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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
US FOREIGN POLICY TOWARD AZERBAIJAN: 1991 - 2015
by
Galib Bashirov
Florida International University, 2017
Miami, Florida
Professor Ronald W. Cox, Major Professor
This dissertation aims to investigate the sources of United States (US) foreign policy
toward Azerbaijan by examining the relative impact of domestic, geostrategic and
structural factors in explaining US foreign policy toward the country. Azerbaijan is one of
the newly independent states that emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Despite
its small size, the country’s strategic location, vast oil and natural gas reserves, and its
conflict with Armenia over the Nagorno- Karabakh region elevated its importance and
made Azerbaijan the center of interest for great powers. As the sole superpower after the
end of the Cold War, the US has largely followed a unilateral foreign policy agenda. US
foreign policy toward the South Caucasus in general, and Azerbaijan in particular, has been
marked by inconsistencies, and by a lack of coordination and an unwillingness to take the
initiative in crucial issue areas. Most importantly, experts have observed several important
shifts in US policy toward Azerbaijan. These shifts can be conceptualized as critical
junctures as they represent fundamental changes in the orientation of US policy. The
dissertation is focused on these critical junctures as they relate to four main issue areas: the
political economy of oil, the security partnership, economic reforms, and human rights.

Why did the US disengage from Caspian energy issues after the successful completion of

Vi



the Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan pipeline? Why did the US lose its commitment to Azerbaijani
security, including the peaceful resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict? Why did the
US grow unhappy about the investment climate in Azerbaijan in the 2000s? Why did the
Obama administration decide to shift to a “human rights policy” toward Baku, despite two
decades of neglect of such issues by the Clinton and Bush Administrations? This
dissertation follows a chronological format and analyzes the sources of US foreign policy

towards Azerbaijan in three time periods: 1991-2001, 2002-2007, and 2008-2015.
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CHAPTER I: SIGNIFICANCE, THEORY & METHODOLOGY
Introduction

This study aims to investigate the sources of US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan
by examining the relative impact of domestic, geostrategic and structural factors in
explaining US foreign policy toward the country. Azerbaijan is one of the newly
independent states (NIS) that emerged after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Despite its
small size, the country’s strategic location, vast oil and natural gas reserves, and its conflict
with Armenia over the Nagorno-Karabakh region elevated its importance and made
Azerbaijan the center of interest for great powers. As the sole superpower after the end of
the Cold War, the United States (US) has largely followed a unilateral foreign policy
agenda. US foreign policy toward South Caucasus in general, and Azerbaijan in particular,
has been marked with inconsistencies, a lack of coordination and an unwillingness to take
the initiative in crucial issues.

More importantly, experts have observed several important shifts in US policy
toward Azerbaijan. These shifts can be conceptualized as critical junctures as they
represent fundamental changes in the orientation of US policy. The study is focused on
cases related to four main issue areas: political economy of oil, security partnership,
economic reforms, and human rights. Why did the US disengage from Caspian energy
issues after the successful completion of the Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan pipeline? Why did the
US lose its commitment to Azerbaijani security, including peaceful resolution of the NK
conflict? Why did the US grow unhappy about the investment climate in Azerbaijan in the

2000s? Why did the Obama administration decide to use the human rights card against



Baku, despite two decades of neglect of such issues by the Clinton and Bush
administrations?

What are the possible explanations for the shifts in US foreign policy? Domestic
forces within the US, as some claim, might determine US policy toward Azerbaijan. For
others, the great power rivalry between the US and Russia determines US policy. However,
a systematic study has yet to demonstrate the relative weight of domestic, geostrategic, and
structural factors that may have impacted U.S. policy. Whether US policy was determined
by domestic factors such as special interest groups or by geopolitical and structural
considerations is an important consideration for both foreign policy processes and
international relations theory.

Problem Statement

There have been important shifts in US policy toward Azerbaijan regarding at least
four main issue areas; energy, security, economic reforms and human rights. Throughout
the 1990s and early 2000s, diversification of oil routes and establishment of a Western
corridor constituted major parts of US strategy in the region. The US companies provided
half of the $8 billion investment to build the Azeri-Chirag-Guneshli oilfield. And despite
its heavy economic cost, the Clinton and Bush administrations provided financial and
political support to a highly strategic Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline that bypassed
Russia and Iran. However, the US started to disengage from the Azerbaijani energy sector
after the BTC pipeline opened in 2006. No US oil company participates in the new oil and
natural gas projects, including the Trans-Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP) and the Shah Deniz

Consortium. Given that these projects, too, bypass Russia and Iran and may serve the



geostrategic interests of the US as much as the BTC, why did the US decide to disengage
from the Caspian energy sector?

The first encounter of the US with Azerbaijan happened in the context of the
former’s ongoing war with Armenia over the contested Nagorno-Karabakh region in 1992,
Influenced by the Armenian American Lobby, the US Congress established a one-sided
view of the conflict that perceived Armenia as the victim, and put all the blame on the
Azerbaijani side. The US discontent with Azerbaijan was further demonstrated when
Azerbaijan was banned, by Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act FSA), from receiving
any type of direct US aid. However, the US started to politically engage in the resolution
of the conflict throughout the second half of the 1990s, in order both to curb Russian
influence in the region, and perhaps to accommodate the interests of a new global oil
supplier, Azerbaijan. The US efforts peaked at the Key West Summit in 2001, when leaders
of both parties to the conflict were brought together by the diplomatic efforts of the US.
Unfortunately, the Summit failed to resolve the issue, and since then not only has US
dissociated itself from the talks, but also Russia has taken the lead in negotiations. The US
inattention climaxed when it decided to support the Turkish-Armenian Rapprochement
which demonstrated that the NK Conflict had been “moved off even from the proverbial
backburner”. We don’t know why the US lost its commitment to peaceful resolution of the
NK conflict. What domestic, geostrategic, and structural factors influenced the US
disengagement?

The US engagement with the resolution of the NK conflict was part of its overall
security engagement with Azerbaijan in security areas. Since the establishment of

independent Azerbaijan in 1991, security issues have been at the forefront of the bilateral



relations between the two countries. The US security assistance and overall cooperation
with Azerbaijan has not been steady. Rather, it has followed an uneven trajectory, with
multiple instances of vicissitudes in the process, which can be characterized as shifts in US
security policy. What have been the dynamics of these shifts, i.e., the factors behind
variation in US security assistance to and cooperation with Azerbaijan?

Another important issue area is economic reforms. The Aliyev government created
a very suitable investment environment for Western multinational oil corporations in early
1990s when those corporations invested over 8 billion USD in the Azerbaijani oil sector.
The relations between the Aliyev government and transnational oil corporations were so
good that the latter lobbied on behalf of the former in Washington for influence. Yet, these
good relations came to an end by the mid-2000s, when transnational corporations started
to criticize the regime for corruption and the US government grew critical of Azerbaijan’s
investment climate. Why did the transnational corporations and the US grow critical of
Azerbaijan’s investment climate? What were the implications of this change for US policy
toward Azerbaijan?

Another major shift happened when the US government started to elevate the
criticism of the Government of Azerbaijan (GoAJ) for its disastrous human rights record.
Many experts were surprised because not only was such harsh rhetoric never used in the
diplomatic history of US-Azerbaijani relations, but also that the US denouncement
occurred in the midst of the latter’s ongoing standoff with Russia. Although the initial
perception of Azerbaijan was critical due to the NK war, the US administrations built
strong bilateral relations with the GoAJ, to the point where George Bush invited the

Azerbaijani President Heydar Aliyev to the White House and called Azerbaijan a “strategic



partner” of the US. The US has regarded Azerbaijan as a strategic partner and a regional
balancer against Russia and Iran in a critical region. Furthermore, Azerbaijan continued to
serve as a strategic ally of the US by opening up its territory and airspace for the Northern
Distribution Network (NDN) and the US Air Force. But why did the Obama administration
suddenly decide to use the human rights card against Baku?

Geostrategic arguments don’t tell us why the Obama administration has expanded
the criticism of the GOAJ for its human rights record, grouping the country in the same
category as Russia, Venezuela, and China. Strategically speaking, the US could have sided,
even strongly, with Azerbaijan, a country that has allegedly turned its face to the West, in
order to balance against Russian influence in not only the South Caucasus, but also the
Russian Near Abroad in general. Instead, the Obama administration employed a rather
ideological discourse in justifying its criticism of the GoAJ. Thus, the initial problem
underlying this study is to find out the sources of the foreign policies the US has adopted
toward Azerbaijan. This question has both academic and policy implications.

The ultimate academic puzzle of this study is what domestic, geostrategic and
structural factors determine the US policy toward Azerbaijan. This puzzle is further
complicated by the shifts in US policy toward Azerbaijan described above. Is it domestic
factors, such as special interest groups and ideological considerations dominating the US
policy, or structural factors like the geopolitics of oil and balancing Russia in its Near
Abroad?

This study will have relevant findings on important critical junctures in American
foreign policy toward the South Caucasus in general, and Azerbaijan in particular. These

junctures are related to key issue areas that have dominated US policy; the Nagorno-



Karabakh conflict, geopolitics of the region, oil and economy, and human rights and
ideological considerations. This study offers answers to the question of how to understand
American behavior not only in Azerbaijan, but also in the context of geo-strategic politics
affecting the entire region.

Research Question and Hypothesis

The puzzle of what domestic and international sources inform US policy toward
Azerbaijan can be encapsulated in the following set of related questions: What foreign
policies has the US adopted toward Azerbaijan? What is the role of domestic forces, such
as ethnic and corporate lobbies, ideologies, bureaucracies, and leaders in determining that
policy? What is the role of structural and geopolitical considerations in that regard? Do
domestic forces exert independent influence in US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan, or do
international structural forces condition their influence?

These questions are part of a bigger theoretical puzzle concerning the ways in which
international relations are structured. The study will show how the second image can
structure international relations and how special interest groups, ideologies, bureaucracies,
and other domestic factors impact foreign relations. Importantly, this requires a framework
to see how and when domestic forces influence foreign policy independent from
international structural limitations. The specific case studies selected for this study will
provide ample opportunities to test the relevance of structural theories of international
relations vis-a-vis second image approaches in explaining US policy not only in
Azerbaijan, but in the post-Soviet space as well. The study investigates the sources of US
foreign policy toward Azerbaijan by examining the relative impact of domestic,

geostrategic and structural factors. It pays specific attention to both the content of US



foreign policies toward Azerbaijan during the post-Cold War period and to the shifts in US
foreign policy that have occurred in critical junctures.

With respect to the aforementioned discussion on US foreign policy toward
Azerbaijan and domestic, geostrategic and international forces, | hypothesize the
following:

H1) If the US is acting as a unified “rational-actor” state, we should find that

H1a) US foreign policy has been developed and formulated by a relatively unified foreign
policy bureaucracy that is able to shape Azerbaijani policy based on perceptions of
aggregate US interests in the region.

H1b) US strategic behavior in the region followed strategic goals derived from preferences
determined by rational cost-benefit calculations.

H2) If there are domestic factors involved in US foreign policy formulation, we should find
evidence that

H2a) Domestic interest groups exerted enough pressure on the executive and legislative
branches to divert US policy from strategies benefiting US aggregate interests in the region.
H2b) Competing US foreign policy bureaucracies played key roles in the formulation of
US foreign policy.

The study will examine a null hypothesis as well. That is, the US does not have an
established foreign policy toward Azerbaijan, and that it only reacts to sporadic events and
developments happening in the region from time to time. Why does the US not have an
established policy in such a crucial part of the world? What factors prevent the US from
formulating its interests in the region and creating stable policies to serve those interests?

These hypotheses will be tested in the following case studies, using a historic range of



critical junctures in foreign relations, and including a number of issue areas: the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict and its resolution process; the Caspian energy sector; American
geopolitical standoff with Russia and Iran; and human rights.

| gathered data concerning these cases from archival records pertaining to US
foreign policy actors and bureaucracies that have been most heavily involved in the
formulation and implementation of US policy toward Azerbaijan. This includes key actors
in the executive branch including the White House, the State Department, the Defense
Department, and other bureaucracies within the national security apparatus that have been
actively engaged in policy discussions and deliberation. | also examined the role of the US
Congress to trace the extent to which domestic groups utilized key Congressional
committees or subcommittees to advance their views, and to what extent their views were
translated into policy discussions, deliberations, and/or decisions at the executive branch
level. I also looked at the impact of political, economic and strategic factors in Central Asia
and Azerbaijan that may have contributed to US policy formulation.
Falsifying/Testing My Hypothesis

In order to test my hypotheses, | will begin by examining relevant literature. That
review is based on a focused analysis of writing concerning 1) Structuralist explanations
of US foreign policy, 2) Statist explanations of US foreign policy, and 3)
Domestic/institutionalist explanations of US foreign policy
Literature Review

I hope to make several contributions to the academic literature and to foreign policy
analysis with this dissertation. This dissertation is rooted in several areas of such research:

Neorealism and structural explanations of US foreign policy; Neo-classical realism and



statist explanations of US foreign policy; and domestic forces of US foreign policy. In
terms of a puzzle for academic literature, the study will examine the linkage between
domestic groups, international structure, and foreign policy. By doing so, I hope to bridge
the foreign policy realm and academia with a practical discussion of US foreign policy
toward Azerbaijan. | also hope to make a theoretical statement regarding US policy in the
post-Soviet region in general.

My academic goals revolve around a desire to develop an interdisciplinary study
that combines the study of foreign policy analysis, international relations theory, and great
power politics. Specifically put, I want to learn what factors account for the US foreign
policy toward Azerbaijan. For that purpose, I am analyzing three distinct schools of
thought, neorealism, neoclassical realism, and domestic (Innenpolitik) approaches. In my
literature review, | will highlight what each theoretical approach would look for to analyze
US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan
Neorealism and Structural Explanations of US Foreign Policy

Neorealism is a theory of international politics (Waltz, 1979). It analyzes the
properties of different international systems concentrating on the issues of stability and
proneness to war. Thus, its dependent variable is not the foreign policy behavior of any
particular state; rather it is the international system (Waltz, 1996). Despite this contention,
neorealists often engage in analyzing state behavior and base their assessments on the main
tenets of neorealist analytical concepts (Mearsheimer, 2005, 2011; Mearsheimer and Walt,
2007; Walt, 2006; Layne, 2006; Art, 1991, 2013). As Elman (1996) argues, there is no

substantial argument to prove the impossibility of neorealist foreign policy.



To begin with, Waltz (1993) himself claims that the structure of the international
system leads states to adopt a power-political mode of behavior. According to neorealists,
the independent variable to explain interactions among states is the international
distribution of power. Therefore, for an individual state, its relative power position within
the system is the most important variable to determine its behavior in external relations.
Zakaria (1992) argues that a state’s foreign policy is the end result of pressures originating
from the distribution of power in the international system. The four main assumptions that
all neorealists share regarding the characteristics of the international system are that 1) the
international system is anarchic, 2) the most important actors in the system are sovereign
states, 3) each state has to help itself to survive and 4) power is the main currency in
international politics. Furthermore, neorealists perceive the state as a unitary rational actor
that makes its decisions based on cost-benefit calculations.

Defensive realists claim that states are fundamentally security maximizers. Power-
seeking behavior will most probably trigger a balancing coalition against an aggressor state
that may end up decreasing the overall security of the aggressor. Thus, states will “only
seek the minimum level of power that is needed to attain and maintain their security and
survival” (Grieco, 1997: 167). However, as Stokes and Cox (2012) argue, due to its distinct
geographical location away from potential great power centers of the world, US foreign
policy belies this anticipation.

Offensive realists, on the other hand, argue that states are power-maximizers. States
can be secure only by increasing their relative power against others in the system.
Hegemony is the ultimate goal of every state as it is the only way of guaranteeing one’s

security and survival in the anarchic world (Mearsheimer, 2001). However, due to the
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‘stopping power of water’, no state can become a global hegemon. Therefore, after
achieving regional hegemony in the Western hemisphere, the US will strive to prevent the
emergence of regional hegemons in other parts of the world, mainly in Europe or Asia.

Since the end of the Cold War, the US has strived to prevent China, Russia, and
Iran from creating regional hegemony. In East Asia, the US relied on other countries
surrounding China in order to balance against the aspiring regional hegemon. Aside from
working together with its traditional partners Japan and Australia, the US encouraged
Taiwan to resist Chinese pressure by increasing arms sales to China and training Taiwanese
soldiers. Furthermore, it has improved its relations with nuclear India based on common
US-Indian interests in opposing Chinese power (Ross, 2006).

As Azerbaijan borders Russia in its North, and Iran in South, it would be expected
for the US, from a neorealist point of view, to utilize its relationship with Azerbaijan in
order to balance against an aggressive Russia and Iran in the region. Washington was
already engaged in containing Iran in the Persian Gulf by building alliances with Arab
countries of the region, such as Saudi Arabia, and the Arab Emirates. Located in the north
of Iran, Azerbaijan is the only secular Muslim country with a majority-Shia population.

Furthermore, as Russia recovered from the early shocks of the Soviet collapse, and
as it started to increase its influence in its “Near Abroad”, the US was expected to “support
neighboring countries to prevent Russia from regaining its earlier influence over the
region” (Ibrahimov, 2014: 6). Given the latest surge of Russian expansionism in Ukraine
and Georgia, it would be more important to look for Washington’s efforts to strengthen its

alliances with neighboring countries in order to counter regional hegemony.
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Finally, as Cornell, Starr, and Tsereteli (2015) argue, the peculiar geographical
location and secular character of Azerbaijan elevate its strategic importance as a bulwark
against global terrorist forces the US has been fighting since 2001. In this sense, a neorealist
foreign policy outlook would seek to prevent the influence of aspiring regional hegemons
to increase their influence in Azerbaijan, and to build better relations with Azerbaijan in
order to balance against its powerful peer competitors in the region. In my analysis, | will
assess the importance of neorealism and structural factors to see if they account for the
shifts in US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan. The independent variables of the neorealist
foreign policy outlook will be analyzed against the shifts in US policy, which is the
dependent variable of the dissertation.

Neoclassical Realism and Statist Explanations of US Foreign Policy

In contrast to neorealist scholars, neoclassical realists seek to “develop an explicit
and generalizable theory of foreign policy” (Rose, 1998: 153). They incorporate both
structural and domestic variables, albeit in a carefully organized fashion. Systemic
incentives constitute the independent variable in explaining foreign policy of a given state.
It is argued that systemic forces, mainly relative distribution of power, “ultimately drive
external behavior” by limiting available choices and strategies (Taliaferro, Lobell, and
Ripsmann, 2009: 25). However, systemic distribution of power does not tell us what policy
would be adopted, given a few choices structural factors make available. Here, neoclassical
realists point to the role of unit level forces, such as perceptions (Wohlforth, 1993),
bureaucratic organizations, special interest groups (Ripsman, 2009), and national political

power (Zakaria, 1998; Schweller, 2004) as intervening variables.
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For neoclassical realists, intervening variables work as “transmission belts”
between structural factors and the actual foreign policies that states pursue (Taliaferro,
Lobell, and Ripsmann, 2009: 4). It is important to note that states cannot transcend the
limits set by the international distribution of power in their external behavior; neither can
intervening variables dictate the foreign policy of a given state. Thus, relative weakness of
a given state will clearly create constraints and limit its policy options. On the other hand,
once its power starts to increase relatively, its foreign policy’s magnitude and ambition will
grow as a result.

Furthermore, neoclassical realists argue that neorealist propositions do not explain
why countries with the same power capabilities act differently. This is because systemic
incentives are translated through unit level variables such as the perceptions of foreign
policy executives and the influence of domestic interest groups. In a way, neoclassical
realism breaks away from the black-box conceptualization of the nation-state predominant
in neorealist tradition, and puts the “state” into the heart of its analysis. Thus, the properties
of the state, such as its capability to extract resources (Taliaferro, 2009), its identity
(Sterling-Folker, 2009) and its main ideological inclination within FPE (Layne, 2006) play
crucial roles in determining the final shape of its foreign policy.

It is important to note that neoclassical realists do not ascribe definitive values to
each intervening variable in terms of its impact on actual foreign policy. That is, the
importance of any intervening variable is case dependent, which is why neoclassical
realists favor case studies and process tracing as their main methodological tools while
conducting empirical research (Rose, 1998). Furthermore, as Rathbun (2008) argues,

intervening variables should not be incorporated into neoclassical realist analysis in an ad
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hoc way, rather, we should look for departures from ideal behavior that is expected under
systemic constrains.

In terms of US foreign policy, Zakaria (1998), Layne (2006), and Dueck (2009)
successfully utilized a neoclassical realist framework to explain American external
behavior throughout a specific period of time in particular case studies. Fareed Zakaria
claims that neorealist theories cannot explain why the US didn’t pursue expansionist
policies up until the years before World War 1, even though it was the richest country in
the world for decades. That is, the international distribution of power, as the independent
variable does not account for the US behavior of non-involvement. In order to explain this
puzzle Zakaria introduces “state strength” as an intervening variable between national
capabilities and foreign policy behavior. He defines state power as “the portion of national
power the government can extract for its purposes and reflects the ease with which central
decisionmakers can achieve their ends” (p. 9), and argues that this variable explains the
departure from ideal behavior expected by neorealists.

In his book “Peace of Illusions”, Christopher Layne (2006) argues that structural
realist theories do not tell us why the US chose to expand its hegemony beyond the Western
Hemisphere into the European heartland during the Cold War years, and why it continued
to do so despite a major change in the structure of international system with the collapse
of the Soviet Union. He utilizes a neoclassical realist framework, and proposes a domestic
intervening variable, that is the “Open door”, to account for US external behavior since the
end of WWII. The Open Door holds that US foreign policy executives linked economic

and ideological expansion to American national interests. Such an ideological disposition
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created incentives to expand American hegemony beyond Western Hemisphere, and led to
a particular US grand strategy of “extraregional hegemony” (p. 7).

In addition to explaining variation in the foreign policies of the same state or unified
entity (such as the EU) over time (Holden, 2012; Layne, 2006), neoclassical realism also
seeks to explain variation in the foreign policies across different states facing identical
systemic constraints (Christensen, 1993; Cha, 2000). In his study, Cha (2000) deals with
an important puzzle. That is, despite having similar structural constraints and an identical
security threat (Soviet Union), why did Japan-Korea relations remain volatile during Cold
War years? Systemic variables cannot account for variations in bilateral relations.
Therefore, Cha introduces “quasi alliances” as an intervening variable, and claims that,
“Japanese and Korean perceptions of their common great power patron's security
commitment (the United States) directly affects the level of political-military cooperation
between the two quasi-allied states” (p. 261).

There are similar dilemmas in US policy toward Azerbaijan as well. The US-
Azerbaijan relationship is recently described to be the most “striking” and “unsettling”
bilateral relationship in the South Caucasus (Cornell, Starr, and Tsereteli, 2015). Structural
variables do not tell us why the US abandoned its interests in Caspian oil reserves, despite
clear geopolitical incentives to continue its strategic investment in diversifying energy
routes in the South Caucasus and the Russian Near Abroad. In the same vein, the volatility
of bilateral relations between the US and Azerbaijan cannot be explained by changes in the
relative distribution of power. The US continues to remain the sole hegemon, and
Azerbaijan’s oil revenues cannot give her any relative power advantage vis-a-vis the US.

Furthermore, both countries continue to share an identical great power threat (Russia), and
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similar security concerns (Islamic terrorism). | want to know why the US chose to publicly
censure the GoAJ despite promising structural factors working for partnership. Thus, it
might be useful to look for intervening variables in order to explain shifts in US foreign
policy toward Azerbaijan.

There can be various intervening variables working as transmission belts between
structural forces and US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan. Perception of the Russian threat
to Azerbaijani security, American MNCs’ commitment to the Caspian energy sector, the
US desire to maintain an “Open Door” in Azerbaijan, and the policy preferences of the
Armenian American Lobby are worth analyzing to determine their influence in shaping US
foreign policy. It is crucial here to mention that none of these factors can have an
independent determining impact according to the neoclassical realist framework. Rather,
they can account for variations in the shape of US policy within the confines of available
choices set by the international distribution of power. In my analysis, | will test the
importance of these intervening variables to find out whether they can account for shifts in
US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan.

Domestic/institutionalist explanations of US foreign policy

The role of domestic forces in explaining foreign policy has always been contested
by realist scholars of international relations. Focused on structural factors surrounding the
state, realists claim that the power of domestic forces is limited if not non-existent when it
comes to determining the external behavior of states. However, there are distinct schools
of American foreign policy that attribute great importance to domestic sources. They argue
that domestic forces have raised their relative weight since the end of the Cold War, which

has made it crucial to consider their preferences and policy positions while interpreting US
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policy abroad. In this review, | will divide them into three categories (societal, institutional,
bureaucratic) following McCormick et. al (2012), and demonstrate what each category
would look for in analyzing US foreign policy toward Azerbaijan.

The societal environment includes the political culture of the US: its values, beliefs,
traditions, and self-images. However, often times, these beliefs find their expression in the
efforts of special interest groups, particularly of ethnic, business, or ideological single-issue
groups. To begin with, organized interest groups are believed to have great influence in US
foreign policy. In their comprehensive study, Jacobs and Page (2005) find that in contrast
to epistemic communities and public opinion, organized groups, and among them
internationally oriented business corporations “exercise strong, consistent, and perhaps
lopsided influence on the makers of US foreign policy” (p. 120). Their influence is felt
both in executive and legislative branches.

Furthermore, in his historical analysis of US policy in Latin America, Cox (1994)
finds that business groups were influential in the shifts toward major US economic
initiatives in Latin America. Risse (2007) also argues that transnational actors, (TNA)
mainly multinational corporations (MNC) and international non-governmental
organizations (INGO), influence international negotiations through 1) lobbying activities
in domestic societies, 2) coalitions with international organizations (10) and 3) coalition-
building with smaller states.

In this study, I will analyze the role of major oil corporations and certain INGOs in
influencing US policy toward Azerbaijan. | will focus on critical junctures in US-
Azerbaijan relations and try to see whether they can account for major shifts in US policy.

Particularly, 1 will analyze the role of MNCs in US disengagement from the Caspian oil
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sector and the politics of the South Caucasus and the influence of human rights INGOs in
the latest standoff between US and Azerbaijan.

Perhaps more controversial than the TNAs is the influence of ethnic lobbies in the
US. Scholars analyzing ethnic identity groups in the US generally have come to the
conclusion that these groups are more influential than we think and that their pressure in
legislative and executive branch is somewhat controversial if not against US national
interests (Ambrosio et. al, 2002; Ambrosio, 2002; Smith, 2000; McCormick, 2012; Haney
and Vanderbush, 1999; Mearsheimer and Walt, 2007; Uslaner, 1998; Watanabe, 1984).
Ethnic lobbies tied to Israel, Armenia, Cuba, and Greece are the most successful ones in
terms of having considerable impact on US foreign policy regarding their home countries
(Rubenzer, 2008; McCormick, 2012).

The pluralist nature of American democracy allows various social forces, including
ethnic lobbies to penetrate the US political system (Smith, 2000; 86-94). There are multiple
ways by which ethnic groups can exert influence in US politics, mainly by voting in
presidential and Congressional elections, and by campaign financing. Their most important
assets are organizational strength and level of political activity (Rubenzer, 2008). They can
use their influence and assets to build coalitions with bureaucrats and politicians in
Washington, to set their agendas on a relevant topic, and to monitor and define the
policymaking process (Smith, 2002; 118-128).

Scholars also analyzed the influence of ethnic lobbies in US foreign policy by
contrasting their findings with major international relations theories. Watanabe (1984)
scrutinizes the role played by the Greek-American lobby in formulating the US response

to the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974. He finds strong support for the argument that
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the Greek lobby was influential in orchestrating a US arms embargo against Turkey in
Congress. However, he contends that the increased activism of the Greek lobby did not
deny the executive branch the ability to formulate its independent position vis-a-vis the
conflict, and rejects the popular view of “ethnic groups dangerously promoting parochial
interests at the expense of the national interest” (p. xiv). Furthermore, both Schraeder
(1994) and Woodward (2013) demonstrate that the influence of the African-American
lobby in US Africa policies has historically been very weak and ineffective. We can argue
that this is not surprising, given that the African-American lobby is considerably weak and
disorganized compared to the Israeli, Armenian, Cuban, and Greek lobbies.

Perhaps the most important case for strong ethnic lobby influence in US foreign
policy was made by Mearsheimer and Walt (2006). In their study on “The Israel Lobby
and US Foreign Policy”, the authors claim that “no lobby has managed to divert U.S.
foreign policy as far from what the American national interest would otherwise suggest”
[as the Israel lobby] (p. 30). Moreover, coming from realist backgrounds, they insist that
although Israel might have been a strategic asset during the Cold War, it has rather become
a “strategic burden” for the US since the collapse of the Soviet Union (p. 31-35). They
claim that none of the propositions propounded by the Israel lobby is satisfactory to make
Israel a US ally in the Middle East. To the contrary, providing unconditional support to
Israel curtails US efforts in building an effective peace in the Middle East and in fighting
against global terrorism. All in all, Mearsheimer and Walt provide powerful arguments that
an ethnic lobby can divert US foreign policy from its national interest and prevent
policymakers from formulating sound policies to advance the strategic interests of the US

in the region.
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US-Azerbaijani relations have not been free from ethnic lobby influence as well
(Kasim, 2012; Ambrosio, 2002; Maresca, 1998). The major turning point in US policy
happened when Congress passed Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act which
effectively banned US governmental support to Azerbaijan. Ambrosio (2002) argues that
the Armenian-American lobby was highly influential in framing congressional perceptions
of the Nagorno-Karabakh war against Azerbaijani interests. By providing a distorted image
of events, the lobby managed to pass a major resolution which has since been a major
impediment to improvement of US-Azerbaijani relations. Kasim (2012) also insists that
US policy toward the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict has historically been constrained by the
Armenian-American lobby in the US. As a matter of fact, the first U.S. mediator for the
Mountainous Karabakh conflict, John Maresca, while lamenting the non-objective role of
the US in conflict, wrote that “Congress was left to the influence of lobbyists and as a result
Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act, banning direct aid to the Azerbaijan government,
was passed” (1998). In my study, | will analyze the influence of the Armenian lobby in
diverting US policy toward Azerbaijan. It is particularly important to find if the lobby has
had an independent impact on US policy, instead of an intervening or a complementary
one. Finally, there has been recent surge of Azerbaijani activism in the US as well (Weiss,
2014). 1 will analyze the role played by the Azerbaijani lobby, specifically during the recent
strangulation of relations between the US and Azerbaijan.

The institutional setting of the US government also affects conduct and content of
foreign policy. The presidency, as an institution, has been at the center of the foreign
policy-making establishment since WWII. It has been argued that the presidents have

continuously exceeded the limits of their constitutional power to set the foreign policy
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agenda, a phenomenon that is named as the “Imperial Presidency” (Schlesinger, 2004). On
the other hand, Lindsay (1994, 2012) argued that there have been ebbs and flows in
Congressional activity in foreign policy since the Vietnam War. That is, although the end
of the Cold War strengthened Congressional authority, the pendulum swung back to the
White House after the 9/11 incident, only to change yet again in favor of the Congress after
2006. For the purpose of this study, it is important to determine whether such shifts in
Congressional activism have had considerable impact on US policy toward Azerbaijan.
Furthermore, Cornell, Starr and Tsereteli argue that the weakness of operational
coordination among various governmental agencies and organizational missteps within the
State Department have been the main causes of the ineffectiveness of US policy in the
South Caucasus in general, and Azerbaijan in particular (2015: 46-51). In my study, | will
also test these hypotheses to assess their empirical value.

A final perspective puts the positions, roles and policy processes in the center of
foreign policy analysis (Halperin and Priscilla, 2006). Inspired by Allison’s (1971)
pioneering work on the Cuban Missile Crisis, the bureaucratic politics model claims that
the explanation for why states make the choices they do lies in the pulling and hauling
among key decision-makers within the foreign policy establishment. The roles created by
related governmental structures affect the behavior of policymakers, which in turn
influences US foreign policy. Essentially, the government does not have a unitary opinion;
rather, different views and preferences clash during policy-making process. All in all, the
three perspectives laid out above challenge the rational actor model, which assumes that
the state operates as a single, unitary actor. In this study, I will first try to find out whether

there have been competing preferences within the US establishment regarding Azerbaijan
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policy. If found, I will test the influence of these competing preferences to see if they had
considerable influence on US policy toward Azerbaijan.
Methodology

This study aims to solve the empirical puzzle pertaining to US policy toward
Azerbaijan. Above, | outlined certain shifts in US policy regarding the NK Conflict,
Caspian energy, and human rights issues. The reasons why | chose these three cases are
threefold. First, these cases can be classified as being permanent and the most salient issues
affecting US policy. The US involvement in the Azerbaijani oil sector dates back to 1992,
The NK Conflict started even before the independence of Azerbaijan in 1991 and continues
to be an imminent security issue to this day. Also, the US has recently increased the
backburner status of human rights in bilateral relations and made it a salient concern in its
policy toward Azerbaijan. Secondly, in each of these cases, we have observed a shift in US
foreign policy orientation during the time-period of the research. The observation period
will be from 1991 to January 2015. That is, the latest possible time since the independence
of Azerbaijan in 1991.

My goal is to explain these shifts in a rather comprehensive fashion. By shifts, I
mean changes in US foreign policy orientation toward Azerbaijan regarding a particular
issue area, such as the Caspian oil sector. Such a shift happens during a phase of a major
transformation. Because such phases are rather short periods of time, they share the
characteristics of “critical junctures’. Thus, their outcome strongly affects the further path
of the causal process. | will utilize a qualitative case study approach in this study in order
to analyze these shifts. This approach will enable me to incorporate different data-gathering

measures (Berg, 2000). As for a particular methodology, the study will use the process-

22



tracing method, which is compatible with case studies (Checkel, 2008). As Checkel argues,
“process-tracing means to trace the operation of the causal mechanism(s) at work in a given
situation” (p. 116). Given that causal process-tracing (CPT) approaches have an affinity to
Y-centered research questions, it will fit very nicely with the framework of my study as
well.

I want to explain the outcomes by revealing and evaluating the effectiveness of
theoretically specified causal mechanisms that | outlined in the literature review section.
Causal mechanisms are “those causal configurations that link generic social mechanisms
in a multi-level model of causation” (Blatter & Haverland, 2012, p. 95). | am aware that
crafting a sufficient explanation for a political outcome will require combining a multiple
number of causal mechanisms into a “conglomerate mechanism” that can account for a
historical outcome (Beach & Pedersen, 2013, p. 19). Furthermore, it will require me to
include case-specific, non-systematic causal mechanisms in addition to systematic ones in
order to build a minimally sufficient explanation. To put it simply, in the social sciences,
uni-causal explanations are rarely sustainable due to the multitude of human interactions
that contribute to a particular policy shift. These interactions occur on different levels of
analysis, which include the macro or structural level and the micro or decision-making
level. Process tracing will allow me to produce a deeper analysis of key transition points
with attention to how different levels of analysis can shed light on particular outcomes

Since my study is not descriptive, but rather explanatory, I treat causal mechanisms
as more than mere empirical events. That is, instead of merely describing empirical events,
I will utilize causal mechanisms to explain how and why a particular outcome happened.

Moreover, in line with Beach and Pedersen, | do not consider causal mechanisms as simply
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intervening variables, since such a view would not only prevent me from building linkages
among causal mechanisms at work, but also lead me to disregard micro/actor groups and
their particular activities that actually make the outcome possible. Finally, causal
mechanisms are not confined to micro/actor level analysis, but rather comprise macrolevel
and structural activities as well. This means that in addition to microlevel factors such as
special interest groups and bureaucratic clashes, the influence of structural factors over a
given foreign policy shift can also be captured by relevant causal mechanisms.
Furthermore, the interactions of causal mechanisms are not confined to a single level of
analysis, rather there is constant interaction between macro and micro-level mechanisms.
Process-tracing is suitable to capture the working of these interactions in order to craft a
minimally sufficient explanation of a particular outcome.

I will draw empirical information from relevant archival materials pertaining to US
foreign policy actors and bureaucracies that have been most heavily involved in the
formulation and implementation of US policy toward Azerbaijan. This includes key actors
in the executive branch, mainly, the White House, the State Department, the Defense
Department, and other bureaucracies within the national security apparatus that have been
actively engaged in policy discussions and deliberation. I will also examine the role of the
US Congress to trace the extent to which domestic groups utilized key Congressional
committees or subcommittees to advance their views, and to what extent their views were
translated into policy discussions, deliberations, and/or decisions at the executive branch
level. In order to plot the historical development of structural factors such as economic
growth, or strength of interest groups, | will find the relevant statistical material from media

reports, official documents and statements from important organizations and actors. | will
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also collect information on the perception of relevant individual, collective or corporate
actors from adequate sources, including biographies, memoirs, public speeches, and
statements.

The empirical fundaments of my CPT analysis will be comprised of comprehensive
storylines, smoking-gun observations, and confessions as outlined by Blatter and
Haverland (2012). For each of my case studies, | will provide a ‘comprehensive storyline’,
in which I will present “development of potentially relevant causal conditions” in a
