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introduction

Azerbaijan, which has recently joined the global
family as an independent state, is not an easy place
to understand. It is a former Soviet republic with a
complex identity that includes a linguistic kinship
with Turkey, religious similarity with Shi’a Iran,
and Russian cultural influences.

Strategically located between Russia, Iran,
and Turkey, the country is rich in oil reserves,
which means that it is inevitably involved in the
new Great Game' of our times. While trying to
balance its relations with Russia, which still views
the Caucasus as its own backyard, Azerbaijan has
signed the “Contract of the Century” with major
international oil companies to develop its Caspian
Sea hydrocarbon reserves, and built pipelines to
deliver oil and gas directly to European markets.

As oil rigs drill and the pumping gear pumps
the “black gold” of Azerbaijan, the proliferation of
black Land Cruiser Prados” on the streets of Baku
is testament to its transforming power; it took the
country out of extreme poverty in the early 1990s
and into the ranks of those countries applying to
host the summer Olympics in 2016.

But, despite Azerbaijan’s declared desire to
belong to Europe and the wider Western world,
make no mistake about its origins. If you are struck
by the European architecture and women’s liberal
dress styles in the streets of Baku, remember that
you are still in Asia. Geographically, Baku is closer



