ongoing
disagreements on certain issues, Azerbaijan has not imposed formal sanctions against
either Iran or Russia. Instead, by adopting a policy of neutrality, Baku has concentrated
on augmenting energy collaboration with European nations while simultaneously
intensifying its constructive interactions with the People’s Republic of China. This
measured strategy has allowed Azerbaijan to enhance its diplomatic flexibility and
evade entanglement in great power confrontations.

Furthermore, a large portion of Azerbaijan’s geopolitical leverage has come from
its abundant petroleum resources. As one of the leading oil and gas exporters in the
Caspian region, Azerbaijan plays a key role in supporting Europe’s energy
diversification. Strategic initiatives like the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline25, the Baku-
Thilisi-Kars railway?2é, the Trans-Adriatic Pipeline??, and the novel ‘Trump Route for
International Peace and Prosperity’ transit corridor28 have strengthened Azerbaijan’s
significance as a regional energy nexus while diminishing reliance on any single
market or transit pathway. These actions not only reinforce Azerbaijan’s economic
sovereignty but also align with the interests of a range of external partners,
deepening its strategic relevance.

Consequently, Azerbaijan’s geostrategic location, energy resources, and diplomatic
approach have enabled it to emerge as a proactive and independent player in the
region. Its foreign policy carefully balances the interests of neighboring countries and

22 Mammadov F. Azerbaijan’s foreign policy: A new paradigm of careful pragmatism. The South Caucasus.
Belgium: European Policy Center, 2015. P. 29-36.

23 Modebadze V. The escalation of conflict between Armenians and Azerbaijanis and the problems of
peaceful resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh war. Journal of liberty and international affairs. 2021.
Vol. 6 (03).P. 102-110.

2% LY, & FRFIELL G ARG R 5N LH LRI RIN ], s K =T, 20254,
F3M, 11100

25 Cornell S.E., Tsereteli M., Socor V. Geostrategic implications of the Baku-Thbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline. Oil, Gas
& Energy Law. 2006. Vol. 4 (4). P. 17-38.

26 [smailzade F. China’s Relations with Azerbaijan... P. 29.

27 Rinella F., Rinella A. European energy security between new international networks interconnection
and protection of local interests: the case of the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP). Mobility between projects,
Routes and places. 2019. Vol. 15. P. 29-62.

28 Joint Declaration signed on meeting between President of Azerbaijan and Prime Minister of Armenia
held in Washington. President AZ. 2025. August 09. URL: https://president.az/en/articles/view/69572
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global powers alike. In the future, Azerbaijan is expected to enhance its efforts to
develop the Zangezur Corridor, which will significantly boost regional connectivity,
increase its geopolitical influence, and facilitate trade across the South Caucasus region.

CHINA'’S RISE AND THE SHIFTING DYNAMICS OF GLOBAL STRATEGIC INTERACTIONS

The international order of the early 21stcentury has been characterized by
changes in comprehensive national power, evident in GDP-driven economic strength,
cultural soft power, and strategic reorientation among leading economies. Among the
most consequential developments is the rise of the People’s Republic of China, whose
intensifying involvement in global affairs has altered today’s international interaction
patterns?. China’s growth extends beyond economic indicators; it encompasses a
growing diplomatic profile, technological advancements, and a vigorous role in
multilateral organizations. These trends have shaped a more complex global
environment, where conventional dominant paradigms no longer solely govern
strategic relationships.

Instead of viewing itself as a direct challenger to existing powers, China has often been
involved in the global arena by means of economic connectivity and institutional
cooperation. Initiatives such as the BRI, expanded involvement in platforms like BRICS
and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and bilateral agreements across
Africa, Latin America, Central Asia, and the Middle East reflect a diplomatic vision aimed
at enhancing global presence and strengthening ties with a wide range of partners.

The international response to China’s rise has been varied. The policies of the past
two U.S. administrations toward China have diverged dramatically compared with the
Obama period. Since Trump’s first presidential term, the White House has explicitly
defined China as a strategic competitor and has pursued more confrontational
policies in areas such as trade and technology. This shift has also prompted a
significant reorientation of foreign policy priorities toward the Indo-Pacific regions3o.
The U.S. has been actively reinforcing traditional alliances with countries such as
Japan, Australia, and India. At the same time, to counter China’s rising regional power
and address emerging security concerns, new regional frameworks such as the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD)3! and the AUKUS security partnership32
between Australia, the UK, and the United States have been established to improve
strategic collaboration and maintain a balance of power in the Indo-Pacific.

In Europe, the response to China’s rise has been more nuanced and differentiated.
The European Union has adopted a complex stance that recognizes China as a
partner, a competitor, and in some domains, a systemic rival. This multifaceted
approach manifests the diverse interests and concerns of EU member states. Despite
these concerns, the EU continues to cooperate with China on a range of global issues.
Climate change is a key area of ongoing collaboration, with both parties committed to
combating global warming and transitioning to sustainable energy sources.

29 Bergsten C.F. China’s rise: Challenges and opportunities. Washington, D.C.: Peterson Institute, 2009.
P.o9.

30 Brooks S.G., Wohlforth W.C. The rise and fall of the great powers in the twenty-first century: China’s
rise and the fate of America’s global position. International security. 2015. Vol. 40 (3). P. 7-53.

31 Zhang J. The quadrilateral security dialogue and reconstruction of Asia-Pacific order. China
International Studies. 2019. Issue 74. P. 55.

32 Cuong T.P,, Tai V.P. The role of the AUKUS alliance in counterbalancing China. International Journal of
Multidisciplinary Research and Growth Evaluation. 2023. Vol. 4 (1). P. 51-58.
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Cooperation also continues in the realm of global health, particularly in the context of
pandemic response and health security. Additionally, the EU and China engage in
dialogue on multilateral reform33, aiming to enhance the effectiveness and fairness of
international institutions. These balanced approaches allow the EU to address both
the challenges and opportunities presented by China’s presence on the global stage.

Other major actors, such as Russia, have maintained collaboration with China in
areas such as energy, trade, infrastructure, mainly on the basis of converging
interests. However, the strategic alignment between the two remains limited in scope
and primarily transactional. Meanwhile, many developing countries have approached
China’s rise with a focus on opportunity and diversification. For much of the Global
South, Chinese investments, infrastructure financing, and trade relations offer
alternatives to North-led development frameworks, which are often perceived as
more conditional or less responsive to local needs34. Azerbaijan, situated at a critical
juncture between East and West, has similarly deepened its cooperation with Chinas3s,
viewing it as a means to expand connectivity, counterbalance Russia’s influence, and
strengthen its geopolitical relevance.

Engagement with China has prompted partner countries to carefully consider both
the opportunities and implications of deeper cooperation3é. Many states, particularly
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, welcome Chinese investment and support in
infrastructure, trade, and development finance. At the same time, governments assess
these relations with attention to long-term economic sustainability, transparency,
and strategic autonomy. Accordingly, a large number of countries have adopted
multi-vector foreign policy strategies aimed at preserving strategic flexibility by
maintaining balanced relations not only with China but also with Western powers
such as the European Union and the United States, as well as relevant regional actors.
For many of these states, China is regarded as a valuable partner within a broader
diplomatic framework that emphasizes diversification, pragmatic collaboration, and
national development objectives.

As global systemic transitions accelerate, inter-state relations are consistently
characterized by adaptive coalitions, functional cooperation, and differentiated
diplomatic instruments. The ascent of the People’s Republic of China constitutes a
salient perspective in this reconfiguration, reinforcing the transition toward a more
multipolar and interdependent international system. In the evolving order, it is
essential to comprehend how nations are redefining their strategic goals, adapting to
systemic changes, and dealing with complex governance issues in order to truly
understand how modern international relations operate.

GEOPOLITICAL TENSIONS AND SHIFTING INTERNATIONAL ORDER (2015-2025)
The past decade has witnessed a complex coexistence of peace and unrest, survival
and development, challenges and opportunities across the global stage. These

33 Christiansen T., Maher R. The rise of China-challenges and opportunities for the European Union. Asia
Europe Journal. 2017.Vol. 15.P. 121-131.

34 Murphy D.C. China’s rise in the Global South: the Middle East, Africa, and Beijing’s alternative world
order. Redwood City: Stanford University Press. 2022. P. 113.

35 Babayev B., Ismailzade F. Azerbaijan’s Contribution to the Chinese Belt & Road Initiative. GCRF
COMPASS Policy Brief. 2020. P. 1-10.

36 Wang C.N. China Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Investment Report 2021. Shanghai: Green BRI Center,
International Institute of Green Finance (1IGF), 2022. Vol. 9 (5). P. 10.
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concurrent dynamics across multiple regions have gradually reshaped the underlying
architecture of the world order. This shifting landscape is characterized by an
intricate matrix of regional crises, intensified great-power interactions, and
normative uncertainties, compelling states to reevaluate traditional alignments and
reconsider the principles guiding their foreign policies.

One of the defining characteristics of recent international affairs has been the
intensification of territorial and geopolitical disputes across different regions of
strategic significance. The confrontation between Russia and Ukraine, which began
with the 2014 change of Crimea’s territorial status and escalated into a full-scale armed
conflict in early 202237, has brought renewed international attention to the
foundational principles of state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and the legal norms
underpinning interstate conduct. Beyond its immediate humanitarian and security
concerns, the conflict has redefined Europe’s geopolitical balance, disrupted critical
energy supply chains, and exacerbated divisions within multilateral institutions.

Concurrently, the Middle East continues to serve as a pivotal locus of instability
within the international system. The escalation of the years-long civil war in Syria and
the humanitarian crisis in Gaza since 202338, alongside growing friction between
Israel and Iran, has further intensified security uncertainty across the region. These
dynamics have generated significant repercussions not only for the directly involved
parties but also for nearby states and external stakeholders. The deterioration of
regional trust, tangled with the potential for spillover effects, has led to increased
volatility in energy markets, constraints on trade corridors, and raised threats to
maritime security in key areas such as the Strait of Hormuz and the Suez Canal.

Preceding the crises in the eastern Mediterranean and Black Sea regions, the 2020
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict had also reshaped regional alignments in the South
Caucasus, signaling an early phase of renewed geopolitical contestation in the
Eurasian space. In the aftermath of the ceasefire agreement, Azerbaijan successfully
restored control over substantial territories, reinforcing its sovereignty and
redefining its regional strategic status. This shift marked not only a major turning
point in the territorial and political dynamics of the South Caucasus but also served as
a sign of broader geopolitical volatility spreading across the Eurasian space. Amid
ongoing global shifts, the interplay of crises in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and
the South Caucasus points to how crucial it is for small countries like Azerbaijan to
pursue a foreign policy approach that is both adaptive and strategically diversified.
Central to this posture is a prioritization of sovereignty preservation, diversification
of external partnerships, and active participation in multilateral platforms. These
elements collectively constitute the foundation of a flexible and resilient foreign
policy amid global uncertainties.

Within this broader context, the relations between China and the United States
continue to exert substantial influence on the international strategic environment.
The transition from the Biden administration to the Trump 2.0 administration39
brought significant changes in the tone and focus of China-U.S. diplomacy. Since the

37 i, A HH, PGP, TKAE JEAMG, 55 8, & EHE R MR ph I [ BREia i S5 OS2 )], [EBRZ 5 1L,
20224 5534, % 38-671L.

38 B 3 MAEINYD: FEEs: B UAZATER KHER? [1]. FRERZEDE. 20144F. 551580, F6-91L.

39 Noland M. US trade policy in the Trump administration. Asian Economic Policy Review. 2018.
Vol. 13 (2). P. 262-278.
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beginning of 2025, frictions between the two sides have persisted in areas including
economic disputes, reciprocal tariffs, technological challenges, and geopolitical
complexities. Meanwhile, international cooperation in areas such as climate change,
public health, multilateral governance, and UNESCO has also facing substantive
challenges. This duality of confrontation and collaboration in China-U.S. relations has
contributed to an international context characterized by uncertainty,
interconnectedness, and evolving strategic interactions.

Taken together, in this complex and often unpredictable geopolitical landscape,
the strengthening cooperation between Azerbaijan and China reflects a shared
commitment to connectivity, sustainable development, and inclusive multilateralism.
Azerbaijan’s location at the intersection of major regions positions it as a natural
partner in China’s broader transcontinental initiatives. The two sides’ involvement
conveys a pragmatic and interest-based mode of foreign policy that is built on mutual
respect, respect for sovereignty, and the search for long-term strategic balance. As
global conditions continue to shift, this partnership presents a constructive model for
how developing states may work together to reach common goals while navigating a
competitive international environment.

REASSESSING AZERBAIJAN-CHINA RELATIONS IN CONTEMPORARY GLOBAL LANDSCAPES

In the course of the last decade, the friendship between Azerbaijan and China has
matured into one of the models of South-South cooperation, with significant
breakthroughs observed between 2024 and 2025. The relations grew into a
comprehensive strategic partnership following President Ilham Aliyev’s state visit to
China in 2025, reflecting shared national development priorities in a complex global
environment. Azerbaijan’s early support for the BRI in 201540, which was formalized
by an agreement on the Silk Road Economic Belt, set the stage for tangible
infrastructure investments and policy coordination. These efforts reinforced
Azerbaijan’s strategic value as a key transit state in the Middle Corridor, particularly
as geopolitical realignments have disrupted established routes and raised the
demand for alternative east-west connectivity.

Between 2024 and 2025, Azerbaijan-China cooperation deepened markedly, most
visibly in the growth of commercial and policy-based cooperation. In 2024, bilateral
trade reached a total of USD 3.744 billion, representing a 20.7 percent increase over
the previous year. At this stage, China became Azerbaijan’s fourth-largest trading
partner, accounting for 7.9 percent of its total foreign trade volume, and emerged as
its primary source of imports, contributing 17.69 percent of overall imports. In
parallel, Azerbaijan expanded its business influence in China through the operation of
seven trade houses across six major cities#2, which actively promoted non-oil exports
and drew in targeted Chinese markets across key sectors. These developments

40 Zeynalli A. The Next Phase of Development in Azerbaijan-China Relations: From Infrastructure and
Digitalization Toward Green Energy. The Future of China’s Development and Globalization: Views from
Ambassadors to China. Singapore: Springer Nature Singapore, 2024. P. 163-169.

41]lham Aliyev was interviewed by China’s Xinhua News Agency. President AZ. 21 April 2025. URL:
https://president.az/en/articles/view/68627

42 Azerbaijan-China economic and trade cooperation holds huge potential, eyeing new opportunities of
Chinese market: envoy. Global Times. 2025. 29 April.

URL: https://www.globaltimes.cn/page /202504 /1333184.shtml
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demonstrated that the bilateral ties have become much closer, surpassing traditional
business connections.

Institutional mechanisms played a crucial role in supporting this progress. During
President Aliyev’s official visit to Beijing on April 23, 2025, the two sides signed the
Joint Statement on the Establishment of a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership43,
which included an intergovernmental agreement on mutual visa exemption for
holders of ordinary passports. This agreement facilitated greater mobility for citizens
of both countries and contributed to a more dynamic exchange of goods, services, and
professional expertise. Four months later, President Aliyev paid another working visit
to Tianjin and Beijing, where he attended the SCO Plus Summit4 and the
80th Anniversary of the victory in the Chinese People’s War of Resistance against
Japanese Aggression and the World Anti-Fascist War45. All these diplomatic
interactions underscore the advancement of bilateral ties and mutual political trust.

Collaboration in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
emerged as a defining pillar of this partnership, demonstrating distinctive policy
complementarity between the two states*. Azerbaijan has established industrial
parks and provided tax incentives for high-tech enterprises, aligning with Chinese
manufacturing expertise. This has enabled projects such as BYD’s electric bus
production line in Baku4?, which directly supported Azerbaijan’s sustainable urban
transport goals in the lead-up to its COP29 presidency. Technological cooperation
also extended to digital infrastructure, as Chinese companies helped strengthen
national telecommunications networks, improving digital connectivity while
introducing internationally recognized technical standards. Further areas of
cooperation included aerospace, through joint satellite initiatives enhancing
Azerbaijan’s Earth observation capacity*8, and renewable energy, with Chinese-
backed solar energy projects? contributing to the reconstruction and sustainable
development of the Caspian region. Taken together, these projects illustrate how
Azerbaijan gains access to strategic technologies to support its economic
diversification objectives, while China benefits from enduring partnerships that
advance the successful implementation of the BRI and foster wider adoption of its
development standards.

Multilateral engagement has substantially enhanced the strategic value of the
Azerbaijan-China partnership. In the security and governance sphere, Azerbaijan’s
role as a dialogue partner in the SCO and its regular participation in SCO Plus

43 Azerbaijan and China signed Joint Statement on Establishment of Comprehensive Strategic
Partnership. President AZ. 23 April 2025. URL: https://president.az/en/articles/view/68634

4SCO Plus meeting was held in Tianjin, China. President AZ. 01 September 2025. URL:
https://president.az/en/articles/view/70006

45 Parade dedicated to the 80th Anniversary of the Chinese people’s resistance against Japanese
aggression and the Victory in World Warll was held. President AZ. 03 September 2025. URL:
https://president.az/en/articles/view/70020

46 Zeynalli A. The Next Phase of Development in Azerbaijan-China Relations... P. 167.

47 Document on e-bus manufacturing localization signed with BYD. The Ministry of Digital Development
and Transport of the Republic of Azerbaijan. 13 November 2024. URL: https://cutt.ly/6tlQxtVF

48 Azercosmos partners with Chinese Satellite-herd on Satellite Ground Station. AZERTAC. 02 July 2021.
URL: https://cuttly/1tIQxhgo

49 Six documents on green energy have been signed with Chinese companies. The Ministry of Energy of
the Republic of Azerbaijan. 23 April 2025. URL: https://minenergy.gov.az/en/xeberler-arxivi/00515
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meetings5® reflect shared commitments to counterterrorism, infrastructure
connectivity, and regional stability. Its 2024 application to the BRICS cooperation
framework5!, welcomed by China, signals Baku’s ambition to engage more deeply
with emerging multipolar platforms. In the financial domain, Azerbaijan’s status as a
founding member of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) since 201652
underscores its long-term institutional alignment with China-led regional
development initiatives. Meanwhile, Azerbaijan’s presidency of COP29 in 2024
highlights its growing involvement in global climate governance and sustainable
development agendas. Collectively, these cooperative mechanisms reflect not only
Azerbaijan’s pragmatic multilateralism but also a broader alignment with China’s
global governance approach, grounded in institutional engagement, functional
cooperation, and rule-based coordination.

In addition to the aforementioned frameworks, the Baku Process53, launched by
Azerbaijan with China’s consistent participation, has developed into a platform for
promoting intercultural dialogue and heritage diplomacy. Through collaborative
conferences, heritage cooperation, and cultural diplomacy, the two countries foster
mutual understanding and position the South Caucasus as a bridge between East and
West. Educational ties further reinforce this platform. Institutional cooperation
through Confucius Institutes and the Silk Road University Alliance has expanded
academic exchange and research collaboration in areas such as peacebuilding and
sustainable development54,

The Azerbaijan-China partnership’s evolution from 2015 to 2025 showcases how
small and medium-sized nations navigate geopolitical complexity in line with their
diplomatic strategy and domestic circumstances. At present, the partnership between
the two countries has progressed from economically focused interactions to a
comprehensive framework centered on technology collaboration, renewable energy
transformation, and formalized multilateral participation. Specifically, Azerbaijan has
leveraged its geographical position to conver from an energy-exporting economy to a
diversified logistics and manufacturing hub, while China has enhanced the resilience
of its transcontinental initiatives by building strong partnerships across the Eurasian
regions. As a result, the Azerbaijan-China partnership creates adaptive South-South
cooperation through practical benefits, strategically aligned with the reconfiguration
of international political and economic structures.

CONCLUSIONS

Taken together, the development of Azerbaijan-China relations over the last ten
years (2015-2025) presents an inspiring instance of the formation of a
comprehensive partnership of strategic importance, exhibiting the complex

50 [lham Aliyev is attending ‘SCO plus’ meeting in Astana. President AZ. 04 ]July 2024. URL:
https://president.az/en/articles/view/66396

51 [badoghlu G. Azerbaijan’s Membership in BRICS and SCO: Myths and Realities. Available at SSRN
4907447 (2024).

52 Relations between Azerbaijan and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). The Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Azerbaijan. URL: https://cutt.ly/ctlQcmxo

53 Global strategy for intercultural dialogue. The Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Azerbaijan. URL:
https://www.bakuprocess.az/baku-process

54 You X. Research on Azerbaijan’s higher education cooperation with China: Strengthening ties through
academic exchange. Journal of Awareness. 2025. Vol. 10 (1), e2779.
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interaction of core International Relations theories in modern governance. It can be
interpreted along three dimensions: as a realist response to security and geopolitical
shifts, as a relationship shaped by institutional and economic interdependence, and as
a normative alignment grounded in shared identity and discursive values within the
Global South.

From a realist perspective, Azerbaijan and China have steadily deepened bilateral
engagement, driven by converging interests in national sovereignty, regional
influence, and security. China’s sustained investment in trans-Eurasian infrastructure
has elevated Azerbaijan’s status as a strategic transit corridor linking Central Asia
and the South Caucasus. For China, such cooperation ensures energy security and
reinforces its diplomatic presence across the key geopolitical space. Azerbaijan’s
critical location has leveraged its ties with China to diversify its external partnerships
and navigate regional power dynamics. After the second Nagorno-Karabakh War,
Azerbaijan reassessed its external security alignments to reduce asymmetric
dependencies and strengthen diplomatic autonomy. China’s position, rooted in the
principles of non-intervention and mutual respect for sovereignty, coincides with
Azerbaijan’s policy preferences, particularly concerning domestic stability and
territorial integrity.

From a liberal institutionalist standpoint, the Azerbaijan-China partnership,
through institutionalization and economic interdependence, reduces the risk of
strategic miscalculation and enhances policy coordination and cooperation. Formal
mechanisms such as the Intergovernmental Commission on Trade and Economic
Cooperation, mutual visa exemptions, investment protection agreements, and joint
green energy initiatives have reduced transaction costs and facilitated consistent
diplomatic and commercial engagement. Azerbaijan’s active participation in China-
led multilateral platforms further reinforces this dynamic. Concurrently, agreements
in key sectors such as petrochemicals, digital infrastructure, and renewable energy
have created mutual economic stakes that reinforce long-term stability.

From a constructivist point of view, Azerbaijan-China relations are shaped chiefly
by shared identity and discursive equality rather than merely by economic concerns
or institutional structures. The conceptual convergence between China’s ‘Community
of Shared Future for Mankind’ and Azerbaijan’s ‘multiculturalism’ features a common
positioning grounded in global interdependence and cultural pluralism. The
integration of these concepts into bilateral and multilateral discourse illustrates how
shared global roles are being embedded into cooperative frameworks like the Global
Civilization Initiative and the Baku Process. The Comprehensive Strategic Partnership
declaration between Azerbaijan and China reaffirms these principles, situating
bilateral cooperation within a broader effort to construct a more equitable and stable
international system.

Conceptually, the Azerbaijan-China partnership affirms the analytical relevance of
a pluralistic approach to international relations theory. No single paradigm
adequately captures the multidimensional character of this bilateral engagement. A
synthesized framework is therefore needed, one that incorporates power dynamics,
institutional structures, identity formation, and geopolitical context. Empirically, the
partnership demonstrates how middle powers can exercise strategic agency and
advance development goals through calibrated, multilateral engagement with
emerging powers. It also illustrates the potential of non-hegemonic cooperation to
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support alternative forms of global governance that reflect more inclusive and
representative international norms. Nonetheless, the partnership is not without risks.
Structural asymmetries, the potential for third-party involvement, and underlying
geopolitical tensions may all affect the sustainability of this relationship. Therefore,
the durability of this strategic partnership will depend on its adaptability,
institutional depth, and continued convergence of interests and identities.

Funding. This paper was supported by the project of China Scholarship Council
(CSQ).
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