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Divergent Paths in
the South Caucasus

Strategy, Survival, Retreat

Laura Linderman

en President Donald
Trump welcomed Armenian
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and
Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev
to the White House in August 2025,
the ceremony celebrated more than
just the hope that decades of conflict
between the two neighboring states
might finally be coming to an end.
The agreement initialed that day,
which grants the United States long-
term development rights to a transit
corridor ambitiously named the
Trump Route for International Peace
and Prosperity (TRIPP), marked a
watershed moment in the geopoli-
tics of the South Caucasus. For the
first time in modern history, a major
peace process in the region had by-
passed Moscow entirely in favor of
Western mediation.

Yet the TRIPP agreement’s deeper
significance lies not in American
diplomatic triumph, but in what it
reveals about a regional transforma-
tion—and the limits of that trans-
formation. Russia’s war in Ukraine
has created a window of oppor-
tunity for the South Caucasus, a
moment when Moscow’s strategic
distraction has given regional states
unprecedented room to maneuver.
The question is not whether this
window exists, it clearly does, but
how long it will remain open, and
which states have the capacity to
exploit it before it closes.

he answers vary dramati-
cally. The South Caucasus
has moved from what Zbigniew
Brzezinski famously called the
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“grand chessboard,” where great
powers moved regional states as
pawns, to what Svante E. Cornell
and Damjan Krnjevi¢ Miskovi¢ de-
scribe in the introduction to their ed-
ited volume, titled After Karabakh:
War, Peace, and the forging of a New
Caucasus (2025), as a “card table;
where each state holds its own sov-
ereign hand of playing cards.

But not all hands are equal.
Azerbaijan sits at the card table
with a strong hand, leveraging
energy resources, geographic in-
dispensability, and

assumed, a straightforward regional
pivot away from Russia toward the
West. Nor is it the emergence of a
coherent new form of sovereignty.
It is something messier: three states
responding to the same geopolit-
ical shock with radically different
resources, constraints, and choices.
The West has increasingly set aside
the post-Cold War vision of liberal
internationalism, with its emphasis
on open markets, multilateral in-
stitutions, and shared sovereignty,
in favor of a more transactional
approach to statecraft. States the

world over, in-

military victory to
extract value from
multiple  powers

The three South Cau-
casus states are respon-

cluding Armenia,
Azerbaijan, and
Georgia, are

simultaneously. ding to the same geopo-  adapting to this
Armenia plays a [itical shock with radi-  reality, but adapta-
weak hand the best -, lly different resources, tion looks very dif-

it can under the cir-
cumstances, having

constraints, and choices.

ferent depending
on whether youre

initiated much of

the TRIPP process to escape iso-
lation and avoid being further di-
minished by Azerbaijan; a survival
strategy, but a strategy nonetheless.
And one could say that it looks as if
Georgia has lit its best cards on fire
or eaten them, with its government
seemingly choosing preservation
over strategic opportunity.

he scene at the metaphorical
card table after the most re-
cent hand has been dealt is not, as
some Western commentators have
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negotiating  from
strength or desperation. The three
South Caucasus states are re-
sponding to the same geopolitical
shock with radically different re-
sources, constraints, and choices.

The End of the Near Abroad

R;lssia’s war in Ukraine has
ccelerated a transforma-
tion that was already underway.
As Thomas de Waal of Carnegie
Europe has argued, “Putin’s war



on Ukraine marks the end of the

near abroad —the idea that Russia
enjoys a special status with its
post-Soviet neighbors.” The mech-
anisms through which Moscow
maintained regional dominance for
three decades; frozen conflicts, mil-
itary bases, the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO), the
Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU),
energy dependence, and informa-
tion warfare, have all eroded, some
dramatically. De Waal identifies
several components of this transfor-
mation: ‘sovereignty reasserted’ de-
scribes how national elites beyond
Russia’s borders are reclaiming
independence, while ‘situational
strategy’ characterizes Russia’s shift
from integration projects to ad hoc
policymaking. Moscow, he notes,
now has “fewer instruments of soft
power and capacity to fight an in-
formation war as Russian-language
media is less influential.”

The collapse of Russian security
guarantees proved most conse-
quential. When Azerbaijan went
into and held Armenian sovereign
territory in 2022, Armenia invoked
Article 4 of the CSTO collective
defense treaty. Russia explicitly re-
jected intervention, with officials
declaring that the organization’s
mutual defense provisions did
not apply, arguing in part that the
border with Azerbaijan had not
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been delineated. This was not an
isolated incident but part of a pat-
tern: Russia had not intervened
militarily on the side of Armenia in
the Second Karabakh War, arguing
(correctly) that Armenian sovereign
territory was not under attack, and
influenced by (at the time) warming
ties with Baku, displeasure with
Armenia’s pro-Western govern-
ment led by Prime Minister Nikol
Pashinyan, and reliance on Tiirkiye
as an economic sanctions lifeline.
Moscow subsequently stood aside
during Bakus September 2023
“anti-terror operation” that ended
the conflict over Karabakh entirely.
Months later. Russia withdrew its
peacekeeping force, a striking re-
versal for a power that has typically
treated military deployments in the
former Soviet space as permanent
facts on the ground.

he data on Armenian public

opinion tells a stark story of
this betrayal’s impact. According to
International Republican Institute
polling, positive views of Russia
among Armenians dropped from
93 percent in 2019 to 31 percent
in 2024. The Middle East Institute
has documented a comprehensive
“de-Russification” of Armenian de-
fense procurement, with Russia’s
share of Armenian arms purchases
falling from 96 percent in 2021
to less than 10 percent in 2024.
Trust in the Russian-led Eurasian

Economic Union has collapsed to
just 38 percent, while confidence
in the European Union has risen
to 62 percent. Even more tellingly,
75 percent of Armenians now be-
lieve the European Union should
play a greater role in strengthening
Armenia’s defense.

Yet it would be a mistake to in-
terpret these shifts as a permanent
transformation. The region’s states
have learned a hard lesson: that
distant security guarantees from
any external power
is no substitute

may be Russian choice; and choices
can be reversed.

Yet a weakened Russia may
also be a more dangerous one. As
my AFPC and CACI colleague
Mamuka Tsereteli has argued, the
war in Ukraine has produced a
paradox for American strategy: it
has significantly reduced Russia’s
long-term strategic power while
hardening Moscow into a more
risk-tolerant adversary. Russia’s
losses are structural, encompassing

demographics, en-

for the careful  Distant security guarantees
from any external power is
no substitute for the careful
balancing that preserves

genuine autonomy. while

balancing that
preserves genuine
autonomy. De Waal
himself warns that
Russia may return
to more assertive

ergy leverage, and
regional influence,
but the challenge
for Western poli-
cymakers is to lock
in these setbacks
managing
escalation risks in

South  Caucasus

engagement once the Ukraine
conflict stabilizes. The period in
which the three South Caucasus
states have been able to conduct
foreign policy more independently
of Moscow could prove tempo-
rary rather than permanent. The
Chatham House analyst Laurence
Broers has introduced the concept
of “managed decline” to describe
the withdrawal of Russian peace-
keepers from Karabakh, a delib-
erate repositioning rather than in-
Voluntary retreat. If Broers is right,
what looks like Russian weakness
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Moscow’s  neigh-
borhood. Armenias June 2026
parliamentary elections represent
a particular pressure point, where
Russia retains significant leverage
through its military bases in the
country, control of strategic infra-
structure, and soft-power tools.

This uncertainty shapes ev-
erything that follows. Regional
states are not building a new per-
manent order; they are maneu-
vering within a window whose
duration is unknown. The critical
question is which states have the



capacity to lock in gains before
that window closes.

Azerbaijan: Exploiting the
Window from Strength

Azerbaijan exemplifies what
strategic maneuvering looks
like when executed from a posi-
tion of strength. Having won the
territorial conflict over Karabakh
on its own terms, with crucial
Turkish support but without di-
rect Russian military interven-
tion on the side of its adversary,
Baku no longer needs to worry
about Moscow using the territo-
rial dispute as leverage. President
ITham Aliyev can now engage
Washington, Moscow, Ankara,
Tehran, and Beijing simultane-
ously, extracting value from each
relationship without becoming
any power’s client. Cornell notes:
“Azerbaijan has embarked on a
foreign policy that seeks to main-
tain functioning relations with all
neighbors and avoid making it-
self dependent on any particular
power for its security.”

The structural foundations of
Azerbaijan’s confident posture
are substantial. The country sup-
plies approximately 5 percent of
the EU’s oil and 6 percent of its
gas, giving it leverage that limits
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EU pressure on governance is-
sues. The Southern Gas Corridor,
linking Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz
field with European markets,
has elevated Baku’s importance
to the European Union at pre-
cisely the moment when it began
desperately seeking alternatives
to Russian energy. The 2021
Shusha Declaration formalized
Azerbaijan’s  strategic alliance
with Tirkiye, providing security
guarantees that substitute for the
need for any Russian or Western
commitment. This partnership
has grown significantly in the
energy and defense sectors, with
Turkish Bayraktar drones playing
a decisive role in Azerbaijan’s mil-
itary victory in the 2020 Second
Karabakh War.

Most recently, U.S. Vice President
JD Vance’s February 2026 visit
to Baku resulted in a Charter on
Strategic  Partnership between
Azerbaijan and the United States,
formalizing cooperation across en-
ergy, connectivity, artificial intelli-
gence, and security. The document
represents the highest level of bi-
lateral cooperation in the history
of the bilateral relationship, sig-
naling Washington’s recognition of
Azerbaijan as a strategic hub rather
than merely an energy supplier,
a shift that reflects the Trump
Administration’s transactional ap-
proach to regional engagement.

Azerbaijan’s geographic position
amplifies these advantages. As
Krnjevi¢ has argued, Azerbaijan
functions as a “keystone state;” one
with “sufficient force and authority
to stand on its own,” serving as an

“interlocutor, [...] intermediary,
and critical mediator” between
major powers.

Baku has translated these
structural advantages into
what scholars Farid Shukurlu and
Joseph Shumunov call “Active
Non-Alignment;” a foreign policy
that actively leverages competi-
tion among external powers rather
than passively avoiding align-

ment. Unlike Cold

The country strad-

dles both ends of  Azerbaijan is no longer

merely a follower of the

regional order but an

active player shaping re-  tiye,

China’s Belt and gional norms, order, and  and

events as a rising key-
stone state.

TRIPP and sits
where the Middle
Corridor  “seam-
lessly blends” into

Road Initiative.
It is also where

War-era non-align-
ment, which em-
phasized  avoid-
ance, Azerbaijan’s
posture is proac-
pragmatic,
sovereign-
ty-centered.  The
country main-
tains normal ties

the east-west
route  optimally
intersects with

the International North-South
Transport Corridor linking Russia,
Iran, and India. This geographic
indispensability means that every
major power must engage Baku on
its terms, though this leverage may
yet be more conditional than it ap-
pears. Azerbaijan has passed peak
oil production, faces fiscal pres-
sures, and boasts a military that is
formidable only by regional stan-
dards. Should the Middle Corridor
remain more marketing exercise
than genuine trade bonanza, and
should de-globalization continue
to accelerate, Baku’s bargaining
position could prove more fragile
than current confidence suggests.
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with Russia while

deepening its alli-
ance with Tiirkiye, sells energy to
a growing number of EU member
states and candidate countries while
becoming a key player in east-west
trade routes, and has emerged as a
tacit pillar in the growing alliance
between moderate Arab states and
Israel. Baku has even announced
it will export 1.2 billion cubic me-
ters of natural gas annually to Syria
through Tiirkiye, symbolizing a
significant shift in regional energy
cooperation.

The transformation in
Azerbaijan’s foreign policy posture
is captured in presidential adviser
Hikmat Hajiyev’s formulation:



“Azerbaijan won the war, and now
Azerbaijan is winning the peace”
The main difference between
Azerbaijan’s old and new foreign
policy, analysts note, is that Baku
now negotiates as a powerful, sov-
ereign regional leader, placing its
national interests at the center of
its diplomacy. It is now certain,
and undeniable, that Azerbaijan is
no longer merely a follower of the
regional order but an active player
shaping regional norms, order, and
events as a rising keystone state.

et success carries its own risks.

The very confidence that has
enabled Azerbaijan’s strategic break-
throughs may, if unchecked, move
into overreach. The recent ten-
sions with Moscow-sparked by the
December 2024 passenger jet inci-
dent and subsequent mutual recrim-
inations illustrate how quickly rela-
tionships can deteriorate when a state
tests the boundaries of even a weak-
ened partner. Azerbaijan’s careful
balancing has succeeded precisely
because Baku has avoided becoming
the “next Georgia or Ukraine,” states
that provoked Russian military re-
sponses by moving too quickly to-
ward Western alignment.

But the friction has not come to
an end; it has perhaps even deep-
ened. At the February 2026 Munich
Security Conference, Aliyev pub-
licly accused Russia of deliberately
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striking Azerbaijan’s Kyiv embassy
three times in 2025, noting that
even after Baku provided Moscow
with the coordinates of its diplo-
matic missions, two additional at-
tacks followed. That Aliyev chose to
make these accusations on the same
platform where he held yet another
meeting with Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelenskyy suggests
Baku is increasingly willing to
signal displeasure with Moscow in
tull public view.

The challenge now is maintaining
discipline in how Azerbaijan ap-
proaches Russia amid a string of its
victories. Analysts have noted that
Baku’s sustained policy orientation,
whether one attributes this to stra-
tegic acumen or the absence of com-
peting visions, has enabled the kind
of patient relationship-building
that regional transformation re-
quires. But this structural coher-
ence demands strategic patience:
the temptation to press advantages
while Russia remains distracted
must be weighed against the re-
ality that Moscow retains signifi-
cant capacity for disruption, and
that the regional balance enabling
Azerbaijan’s rise could shift when
the Ukraine conflict concludes. The
skills that won the peace, including
pragmatism, restraint, and the
careful cultivation of relationships
across rival blocs, remain essential
to preserving it.

Armenia: Making the Most
of a Difficult Hand

rmenia presents a funda-
entally different case:
not strategic maneuvering from
strength but adaptation under du-
ress. Yerevan initiated much of
the TRIPP process precisely to
avoid being further diminished by
Azerbaijan and to escape the isola-
tion that followed Russia’s abandon-
ment. The Pashinyan government
has learned from what it perceives
as a major betrayal that formal al-
liance commitments can prove
worthless when a patrons prior-
ities shift. Armenia is not simply
reacting to circumstances; it is ac-
tively shaping them within severe
constraints: Yerevan is following
something like the Azerbaijani
playbook, but without the leverage,
alliances, or military capacity that
make Baku’s approach compara-
tively straightforward.

Russia’s decision not to intervene
on Armenia’s behalf in 2022, when
Armenian sovereign territory was
being threatened, reflected a stra-
tegic recalculation of Moscow’s
interests. Specifically, this arose
from Russia’s prioritization of mil-
itary resources for its conflict in
Ukraine over its defense obligations
in the South Caucasus. For de-
cades, Russia benefited significantly
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from its role as Armenia’s primary
security guarantor, using the con-
flict over Karabakh to maintain
regional leverage and preserve its
military presence. When that cal-
culus changed, Armenia became
expendable.

The constraints Yerevan now
faces are severe. Armenia remains
approximately 70 percent econom-
ically dependent on Russia. It is
landlocked, with Tiirkiye’s border
closed and Azerbaijan controlling
access to the east. Trade with Russia
actually surged from $2.6 billion in
2021 to $7.3 billion in 2023, at least
$12 billion in 2024, and more than
$6 billion in 2025 (Armenia’s total
foreign trade dropped 29 percent
in 2025, relativizing possible over-
interpretation in its decline in trade
with Russia from its peak in 2024).
This is a pattern visible across the
South Caucasus, as all three states
have experienced increased com-
mercial flows with Russia since
Western sanctions took effect.
The region’s geographic position
makes it a natural transit corridor,
and distinguishing legitimate trade
from sanctions circumvention has
proven difficult for governments
navigating between Western pres-
sure and economic reality. For
Armenia, this commercial entan-
glement complicates  Yerevan’s
declared pivot toward diversifica-
tion. All Russian military bases,



including the largest at Gyumri,
remain operational. These struc-
tural dependencies limit Yerevan’s
freedom of maneuver in ways that
Baku does not face.

f Azerbaijan is playing poker

with a strong hand, then
Armenia is playing the same game
with far fewer chips, but is playing
it, nonetheless. Yet Armenia has
achieved tangible results from
Western engagement, not because
it has leverage, but

agreement offers Armenia what a
Trump Administration official de-
scribed as the route’s strategic ben-
efit: enabling a second transit route
(the first runs through Georgia)
between  Tiirkiye, Azerbaijan,
and Central Asia without passing
through Iran or Russia.

Armenia’s political challenges are
equally daunting. Pashinyan’s pivot
has mobilized a diverse opposi-
tion coalition that includes clergy

of the Armenian

because = Western
powers see value
in preventing com-
plete Russian re-
consolidation  of
the region. Defense

France has pro-

If Azerbaijan is playing
poker with a strong hand,
then Armenia is playing
the same game with far
cooperation with  fewer chips, but is playing
it, nonetheless.

Apostolic Church,
disillusioned  oli-
garchs, the exiled
leadership of
secessionist
Armenian  entity
in Karabakh, and
ordinary citizens

duced regular ship-
ments of Bastion
armored vehicles. Weapons part-
nerships with India have made New
Delhi Armenia’s largest defense sup-
plier. Joint military exercises with
the Kansas National Guard under
the Eagle Partner program have
continued annually since 2023. U.S.
Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s
diplomatic interventions in late
2022 during Azerbaijani attacks
on Armenian territory illustrated a
Western willingness to actively sup-
port the country’s sovereignty in
ways that Russia had refused to do.
And, most significantly, the TRIPP
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unwilling to accept
that former ene-
mies can become partners in peace.
This coalition has coalesced around
a central argument: that Armenia’s
security and regional interests can
be guaranteed only through the full
restoration of its security partner-
ship with Russia. Yet this appeal
to Russian protection faces funda-
mental obstacles that Pashinyan’s
opponents largely ignore. These
obstacles reflect both Russia’s
changing strategic priorities and
Armenias diminished value as a
strategic asset. Armenias military
weakness and diplomatic isolation

have reduced its bargaining power
with Moscow to near zero.

Each concession required to ex-
ecute the strategic reorientation,
especially those surrounding nor-
malization with Azerbaijan and
Tiirkiye, provides ammunition for
opposition mobilization and risks
electoral backlash (the country
is scheduled to conduct a parlia-
mentary election in June 2026). By
agreeing to the dissolution of the
OSCE Minsk Group, which was co-
chaired by Russia (as well as France
and the United States) without
securing a signed peace agreement
in return, Pashinyan has essen-
tially placed a high stakes bet that
informal Western partnerships and
verbal assurances will prove more
reliable than formal institutional
frameworks. The forthcoming elec-
tion will provide the definitive test
of whether Pashinyan’s government
can break what might be called the
“feedback loop,” in which the con-
cessions required for strategic sur-
vival generate domestic opposition
that threatens the very partnerships
Armenia needs.

or Armenia, the appeal of

Western engagement lies not
in a sophisticated multi-vector
strategy but in the absence of al-
ternatives. As Pashinyan declared
in December 2025: “The nor-
malization of Armenia-Tirkiye
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relations, peace between Armenia
and Azerbaijan, the ‘TRIPP Route’
project, Armenias and Azerbaijani
good-neighborly relations with
Georgia and Iran, [and] construc-
tive dialogue with Russia, can po-
sition the South Caucasus as one
of the most attractive transit cor-
ridors, alongside both the North-
South and East-West routes.”

This framing (integration with
everyone, subordination to no one)
captures an aspiration more than a
reality. Whether Armenia can trans-
late this aspiration into genuine
autonomy, or whether it will simply
exchange one form of dependence
for another, remains to be seen.

Georgia: When Domestic
Politics Overwhelms
Strategy

eorgia reveals what happens

when domestic political con-
siderations overwhelm strategic op-
portunity. The governing Georgian
Dream party has moved toward
accommodation with Moscow, not
primarily from strategic calculation
but because it prioritizes power
retention over Euro-Atlantic inte-
gration. The fear of becoming “the
next Ukraine” provides convenient
justification for choices driven by
what the government’s opponents



characterize as narrower inter-
ests. Georgia’s strategic culture, as
scholar Michael Cecire has argued,
is “preoccupied with its relative
weakness regionally, and in the in-
ternational system more broadly,
and seeks out friends and balancers
to maximize its autonomy.” Yet the
Georgian government appears to
have abandoned this logic. Where
Azerbaijan leverages the current
window to extract value from
multiple powers, some Western
observers argue that Georgia has
chosen not to play at all; a decision
that may prove catastrophic if the
window closes with Tbilisi having
locked in nothing.

This represents a puzzle that
has confounded some Western
analysts. One calls Georgia “a
striking geopolitical outlier;” while
Armenia and Azerbaijan distance
themselves from Moscow, Georgia
moves closer. Like its neighbors,
Georgia has also seen trade with
Russia increase since 2022, ben-
efiting economically from its po-
sition astride transit routes even
as its political trajectory diverges
from the regional pattern. The ex-
planation lies in the intersection
of elite interests and threat percep-
tion. Some Western analysts argue
that for Georgian Dream, even
the prospect of taking the coun-
try’s first concrete steps toward
achieving EU membership created
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a dangerous dilemma: maintaining
power required moving in the op-
posite direction, passing legislation
like the April 2025 Foreign Agents
Registration Act that made a break
with Brussels inevitable.

The argument is this: domestic
survival imperatives directly con-
tradicted the reform trajectory
that official EU candidate status
demanded. Bidzina Ivanishvili, the
billionaire founder of Georgian
Dream who reputedly remains
the party’s de facto decisionmaker
despite holding no formal office,
appears to have made a decisive
calculation that a shift in alignment
toward Russia offers the most vi-
able path forward. Unlike Western
governments, which Ivanishvili ap-
parently believes will never actually
intervene to protect Georgia (the
August 2008 precedent is an ob-
vious reference point), Russia has
occasionally sent troops to rescue
allied regimes, as in Kazakhstan in
2022. Yet Moscow’s track record in
the South Caucasus offers less com-
fort: Russian protection neither
saved Armenias Moscow-aligned
president Serzh Sargsyan from
being ousted in 2018, nor prevented
Armenia’s military defeats in the
Pashinyan era. The Georgian situ-
ation can thus be said not to be an
example of multi-vector hedging,
but rather represents a decisive
break: Ivanishvili and the party he

founded have chosen not to believe
Brussels’ promises. On the other
hand, they don’t seem to believe
Moscow’s either, which explains in
part Thbilisi’s unwillingness to re-es-
tablish diplomatic relations with a
country that occupies two parts of
its sovereign territory. Still, one can
argue that extensive Russian busi-
ness interests further reinforce the
rapprochement calculus, creating
personal incentives for accommo-
dation that appear to diverge from
the country’s constitutionally en-
shrined Euro-Atlantic aspirations.
Georgia risks long-term strategic
vulnerability—a  bargain  that
Azerbaijan, with its genuine multi-
vector approach, has consistently
refused to make.

he result is a striking paradox:

large majorities of Georgians
consistently favor walking along
the path toward EU membership,
yet their government moves in the
opposite direction. In late 2024,
Georgian Dream announced it
would suspend EU accession nego-
tiations until 2028, triggering sus-
tained protests across the country.
The EU responded by withholding
€121 million and freezing the start
of accession talks, with the Biden
Administration choosing to with-
hold an additional $95 million in
assistance. The country now faces
a deepening divide between the
implications of the government’s
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policy choices and public senti-
ment. Meanwhile, Georgian Dream
has cultivated closer ties with non-
Western powers: trade with Iran
has tripled since the party came
to power in October 2012, and
Chinese surveillance technology
supplied by Huawei and Hikvision
has been deployed in ways that
raise concerns about its use against
protesters.

Yet Georgia’s significance lies less
in its governing party’s choices
than in what those choices reveal
about the limits of structural op-
portunity. The Middle Corridor
presently runs through Georgian
infrastructure: the Baku-Thbilisi-
Ceyhan pipeline and the Baku-
Thilisi-Kars railway make Georgia
essential to east-west connectivity.
This geographic reality has meant
that external powers must engage
Georgia on terms that preserve
transit infrastructure, regardless of
its domestic politics. While Thbilisi
has avoided provoking Moscow, its
relations with the West have deteri-
orated sharply, marked by hostile
rhetoric toward Western diplomats
and a rejection of EU conditions.

Georgia appears to be betting that
geographic reality will force con-
tinued Western economic engage-
ment regardless of political fric-
tion, though this assumption grows
more precarious as the relationship



sours. Yet this leverage depends on
Armenia and Azerbaijan remaining
at odds. Should normalization be-
tween Yerevan, Baku, and Ankara
succeed in opening direct transit
routes, then it might result in a new
main Middle Corridor route, by-
passing Georgia in favor of TRIPP,
which would be both shorter
and more direct (although the
Georgian route provides access to
Black Sea ports—a strategic advan-
tage). Thilisis current indispens-
ability thus needs to be understood
as conditional, not permanent.
This could make Georgia’s failure
to exploit its strategic position,
while it still holds it, all the more
consequential.

( ;eorgia thus offers a cau-

tionary lesson: windows of
opportunity require not just favor-
able external conditions but do-
mestic leadership willing to exploit
them. Structure creates possibil-
ities; leadership

TRIPP: A Bet, Not a
Breakthrough

RIPP exemplifies both the
possibilities and the uncer-
tainties of the current moment. The
agreement grants the United States
exclusive development rights to a
corridor connecting Azerbaijan
to its Nakhchivan exclave via
Armenian territory, with a U.S.-
structured consortium of commer-
cial firms operating the necessary
rail and road links, commodity
transport infrastructure, and com-
munications networks. Armenia
will retain sovereignty, the cor-
ridor will operate under Armenian
law, while the United States takes
responsibility for ensuring it
“operates safely for all parties.”
Critical to the route’s long-term
viability will be its function as a
genuinely neutral commercial pas-
sage; one that companies from any
country, Western

decides whether to
use them. Georgia’s
trajectory poses a
question for the
entire region: if
domestic  politics
can  overwhelm
strategic logic so
completely in one
case, how durable
are the gains being
made elsewhere?

Regional states are not
seeking American hege-
mony to replace Russian
hegemony. They are seek-
ing symbolic deterrents
and commercial partner-
ships that increase their
leverage without creating
new dependencies.

or non-Western
(including  Iran
and Russia), can
use without po-
litical restriction.
For this to work,
stakeholder,
Western or non-
Western, may ob-
ject to any com-
pany from any
country using it.
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What makes TRIPP particularly
revealing is its symbolic character.
As one presidential adviser involved
in the negotiations explained,
TRIPP functions as an “evil eye
talisman;” a deterrent whose power
lies in the signal it sends rather
than in any concrete enforcement
capacity. The United States is not
providing a hard security guarantee
or deploying forces to the route.
There will be no American bases or
garrisons in Armenia, much less in
Azerbaijan. Instead, the American
role is, as another official put it,
“holding up the parasol and the um-
brella, as needed,

in a geography that has historically
respected hard power above all else.

his framing captures some-

thing essential about the cur-
rent moment—both its possibilities
and its fragility. Regional states are
not seeking American hegemony to
replace Russian hegemony. They
are seeking symbolic deterrents
and commercial partnerships that
increase their leverage without
creating new dependencies. A crit-
ical uncertainty remains, however:
will TRIPP demonstrate enough
credible U.S. commitment to re-
assure European,

but we won’t be
trying to change
the weather”
Washington  ap-
pears willing to
live with this ar-

For now, TRIPP repre-
sents a wager on the new
regional logic rather than

proof of it.

Turkish, and South
Caucasus partners
to advance the cor-
ridor, particularly
after Trump leaves
office, while simul-

rangement partly

because the American contribution
is fundamentally commercial; there
are no U.S. defense commitments,
no U.S. troops, and no U.S. security
guarantees in the traditional sense.

The effectiveness of such a “tal-
isman,” however, depends entirely
on perception; should a regional
power decide to test America’s com-
mitment, the absence of traditional
defense guarantees could expose
the arrangement’s limitations. The
gamble is that commercial interests
can provide sufficient deterrence
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taneously avoiding
actions that would trigger severe
pushback from Russia, Iran, and
China? The very structure of the
agreement, commercial rather than
military, symbolic rather than en-
forced, reflects regional preferences
for transactional relationships over
binding alliances.

TRIPP should be understood as
a bet rather than a breakthrough.
It is an experiment in whether
commercial ~ engagement  can
substitute for hard security guar-
antees—an  experiment whose



results will only become clear
over years of implementation. The
infrastructure does not yet exist.
The Trump Administration’s fol-
low-through is uncertain, although
Vance’s February 2026 visit to both
Armenia and Azerbaijan seems to
have quelled some previously ex-
pressed anxieties. The agreement
has also not been tested by any se-
rious challenge from Russia or Iran.
For now, TRIPP represents a wager
on the new regional logic rather
than proof of it.

hat being said, the country

that has the most to gain
from TRIPP has doubled down on
its promise. Pashinyan has publicly
characterized TRIPP as a strategic
opportunity for economic cooper-
ation that could benefit relations
among regional powers, including
those with strained bilateral ties.
Iran’s balanced response to TRIPP
shows that caution and pragma-
tism, rather than ideology, increas-
ingly guide its South Caucasus
policy. One could say something
similar regarding the Russian re-
action. Whether this optimistic
framing proves accurate remains
to be seen. But the fact that TRIPP
has proceeded without triggering
the kind of confrontation that
characterized earlier Western ini-
tiatives in the post-Soviet space
suggests that the current window
may offer genuine opportunities
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for those positioned to exploit
them.

A Crowded Card Table

he Krnjevi¢-Cornell card

table metaphor captures an-
other essential feature of the new
South Caucasus: the proliferation
of external players. Russia and the
Euro-Atlantic community increas-
ingly find their influence diluted
not only by regional powers like
Tirkiye and Iran, whose involve-
ment long predates the current
moment, but by newer entrants in-
cluding China, Israel, some GCC
states, and India, which have ex-
panded the competition beyond
its traditional contours. This mul-
tipolarity explicitly rejects the Cold
War-era binary of Russian sphere
vs. Western integration that struc-
tured earlier analysis.

Tirkiye’s role is particularly
significant. As noted above, the
2021 Shusha Declaration elevated
Ankara’s relationship with Baku
to a formal strategic alliance, and
Turkish military support proved
decisive in Azerbaijan’s 2020 vic-
tory. Yet Tiirkiye’s influence is con-
strained rather than hegemonic.
Baku has resisted encirclement by
any single ally, maintaining prag-
matic and relatively stable relations
with Moscow even as it moves

closer to Ankara. Azerbaijan has
even played a mediating role be-
tween Israel and Tiirkiye, helping
to establish a red line mechanism
in Syria that prevented escalation
between forces backed by the
two neighboring powers. This
demonstrates that regional states
can leverage external partnerships
without becoming captives of them,
at least when they have sufficient
leverage to begin with.

Iran presents a more complex
case. Tehran has repeatedly ex-
pressed opposition to the opening
of corridors that might benefit its
regional rivals, and spokesmen for
the Revolutionary Guard Corps
had, in years past, threatened mili-
tary intervention if regional borders
were redrawn. Yet having been sub-
jected to a military campaign that
demonstrated Israeli supremacy
and strong American backing, Iran
responded with relative silence
to TRIPP’s inauguration. This
reflected Tehran’s diminishing ca-
pacity and willingness to counter
shifting power dynamics. For
Armenia, Iran’s engagement, or at
least its interest, in regional projects
backed by the United States creates
a favorable environment where
sovereignty, security, and economic
stability can be safeguarded. Iran
remains neither a guarantor nor a
bystander, but a decisive variable in
the shifting balance.
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China, meanwhile, steadily ex-
pands its economic and political
presence. Chinese goods already
transit westward via Azerbaijan,
Georgia, and Tiirkiye at rapidly in-
creasing rates, making Baku an im-
portant hub for the Belt and Road
Initiative. The Middle Corridor’s
strategic importance has risen for
both Washington and Beijing, cre-
ating opportunities for regional
exporters while intensifying com-
petition. Notably, four of five states
along the Middle Corridor—i.e.,
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Tiirkiye,
and Uzbekistan—are members of
the Organization of Turkic States,
with Tbilisi maintaining strong
strategic ties with both Ankara and
Baku. This emerging architecture
offers regional states multiple path-
ways for engagement, reinforcing
the ability of well-positioned states
to play external powers against one
another.

The Window May Not
Stay Open

The transformation  de-
scribed in this article is real
yet provisional. Some analysts
in Washington have begun qui-
etly voicing concerns about what
Russia’s overextension might mean
beyond Ukraine. According to a
former U.S. official who used to
be involved in regional policy,



Washington is monitoring the
North Caucasus, where Moscow’s
control over Dagestan, Chechnya,
and other Russian republics could
weaken as the Kremlin remains
stretched thin by the war in Ukraine.
Such concerns carry particular
weight for Azerbaijan, which has
strong interests in stability along its
northern border. Indeed, Baku may
be among the world’s most invested
stakeholders in Russia avoiding
internal fragmentation; a paradox
that shapes how regional states ap-
proach their own relationships with
Moscow.

For American policymakers,
instinct favors managed stability:
the same Russian weakness that
enabled the TRIPP breakthrough
could, if it deepens, generate un-
predictable regional turbulence.
Yet this framing may overstate the
risks. Russia has historically been
the primary driver of regional
developments, and its further re-
trenchment could just as plausibly
strengthen the case for alterna-
tive corridors while motivating
regional powers to invest in their
security.

Yet preferences do not deter-
mine outcomes. Russias struc-
tural  vulnerabilities, including
adverse demographics, the strains
of prolonged war, and persistent
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risks of separatism in the North
Caucasus, Volga region, and parts
of Siberia, are not contingent on
what Washington or Baku would
prefer. The irony is that the very
Russian weakness that has enabled
the current window of opportunity
could, if it deepens beyond a cer-
tain threshold, generate the kind
of regional turbulence that neither
American nor Azerbaijani policy-
makers want to manage.

Moreover, the staying power of
Trump’s “business diplomacy” ap-
proach remains unproven. A key
uncertainty remains whether U.S.
engagement will prove sufficiently
sustained to ensure not only a
peace deal but its effective imple-
mentation. Because Trump prefers
to use informal channels and rely
on a small network of close, trusted
friends and advisors, his ability to
dock the results of his personalized
diplomacy to domestic and inter-
state institutions that can handle
day-to-day challenges 1is quite
limited.

The question of reversibility
haunts the entire transformation.
De Waal’s “End of the Near Abroad”
framework captures a genuine
inflection point while remaining
cautious about permanence. Russia
may return to more assertive en-
gagement once its Ukraine commit-
ments ease. Many Western scholars

have suggested that Moscow’s in-
fluence has genuinely diminished
but may be reversible, particularly
if the conflict in Ukraine concludes
favorably for Russia. All three
South Caucasus states are hedging
against exactly this possibility,
which is why even Azerbaijan, the
most successful exploiter of the
current window, has maintained
pragmatic ties with Moscow rather
than burning bridges. That said,
Aliyev’s public accusation at the
2026 Munich Security Conference
that Russia deliberately targeted
Azerbaijans  em-

recent gains erode if Moscow re-
asserts itself And Georgia, having
chosen not to exploit its strategic
position, may discover that the
window has closed with Thbilisi
having secured nothing.

The Opportunity for
American Policy

he Trump Administration’s
opportunity in the South
Caucasus lies not in replacing
Russian hegemony with American
primacy, but in

bassy in Kyiv, com-
bined with his con-
tinued engagement
with Zelenskyy,
suggests that the
pragmatic relation-
ship is under real

The differential capacity
of the three South Cau-
casus states to lock in
gains before the window
closes may prove decisive.

recognizing that
sustainable en-
gagement requires
respecting  these
states’ circum-
stances and their
limits. This side-

strain, and that
Baku is willing to
let Moscow know it (and not just
behind closed doors, either).

The differential capacity of the
three South Caucasus states to lock
in gains before the window closes
may prove decisive. Azerbaijan,
with its energy leverage, Turkish
alliance, and resolved territorial
conflict, is best positioned to
make the current moment perma-
nent. Armenia, still desperately
dependent on Russia and lacking
structural leverage, may find its
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steps the democ-
racy-promotion
and NATO-expansion frame-
works that shaped earlier U.S.
engagement in the post-Soviet
space—approaches that generated
expectations Washington was
rarely prepared to fulfill.

The concept of “keystone states”
that Krnjevi¢ and others have de-
veloped, including the U.S. Naval
War College’s Nikolas Gvosdey,
offers a useful framework for un-
derstanding what effective engage-
ment might look like. Azerbaijan,
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like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan in
Central Asia, possesses sufficient
weight and autonomy to engage
major powers on its own terms
rather than as a dependent client.
Treating such states as partners
rather than clients, accepting their
simultaneous relationships with
competitors, working through
commercial rather than mili-
tary mechanisms, and providing
symbolic backing rather than
binding commitments may prove
more effective than the integra-
tion-or-confrontation framework
that characterized some earlier
post-Cold War policies pursued by
previous U.S. administrations and
its European allies.

But American policymakers
should be clear-eyed about the
variation within the region. What
works for Azerbaijan, a state with
genuine leverage, may not work
for Armenia, which requires
more substantive support to avoid
sliding back into Russian depend-
ence. And Georgia may end up no
longer being a viable partner at
all, regardless of the opportunities
on offer.

The South Caucasus has
not pioneered a new form
of sovereignty so much as it has
demonstrated what happens when
a hegemon gets distracted: small
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states get room to maneuver, and
the outcomes depend on their re-
sources, constraints, and their
leaders’ choices. The region has
returned to its historical pattern
as a geopolitical crossroads where
multiple powers compete, but none
dominates. This part of the world,
Krnjevi¢ argues, “stands a chance of
no longer remaining merely an ob-
ject of major power competition—a
geography to be won and lost by
others; it is, rather, on the cusp of
becoming a distinct, autonomous,
and emancipated subject of inter-
national order.”

That chance is real; but it is a
chance, not a guarantee. For the
United States, this reality demands
both engagement and humility.
The three South Caucasus states are
navigating a window of opportu-
nity holding very different hands of
playing cards. American policy that
recognizes this variation-offering
partnership calibrated to each state’s
actual capacity and circumstances
has the best chance of producing du-
rable results. The card table has room
for everyone willing to play, but the
hands that have been dealt are far
from equal. American policy should
be crafted accordingly. And it should
always remember that a new round
of play will inevitably follow once the
current one plays itself out. so
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