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Abstract

The Zangezur Corridor project, as a novel geopolitical variable, represents
a fundamental challenge to the national security of the Islamic Republic of
Iran and the security architecture of the South Caucasus. This research
aims to explain the dimensions of this threat and analyze Iran's response
pattern, employing a qualitative approach and a descriptive-analytical
method. The theoretical framework is based on a combination of Defensive
Realism, to analyze state behavior in the face of threats, and Regional
Security Complex Theory, to understand the intertwined security dynamics
of the Caucasus. The central hypothesis posits that the revisionist effort by
the Baku-Ankara axis to impose an exterritorial corridor and alter
internationally recognized borders has created an acute security dilemma
for Iran as a status-quo power.The findings indicate that the independent
variable has had a direct and significant impact on the dependent variable.
Iran's response, evaluated as rational within the framework of Defensive
Realism, is analyzed on three levels. Iran's strategy is not offensive but
rather a preemptive and defensive measure to prevent geopolitical
encirclement, safeguard its own territorial integrity and that of its partner
Armenia, and preserve its historical influence and vital interests within the
complex security environment of the Caucasus.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction: The geostrategic landscape of the South Caucasus underwent a
fundamental transformation after the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War in 2020. The
ceasefire agreement of 10 November 2020 became the prelude to a new chapter of
strategic rivalries, particularly through divergent interpretations of Article 9. The
Azerbaijan—Turkey axis has used this article as the legal foundation for the creation
of the “Zangezur Corridor.” The Zangezur project has transcended a mere transit
scheme connecting Nakhchivan to mainland Azerbaijan. By invoking claims of
historical ownership and the threat of force, it challenges Armenia’s sovereignty over
Syunik Province and seeks the permanent severance of the common border between
Iran and Armenia. For Iran, this development constitutes an existential threat: it
signifies the loss of Tehran’s gateway to Eurasia, the completion of geopolitical
encirclement from the north, the alteration of internationally recognised frontiers,
and the facilitation of a hostile trans-regional presence—namely NATO and Israel—
directly along Iran’s perimeter. This has confronted Iran with an acute security
dilemma, compelling it, as a guardian of the status quo, to react.
Research Question: How has the revisionist pursuit of the Zangezur Corridor by the
Baku—Ankara axis threatened Iran’s national security, and what balancing strategy
has Iran adopted to neutralise this threat and restore equilibrium in the South
Caucasus?
Research Hypothesis: Iran perceives the Zangezur Corridor project not as a mere
transit scheme but as an existential threat to its vital national interests. Accordingly,
Iran’s actions constitute a defensive and preemptive balancing strategy—across
military, diplomatic, and geoeconomic levels—aimed at neutralising threats,
preventing the alteration of international borders, safeguarding its strategic depth
against NATO and Israel, and restoring the regional balance of power.
Methodology and Theoretical Framework: To answer this question, the research
employs a descriptive-analytical method, anchored in the theoretical framework of
defensive realism. This theory aptly explicates how states, under conditions of
anarchy, seek not unlimited power but rather the preservation of their security
through balancing against threats. Furthermore, Buzan’s Regional Security Complex
Theory is utilised to comprehend the intertwined security dynamics of the regional
actors. The study first dissects the revisionist nature of the Zangezur project, then
delineates the dimensions of the threats it poses to Iran’s national security, and finally
analyses Iran’s balancing strategy across three levels: military, diplomatic, and
geoeconomic. The central argument of the research is that Iran’s actions constitute a
defensive and preemptive response aimed at neutralising threats and restoring
equilibrium to the region.

e Independent Variable: The revisionist action of the Baku—Ankara axis to

impose the Zangezur Corridor.

o  Geopolitical indicator: insistence on extraterritoriality, attempts
to alter recognised borders, pursuit of Turkic territorial integrity.

o  Geoeconomic indicator: attempts to exclusively activate the
“Middle Corridor” and marginalise the International North—
South Transport Corridor (INSTC).

o  Military-security indicator: maximalist unilateral interpretation
of Article 9 and efforts to place the corridor under foreign
military control rather than Armenian sovereign control.

e Dependent Variable: Iran’s multi-faceted balancing strategy.

o  External balancing (diplomatic): designation of the corridor as

a “red line,” coalition-building with India and Russia, elevation
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of strategic relations with Armenia, and opening a consulate in
Kapan.

o Internal balancing (military): deterrence signals through large-
scale exercises such as “Fatehan-e Kheybar” and “Eqtedar”
along north-western frontiers, and permanent augmentation of
military presence and equipment.

o  Geoeconomic balancing: promotion of the “Aras Corridor” and
the Iran—Armenia—Georgia—Black Sea route, acceleration of
INSTC projects including the Rasht-Astara railway, and
investment in Armenian infrastructure.

Research Findings: The research finds that the Zangezur project threatens Iran on
multiple levels. Geopolitically, it seeks to sever the Iran—Armenia border, alter
recognised frontiers, and complete Iran’s northern encirclement. Geoeconomically,
it aims to marginalise Iran by privileging the Middle Corridor over the INSTC.
Military-security-wise, it risks establishing a corridor under foreign control, thereby
facilitating NATO and Israeli presence along Iran’s borders. In response, Iran has
pursued a coherent balancing strategy. Diplomatically, Tehran has declared the
corridor a red line, strengthened ties with Armenia, opened a consulate in Kapan,
and coordinated with Russia and India. Militarily, Iran has conducted targeted
exercises and reinforced its north-western border. Geoeconomically, Iran has
proposed and activated alternative corridors and accelerated the North—South
Corridor to reduce the attractiveness of Zangezur. These actions confirm the central
argument that Iran’s behaviour is defensive and preemptive, designed to preserve the
status quo and restore regional equilibrium.

Conclusion: The research concludes that Iran’s ultimate objective is to preserve the
status quo, prevent the alteration of international borders, and safeguard its strategic
depth against the encroachment of NATO and Israel.

A) Strategic Recommendations
— Elevating Deterrence to a Level of Mutual Assurance: Iran should upgrade
its security agreements with Armenia from the level of political
consultations to defence pacts or strategic cooperation memoranda,
rendering the cost of any military aggression against Syunik prohibitively
high for the opposing side.

— Accelerating Corridor Diplomacy: The sole path to permanently neutralise
the Zangezur scheme is the swift operationalisation of the North-South
Corridor and the completion of the Rasht-Astara railway, allowing Iran’s
geoeconomic weight to prevail over competing projects.

— Public Diplomacy in the Caucasus: Countering Iranophobic and pan-
Turkist narratives necessitates the activation of public diplomacy and the
strengthening of cultural ties with Shiite populations and ethnic
communities in the region.

B) Future Research Outlook
— Examining the impact of the intervening variable of “Israel” in the security
equations of the Zangezur Corridor and Baku-Tehran relations.

— A comparative study of the Russian and Iranian approaches in the South
Caucasus: points of convergence and divergence concerning the “Turan
Corridor”.
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— A legal analysis of the Zangezur Corridor from the perspective of
international law, with a comparison to the Lachin Corridor.
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— In conclusion, the Zangezur Corridor crisis is more than a regional dispute;
it is a litmus test for Iran’s strategic adaptability. The manner in which this
challenge is managed will not only determine the future of Iranian
influence in the Caucasus, but will also cast a long shadow over the
country’s standing in the newly emerging geopolitical map of Eurasia.

Keywords: Zangezur Corridor, Iranian National Security, Defensive Realism,
Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT), Balance of Power, Security Dilemma,
Caucasus Geopolitics.
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1. Security Dilemma
2. Status Quo Power
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