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The Second Karabakh War in 2020 and Azerbaijan’s military operation in
September 2023 transformed the political, security, and connectivity functions of
Iran’s northwestern borderlands without altering the country’s legally recognized
boundaries. This study seeks to explain the mechanisms through which shifts in
territorial control, changes in the relative weight of regional actors, and the
restructuring of regional relations have affected Iran’s geopolitical position.
Employing a qualitative approach, the research combines an explanatory case-
study design with process tracing and directed content analysis. Data were
collected from official documents, regional agreements, specialist reports, and
scholarly studies and analyzed across four dimensions: geographical sources of
power, actors, relations, and strategies. The findings indicate that Azerbaijan’s
restoration of control over the southern districts of Karabakh increased the
territorial and connectivity value of the areas adjacent to the Aras River and
strengthened Baku’s capacity to link its military gains to broader political and
transport initiatives. At the level of actors, regional initiative has shifted towards
Baku and Ankara, Russia’s regulatory role has declined, and Azerbaijan’s
cooperation with Israel and Western powers has intensified the security pressures
surrounding Iran. Relations between Tehran and Baku have consequently evolved
into a pattern of selective cooperation accompanied by persistent security distrust.
At the strategic level, the contrast between Azerbaijan’s proactive production of
new geopolitical realities and Iran’s predominantly reactive approach has
constrained Tehran’s agenda-setting capacity. The study concludes that the post-
Karabakh transformation has not removed Iran from the geopolitical equations of
the South Caucasus; rather, it has reduced Iran’s relative advantages and increased
the costs of converting geographical position into effective political power.
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