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Abstract. This article examines the evolving cultural diplomacy between Azerbaijan and the United
Kingdom, analyzing its role as a tool of soft power and strategic messaging in the context of
contemporary international relations. Since Azerbaijan’s independence in 1991, bilateral relations with
the UK have expanded from energy cooperation to encompass education, arts, heritage, and media
exchanges. Using an interdisciplinary approach that combines international relations theory and
cultural studies, the article explores how both states utilize cultural initiatives to project national
identity, foster mutual understanding, and advance geopolitical interests.

Theoretical frameworks of soft power, cultural diplomacy, and strategic culture provide a foundation
for understanding how cultural engagement serves as both attraction and strategic signaling. Empirical
analysis highlights key areas of cooperation, including academic exchanges facilitated by the British
Council, artistic collaborations sponsored by the Heydar Aliyev Foundation, and joint heritage and
interfaith initiatives. However, challenges such as political sensitivities, divergent historical narratives,
media representation, and resource constraints complicate the effectiveness of cultural diplomacy.

The article argues that while cultural diplomacy remains a vital instrument for shaping perceptions
and building bilateral trust, it often oscillates between genuine engagement and symbolic performance.
To enhance its impact, future efforts should emphasize inclusive dialogue, greater civil society
participation, and integration with broader democratic and regional stability agendas.

Ultimately, the Azerbaijan—UK case illustrates the complexity and potential of cultural diplomacy in a
multipolar world, where soft power complements traditional diplomacy in forging sustainable
international partnerships.
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Introduction

Located at the critical crossroads between East and West, Azerbaijan offers a compelling case study
in the shifting geopolitical realities of the post-Soviet era. Since declaring independence in 1991, the
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country has pursued a complex, dual-track agenda: on one hand, accelerating economic development
and fostering regional stability; on the other, meticulously crafting a distinctive international persona.
This constructed image foregrounds Azerbaijan’s rich cultural mosaic, its ambitious modernization
programs, and its firm commitment to religious and ethnic pluralism, all while actively engaging in
strategically important global partnerships (Ozsoy, 2024; Mozaffari & Akbar, 2023). This image is not
merely rhetorical but reflects a purposeful state strategy to position Azerbaijan as a progressive,
tolerant, and globally integrated nation.

Meanwhile, the United Kingdom, responding to the political and economic ramifications of its
withdrawal from the European Union, has sought to recalibrate its foreign policy by expanding its
sphere of bilateral relations beyond traditional Western partners. Within this strategic reorientation,
the South Caucasus region—and Azerbaijan specifically—has gained prominence. Initially, UK-
Azerbaijan ties were predominantly centered on energy sector collaboration, notably driven by British
Petroleum’s (BP) long-term investments. However, over the years, this partnership has evolved
considerably. Today, the relationship encompasses a diverse array of cooperative initiatives including
educational programs, cultural exchanges, promotion of the English language, preservation of cultural
heritage, and collaborative academic ventures (LLoda, 2016; British Council Azerbaijan, 2023). These
expanded fields of engagement reflect mutual interests in fostering not only economic but also socio-
cultural linkages that reinforce the bilateral relationship.

Historical and Political Background

Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, diplomatic ties between Azerbaijan and the
United Kingdom have undergone substantial development. The formal establishment of relations on
December 11, 1992, marked the beginning of an evolving partnership characterized initially by
pragmatic cooperation focused on economic interests—especially in the oil and gas sectors—as well
as regional security concerns. Over time, this bilateral engagement has broadened to embrace
educational and cultural cooperation, reflecting the countries’ shared desire to deepen ties beyond
mere transactional interactions (UK Government, 2021; Asgarov, 2024).

Post-Independence Diplomacy and Energy Partnership

In the aftermath of Azerbaijan’s independence, the country’s integration into global energy markets
provided fertile ground for the growth of bilateral relations with the UK. The British government’s
engagement was closely intertwined with the activities of British Petroleum (now BP), whose presence
in the Caspian basin signified a strategic economic and geopolitical investment. The pivotal 1994
“Contract of the Century” (Guliyev, 2015) opened Azerbaijan’s abundant hydrocarbon resources to
substantial Western capital and expertise, firmly establishing the UK as a major economic partner for
Baku.

BP swiftly became a cornerstone of Azerbaijan’s energy infrastructure development, contributing
advanced technology, significant financing, and global credibility. Over subsequent decades, the
company rose to become Azerbaijan’s largest foreign investor, steering crucial projects such as the
Baku—Thilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline. This pipeline strategically links the Caspian Sea to
Mediterranean energy markets, enhancing regional connectivity and diversifying export routes.
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Complementing this, the Southern Gas Corridor initiative aims to strengthen Europe’s energy security
by providing alternative supply routes—projects that have also benefitted from UK expertise and
investment (BP, 2024; Mammadov, 2022).

These energy ventures have transcended their economic purpose, serving as frameworks for sustained
political dialogue and cooperation. The UK’s enduring engagement has encouraged institutional
reforms within Azerbaijan, fostering a regulatory environment conducive to investment and
positioning the country as a dependable supplier in the Euro-Atlantic energy landscape. In this light,
energy partnership emerges not only as a pillar of economic development but also as a vital vector for
bilateral diplomatic relations.

More recently, BP has demonstrated an increased focus on environmental sustainability in Azerbaijan,
aligning with evolving global energy governance norms. Its initiatives include implementing methane
emission detection systems, adopting enhanced oil recovery techniques that mitigate environmental
impact, and investing in community development projects. These efforts signal BP’s—and by
extension, the UK’s—commitment to integrating ecological responsibility within the broader energy
cooperation framework (BP Sustainability Report, 2023). This progressive “greening” of the
partnership complements Azerbaijan’s own strategic ambitions to diversify its economy and adhere
to international climate objectives, thereby enriching the multifaceted nature of UK-Azerbaijan
relations.

Post-Independence Diplomacy and Energy Partnership

B mepBble TOABI IOCAE IpoBO3rAamreHms HesaBucumocTH B 1991 roAy OTHOIIEHHA MEKAY
AsepOariakanoMm u BeankoOpuranueil pasBuBaAnCh Ha (POHE MACIITAOHOIO BXOMKACHUA CTPAHBI B
MHPOBBIE 9HEPI€THYECKAE PBHIHKH. DPHTAHCKHUI HMHTEPEC K PErHOHY OBIA BO MHOIOM OOYCAOBACH
ACATEAPHOCTBIO KPYIIHBIX KOMITAHHH, IIpeikAe Bcero British Petroleum (ubmme BP). Iloarmcanne
saakoBoro «Kownrtpakra Bexa» B 1994 roay (Guliyev, 2015) craA0 mO-HACTOAIIIEMY HCTOPHYECKHM
COOBITHEM, OTKPBIBIIIIM OIPOMHBIE 3AIIACHI KACITHICKUX YTAEBOAOPOAOB AAS MACIIITAOHBIX 3AITAAHBIX
MHBECTUIIMI U 3aKpenuBIIUM 32 BeamkoOpuraHmedl poAb OAHOIO M3 TIAABHBIX 3KOHOMHYECKUX
maptaépos baky. BP ¢ camoro mavaaa 3aHAAa IIEHTPAABHOE MECTO B SHEPIETHYECKOH CTPATEIMH
AszepOafiAkaHa, IIPUBHECA HE TOABKO TEXHHYECKYIO 9KCIIEPTU3Y, HO U BHYIIIHTEABHBIE (DUHAHCOBBIE
PECYPCEI, A TaKiKE MEKAYHAPOAHBI aBTOPUTET AAA  Ppa3pa®oTkn  OPAIIOPHBIX HEMTAHBIX
MECTOPOKACHHH. 32 HECKOABKO ACCATHACTHII KOMIIAHHA CTAAd KPYIHEHIINM HHOCTPAHHBIM
HHBECTOPOM B CTpPaHE, PEAAH3YfA KAIOUEBBIE IIPOEKTEI — OT HedrenpoBosa baky—TOmamcu—
Awxerixan (BTC), kotoperii cBA3aa Kacruickyro Hed1h ¢ perakamMu CpeauseMHOMOPbA, A0 FOzkHOTrO
ra30BOTO KOPHUAOpPA, IIPHU3BAHHOTO IIOBBICHTH SHEPreThyeckyro OeszomacHocts EBpomsr (BP, 2024
Mammadov, 2022).

DTH IPOEKTHI HE TOABKO KAPAHMHAABHO IIPEOOPA3UAN SKOHOMHUYCECKYIO KapTy A3epOariAkaHa, HO U
VKPEIIUAU ABYCTOPOHHHE CBfI3HM B AMIIAOMATHYECKOM KAode. bpuramckoe mnpucyrcrsue B
SHEPTETHIECCKOM CEKTOPE CITIOCOOCTBOBAAO AKTUBH3AITHMH ITOAUTHIECKOIO AHAAOIA, CTUMYAHPOBAAO
poBeAeHHE PeOPM B 3aKOHOAATEABCTBE U PETYAUPOBAHIH, 4 TAKIKE CIIOCOOCTBOBAAO YKPEIIACHHIO
pernyrannn  AsepOaiiaKaHa Kak HAACKHOIO M IIPEACKA3YEMOIO ITOCTAaBINUKA SHEPIUU Ha
EBPOATAAHTHYECKOM ITPOCTpaHCTBE. B mTOre coTpyaHHdYEcTBO B cepe IHEPreTHKH CTAAO U
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IPOYHBIM (DYHAAMEHTOM, M T'AABHBIM ABHTATEAEM AOATOCPOYHOTO CTPATETHMYECKOTO ITapTHEPCTBA
MEKAY CTPAHAMH.

B mocaeanme roasr BP aeaaer akieHT Ha MHTErPAalIO 3KOAOTMYECKHX M YCTOMUYMBBIX IIPAKTHK B
CBOIO ACATEABHOCTD B A3epOaliAkaHe, 4TO OTPAKAET IAOOAABHEII IIEPEXOA K OOACE OTBETCTBEHHOM
sHepreruke. Kommanuns B3sira Ha ceOA 00A3ATEABCTBA 10 CHIDKECHHIO BEIOPOCOB IIAPHUKOBEIX I'A30B,
BHEAPEHUFIO TEXHOAOTUI OOHAPYKEHNUS yTEUEK METAHA, PA3BUTHIO METOAOB AOOBIYH C MIHIMAABHBIM
5KOAOTHYECKUM BO3AEHCTBHUEM, 4 TAK/KE AKTUBHBIM MHBECTHIIUAM B COIIMAABHOE PA3BUTHE MECTHBIX
cooOrmecTB. Takol «3eAEHBII» ITOAXOA HE TOABKO AEMOHCTPHUPYET 3BOAIOIHIO poAn BP — rtemepn
5TO HE IIPOCTO SKOHOMHYECKHH HAPTHEP, HO M YYACTHHUK, OCO3HAFOIIUH OTBETCTBEHHOCTH IIEPEA
okpyxarorieit cpeaoir (BP Sustainability Report, 2023). D1t ycuansa OpraHHYHO COYETAIOTCA C
amOuruAME AsepOalipkaHa IO AHBEPCH(DHKAIINN SKOHOMHKHA K BBITOAHEHUIO MEKAYHAPOAHBIX
KAHMATUYIECKHX OOfA3aTEABCTB, OTKPBIBASA HOBBIE TOPU3OHTEI AAA ABYCTOPOHHEIO COTPYAHIYECTBA.

Strategic Reorientation and Cultural Expansion

C magaaa 2000-x AsepOatiakaH Ha9aA IIPOBOAUTH MHOIOBEKTOPHYIO BHEIITHIOKO IIOAHTHKY, CTPEMACDH
BEICTPOUTDH COAAQHCHPOBAHHBIE OTHOIIECHHA C KAIOYEBBIMA MHPOBBIMH Hrpokamu — Poccuei,
3amasom, Typrmeir u Mpanom. B pamkax 310l cTpaTernmu KyAbTypHas AMIIAOMATHA IIPHOOpeAa
OCODYIO 3HAYUMOCTD, CTaB BA’KHBIM HHCTPYMEHTOM (DOPMHUPOBAHUSA ITIO3UTHBHOIO I MHOTOTPAHHOTO
MEKAYHAPOAHOIO UMHAKA CTPAHBI, BEIXOAAIIIEIO AAAEKO 32 PAMKI POAU SKCIIOPTEPA SHEPrOPECypPCoOB
(Putera, 2024; Valiyev, 2017). ITapaareapro BeankoOpnranns, 0OAaAarOIas MOIIHBIM aPCCHAAOM
«MATKOH CHABD, IIPEBPATHAACH B OAHOIO U3 KAFOUEBEIX IIAPTHEPOB U OPUEHTUPOB AA A3epOaliaikaHa
B aToM nporecce (Wainwright, 2022).

Ocobenno mocAe Brexit roKHOKaBKAa3CKHII PEIMOH CTaA AAA BeAHMKOOpHTAHHH CTPATEIHYECKHM
HAIIPaBACHHEM, ITO3BOAAA PACIIUPATH MEKAYHAPOAHBIE cBaA3n 3a mpeaeaamu EC (House of Commons
Foreign Affairs Committee, 2021; Ozsoy, 2024). AsepOaiiakan TOCTEMEHHO 3aKPETAAACA B CTATYCE
CTaOMABHOIO M IIEPCIEKTUBHOIO MTAPTHEPA, HHTEPECHOTO KAK C 9KOHOMHIYECKOI, TAK U C KYABTYPHOIT
TOYKHN 3peHI/IH. B3aI/IMHbIe MHUITUATHUBBI, O6paSOBaTCAbeIC HpOFpaMMI)I, KyAbTyprIe O6MCHBI %1
COBMECTHBIE IIPOEKTEI CTAAU CBUACTEASMHU TAYOOKOH TpaHCPOPMAITHH H YTAYOAECHUA ABYCTOPOHHIX
OTHOIIIEHUI, KOTOPBIE TEIEPh CTPOATCA HA IIPOYHOM (DYHAAMEHTE AOBEPHA U B3AUMHOIO YBAKCHISA

(Mozaffari & Akbar, 2023).
Institutions and Initiatives

Various institutions have played a pivotal role in institutionalizing cultural and educational cooperation
between Azerbaijan and the United Kingdom. The British Council, active in Azerbaijan since 1993,
has been central to advancing English language education, teacher training, and artistic exchanges. Its
initiatives have supported bilateral projects in the arts, higher education, and youth engagement,
fostering deeper mutual understanding and strengthening intercultural ties (British Council Azerbaijan,
2023; Pashayeva, 2018).

On the Azerbaijani side, organizations such as the Heydar Aliyev Foundation and the Azerbaijan—-UK
Interparliamentary Working Group have been key actors in promoting a modern, tolerant, and
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globally resonant image of the country. The Foundation has sponsored exhibitions, musical events,
and intercultural forums in London, often under the patronage of First Lady and Vice President
Mehriban Aliyeva, who also serves as a UNESCO and ISESCO Goodwill Ambassador (Ismayilov,
2019; Akbulut, 2020).

These activities go beyond conventional cultural exchanges, functioning as deliberate acts of public
diplomacy. They serve both aesthetic and strategic purposes: reinforcing national legitimacy,
countering negative international narratives, and positioning Azerbaijan within Western value
frameworks such as multiculturalism, education, and gender equity (Kocharyan & Tokluoglu, 2022;
Rozanova, 2021).

Recent Developments and High-Level Engagement

The past decade has witnessed intensified bilateral engagement. Frequent visits by British foreign
secretaries and trade delegations to Baku, alongside active Azerbaijani participation in diplomatic and
academic events in London, have strengthened ties. The inauguration of a new British embassy
complex in Baku in 2021 symbolizes the UK’s long-term commitment to the region. Additionally,
bilateral —agreements spanning education, innovation, environmental sustainability, and
counterterrorism have broadened cooperation (UK FCDO, 2022).

A landmark event was the 2022 Azerbaijan—UK Cultural Dialogue Forum, which gathered diplomats,
artists, and academics to explore culture’s role in fostering international understanding. Cultural
programs such as Azerbaijani mugham concerts in London, British theatrical performances in Baku,
and collaborative university projects exemplify this shared dedication to using culture as a diplomatic
bridge (British Embassy Baku, 2022).

Key Areas of Cultural Cooperation

The cultural relationship between Azerbaijan and the United Kingdom unfolds across multiple
interconnected spheres, most notably education, the arts, media engagement, and heritage diplomacy.
These fields function not only as symbolic platforms for cultural expression but also as effective
channels through which both nations construct narratives of identity, cultivate soft power, and
reinforce diplomatic bonds. The following sections explore the main areas of cultural cooperation:

1. Education and Academic Exchange

Educational cooperation stands as one of the most structured and impactful pillars of Azerbaijan—UK
cultural relations. Since the eatly post-Soviet period, the British Council has been instrumental in
introducing and expanding English language learning, enhancing teacher training, and facilitating
academic mobility within Azerbaijani institutions (British Council Azerbaijan, 2023). Initiatives such
as the Chevening Scholarship, IELTS testing programs, and Connecting Classrooms have created
sustained pathways for Azerbaijani students and educators to engage directly with British academic
standards and global intellectual currents.
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British higher education institutions—especially in London and northern England—have become
attractive destinations for Azerbaijani students pursuing degrees in law, diplomacy, energy governance,
and business administration. ADA University, founded in Baku in 2006, has cultivated active
partnerships with UK universities, regularly hosting guest lecturers, research collaborations, and joint
conferences. These exchanges foster more than academic enrichment: they lay the groundwork for
enduring professional networks and nurture worldviews aligned with liberal education, critical inquiry,
and democratic dialogue. From the UK’s perspective, these educational connections strengthen its
long-term influence abroad by nurturing a globally minded, interconnected generation of future
leaders.

2. Art, Music, and Cultural Events

Artistic and musical exchanges provide a vibrant arena for mutual cultural visibility and dialogue. Over
the last decade, Azerbaijani artistic heritage—from traditional carpets and calligraphy to contemporary
visual art—has been showcased in prominent London venues such as the Victoria and Albert Museum
and the Saatchi Gallery (Ismayilov, 2019), often supported by the Heydar Aliyev Foundation and
Azerbaijan’s diplomatic mission in the UK.

Music has been a particularly resonant form of exchange. Performances of mugham, jazz fusion, and
classical compositions have introduced Azerbaijani musical traditions to British audiences, while the
annual Days of Azerbaijani Culture festival in London offers a multisensory cultural immersion
through concerts, culinary experiences, film screenings, and academic lectures. Conversely, British
cultural institutions—ranging from theatre companies to orchestras—have presented their work to
Azerbaijani audiences, frequently in partnership with the British Council. For example, the
Shakespeare Lives initiative was adapted for Azerbaijani contexts with bilingual performances and
school outreach programs. In these exchanges, art functions not only as a medium of aesthetic
appreciation but also as a subtle assertion of national prestige and mutual respect.

3. Heritage and Interfaith Dialogue

Heritage diplomacy and interreligious engagement have emerged as significant elements of bilateral
cultural cooperation. Azerbaijan actively projects itself as a secular, multi-confessional society where
Muslim, Christian, and Jewish communities coexist in harmony. This narrative is deliberately
promoted in European forums, including the UK, as a counterbalance to prevailing regional
stereotypes.

The Heydar Aliyev Foundation has played a leading role in organizing heritage exhibitions and
interfaith dialogues in London, presenting Azerbaijani architectural landmarks, illuminated
manuscripts, and historical artifacts from cities like Sheki and Ganja (Kocharyan & Tokluoglu, 2022).
These curated narratives position Azerbaijan as a proponent of multiculturalism and a committed
steward of diverse cultural traditions. British engagement with these initiatives—particularly through
the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Azerbaijan—signals both an endorsement of Azerbaijan’s
cultural diplomacy and an alignhment with the UK’s values-driven foreign policy. Such interactions
allow the bilateral relationship to pivot towards shared ethical frameworks, providing a buffer against
more contentious geopolitical issues.
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4.  Media, Branding, and Public Image

Although often less visible than artistic or educational programs, media cooperation remains a crucial
arena for shaping international perceptions. Azerbaijan has devoted considerable resources to
managing its global reputation through cultural sponsorships, targeted media outreach, and strategic
digital diplomacy. Prominent British media outlets—including The Guardian, BBC, and The Financial
Times—have covered Azerbaijan extensively, particularly in the context of major international events
such as the European Games and the Formula 1 Grand Prix held in Baku (Aliyev, 2020), generating
narratives ranging from laudatory to critical.

Media partnerships have evolved into more collaborative forms, with co-produced documentaries,
thematic podcasts, and journalistic exchange programs bringing British and Azerbaijani perspectives
into closer dialogue. British journalists and scholars are regularly invited to Azerbaijan for study visits
and reporting fellowships, aiming to foster a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the country’s
political, cultural, and social landscape. In this way, media engagement becomes a contested yet
productive space where national image-making intersects with pluralistic debate, offering both
opportunities and challenges for the exercise of soft power.
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