History of Azerbaijani Diplomacy

The year of 2018 passed with interesting events, the most important of which, in my view, was the 100th anniversary of the establishment of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (ADR).

Most centennial events, anniversaries, symposia, somehow or other, were related to the first democratic republic in the East, which had a very complicated mission of a pathfinder and founder of great number of innovations, including the establishment of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) of the ADR. Hence originates modern Azerbaijani diplomacy, which is, undoubtedly, a basic core, foundation of state functioning.

The first MFA consisted of two persons, of course, and they sat in a small office… That became the beginning of the present eastern Muslim school of diplomacy, which was always famous for its special status the essence of which was vividly reflected in the expression: “East is a delicate matter!” It requires specific approach, knowledge, and skills… All that started forming in ancient times, and was written in the time of Prophet Muhammad (ﷺ). Then Muhammad (ﷺ) migrated from pagan Mecca to Medina, where two celestial Abraham’s religions – Judaism and Christianity already existed… In such difficult surroundings Prophet Muhammad (ﷺ) managed to establish warm relations with the Jews and Christians, that the result was stunning. The Jews and Christians not only adopted Islam and accepted the prophet, but also signed a common memorandum of three religions, the so-called “Constitution of mutual relations, co-existence, and mutual assistance” (The Constitution of Medina). A strong foundation of religious tolerance was established. The present world started to understand and speak about it only in late XX – early XXI century. In this respect, modern Azerbaijan, a legal successor of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic, found on May 28, 1918, bears the palm. 

Vahdet Sultanzadeh, an experienced diplomat and the author of the book, Diplomacy: Views From Within (791 pages, Baku, 2018. ‘Şərq-Qərb’ Publishing House), being based on historical realities as it is accepted in the world of science, divides the appearance of world diplomacy into various spaces of time and forms of establishment in different parts of the planet. The author touches upon the level of our diplomacy, too, of course, starting with 1991, criticizing its early years (1991-1993), and estimates its first achievements. The aspect covers the period of work of the MFA of independent Azerbaijan during Abulfaz Elchibey’s presidency. The author analyses some moments of discord and imbalance in determining the priorities of diplomatic missions in various countries and establishment of diplomatic relations with different states from the professional diplomat’s viewpoint. 

The author started working as a diplomat in the 70s of the last century. He worked in Muslim countries like Iran, Turkey, Morocco, and the last country he worked in was Turkmenistan, where he stayed for 8 years as Ambassador extraordinary and plenipotentiary of the Republic of Azerbaijan. 

The book is full of stories, critical remarks as well as the history of formation of world diplomacy, its role in implementation of relations among states with various social and economic realities, enriching the reader’s memory with many details of the occupation of a diplomat, what resembles jewelry in a skillful master’s hands.

Nevertheless, we prefer attracting the readers’ attention to what our older generations have in their memory as citizens, not diplomats, and we would like to express our views and thoughts. Few know what noticeable progress the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the first Soviet republic in the East made during 23 months of ADR existence. In the most complicated circumstances when there were no stable relations with other European countries, especially France, Germany, and Belgium, the ADR diplomats made serious success in recognizing the republic by other states and establishing such warm relationships that (I will give just one example) over 100 citizens of the young republic were admitted by France to study in various universities. This was published in an extensive and informative newspaper article by Rovshan Agayev, a counselor of the Ministry of Education, with the names and photos of most of the “first swallows” of science and education of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic which was then new on the map of the world…

Therefore, the publication of respected Vahdet Sultanzadeh’s book, Diplomacy: Views From Within, is especially interesting for our readers for its coverage of the history of Azerbaijani diplomacy and that of the world, since the Antiquity. That’s why it consists of about 800 pages. 

The book, dedicated to the memory of such outstanding personalities as Mirza Ibragimov, Mir Jalal Pashayev, Shafayat Mehdiyev, Nasir Imanguliyev and Mamedaga Sultanov, is divided into interesting parts titled “Small Secrets Of Big Diplomacy”, “A Mysterious Country Of Wise East”, “The Turkic Kaleidoscope”, “A Flourishing Oasis of Central Asia”, “The Contribution Of Azerbaijani Diplomacy To Strengthening Of Our State Independence”, “Political Journalism”, “Some Links To International Issues”, “Recommendations To Young Diplomats”, etc.

Vahdet Sultanzadeh is known to be, figuratively, a Soviet Azerbaijani diplomat, though diplomacy can be considered a universal sphere, accepted by all countries and nations of the world, but there have always been some differences, of course. They are peculiarities of the present time of return from Socialism to Capitalistic relations. Here, an important aspect should be taken into consideration: as an individual unit among large and small countries of the world, Azerbaijan had to restart the system of external policy of independent Azerbaijan, to create such a form of external relations in order not to lose already established good relationships with the former Soviet states, once having single external policy, and of course, to establish mutual relationship with the states of the world of Capitalism. According to the author of the book, the most important moment was to preserve a balance of external policy, without prejudice to national interests, what was achieved thanks to wonderful organizational skills of Heydar Aliyev, the great politician of his time. It was him who started present external policy of our country. The author pays special attention to characteristic features of the phenomenon of his personality. He showed the most difficult situations related to Azerbaijan external policy, in which H. Aliyev’s genius, political experience and foresight became apparent. Thanks to him, Azerbaijan determined and preserved the “middle” place in the system of international relations, defends the independence of its diplomacy in the external policy, and occupies a special place among large countries of the world, most of which recognize Azerbaijan as a strategic partner. 

Relied on facts, Vahdet Sultanzadeh relates all this to a successful continuation of H. Aliyev’s policy by present President Ilham Aliyev, who has to solve a great deal of complicated problems of determining the place of our country among large oil-producing countries in the neighborhood and the whole world…

The author dwells on the period after 2003, when a new leader, a skillful successor of the policy and diplomacy, and the whole heritage of his father, the great Azerbaijani, came to power. He did not only preserve Heydar Aliyev’s traditions, but also developed independent policy and diplomacy of Azerbaijan, taking into consideration new international situations and new political and economic challenges. According to the author, this has always made political and economic profit to our country and made it an important strategic partner not only in the region and Europe, but also in the world. It is generally known that, thanks to the policy of tolerance, Azerbaijan became a convenient ground for hosting many international conferences, political events and sports games. 

Azerbaijani diplomacy plays a big role in this, too. 

Vahdet Sultanzadeh did not fail to share his thoughts about political developments, and tense geopolitical situation in the country. Struggle against terrorism, events in Afghanistan, Syria and Iraq, economic crisis in Europe, increasing loans, poverty and hunger in a number of eastern countries – all these are some of the topics the author touched upon in detail in the book. 

One of the most interesting moments in Diplomacy: Views From Within is Vahdet Sultanzadeh’s recommendations to young diplomats. The author notes that no one is born a diplomat, everything comes with time. A diplomat must be faithful to his profession and country, feel responsible before his nation. He must be cool, even-tempered, and hardworking, must always improve his skills and knowledge, enrich his knowledge, open his mind, and defend national interests of his state.

Above all, valuable historical documents reflecting different stages of development of Azerbaijani diplomacy are found in the book. There are given historical fragments, interesting photos, showing the author’s meetings with outstanding personalities, negotiations, tense situation during the Iranian revolution, relations between Azerbaijan and Turkey, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan.

Summarizing the above said, it should be noted that the given book is a valuable teaching aid for the beginners and diplomats of the middle level. His life and activities cover, one can say, all the spheres of diplomacy. The most important is that the book narrates the peculiarities of two political and economic systems – Socialism (during the USSR) and Capitalism (during independence).

The book is also rich in information, which will be interesting for vast masses of readers.
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