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ABSTRACT:

The integration of higher education systems in Azerbaijan
and Russia is a phenomenon of singular relevance in the
post-Soviet space, shaping dynamics of foreign policy,
institutional development, and knowledge transfer. This
article analyzes this integration from a multidimensional
perspective that transcends the conventional diplomatic
approach, incorporating analytical categories from the
sociology of education, international political economy,
and transnational governance studies. Through a syste-
matic review of primary and secondary sources, the ar-
ticle examines the formal and informal mechanisms that
structure bilateral academic cooperation, the institutional
actors that sustain it, some incentives that drive it, and the
tensions that condition it. It argues that higher education
integration between the two countries cannot be unders-
tood solely as the result of intergovernmental agreements,
but rather as a socially constructed process that responds
to logics of identity, the labor market, student mobility, and
soft power. The findings suggest that, despite regulatory
advances, structural asymmetries persist that limit the full
reciprocity of exchange and that consolidating this inte-
gration requires reforms in the systems of degree recogni-
tion, joint accreditation and shared financing.

Keywords: Higher education, Academic integration, Bila-
teral cooperation, Student mobility, Transnational gover-
nance.

RESUMEN:

La integracion entre los sistemas de educacion superior
de Azerbaiyan y Rusia constituye un fenémeno de sin-
gular relevancia en el espacio postsoviético, que articula
dinamicas de politica exterior, construccion institucional y
transferencia de conocimiento. Este articulo analiza dicha
integracion desde una perspectiva multidimensional que
trasciende el enfoque diplomatico convencional, incorpo-
rando categorias analiticas provenientes de la sociologia
de la educacion, la economia politica internacional y los
estudios sobre gobernanza transnacional. A través de
una revision sistematica de fuentes primarias y secunda-
rias, se examinan los mecanismos formales e informales
que estructuran la cooperacion académica bilateral, los
actores institucionales que la sostienen, algunos incenti-
vOs que la dinamizan y las tensiones que la condicionan.
Se argumenta que la integracion educativa superior entre
ambos paises no puede comprenderse Unicamente como
resultado de acuerdos intergubernamentales, sino como
un proceso socialmente construido que responde a l6gi-
cas de identidad, mercado laboral, movilidad estudiantil
y poder blando. Los hallazgos sugieren que, pese a los
avances normativos, persisten asimetrias estructurales
que limitan la plena reciprocidad del intercambio y que
la consolidacion de esta integracion requiere reformas en
los sistemas de reconocimiento de titulos, acreditacion
conjunta y financiamiento compartido.

Palabras clave: Educacion superior, Integracion acadé-
mica, Cooperacion bilateral, Movilidad estudiantil, Gober-
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary global landscape, higher education
has ceased to be an exclusively national domain, be-
coming instead a field of dispute, negotiation, and coo-
peration among states, international organizations, and
non-governmental actors (Tran et al., 2023). At the same
time globalization brings about intensive changes within
the economic and public life of countries, generating new
technologies in diverse fields and increasing the demand
for qualified personnel, which consequently enhances the
role and importance of education (Dai et al., 2024; Taiwo
Onifade et al., 2021). This process of internationalization
is neither uniform nor neutral: it reflects power dynamics,
strategic interests, and civilizational projects that are par-
ticularly evident in regions that share a common history.
In this sense, the post-Soviet space offers a privileged
analytical laboratory for studying how two nations with
shared institutional heritages but distinct, independent
trajectories construct and reconstruct their ties in the
realm of higher education (Oleksiyenko, 2023).

The importance of human capital has placed the deve-
lopment of new generations at the forefront as one of the
most pressing issues of the modern era. The emergence
of competitive production sectors and the rapid advan-
cement of smart technologies generate a constant need
for intellectual human resources. Under market economy
conditions, educational modernization and adaptation
to contemporary economic mechanisms acquire special
relevance and create professional mobility within the fra-
mework of new social orders (Nagorna et al., 2022). Thus,
human beings must position themselves as lifelong lear-
ners, as continuing education represents not only a right
but also a natural necessity linked to both subsistence and
personal development (Huka et al., 2024; Rawas, 2024).

Azerbaijan and Russia share more than two centuries of
common history, which left a profound mark on the ar-
chitecture of their respective educational systems: cu-
rricula, pedagogical methodologies, conceptions of the
relationship between scientific knowledge and the state,
and academic socialization networks that persist to this
day. However, Azerbaijani independence in 1991 ushe-
red in an era of identity reconfiguration and redefinition of
national priorities in which education occupies a central
place. Understanding how this shared legacy has been
managed, what forms its continuity has taken, and to what
extent it has been reinterpreted or superseded is the fun-
damental problem that guides this work.

Itis recognized that in recent decades, global higher edu-
cation has undergone profound transformations in volume,
scope, and complexity. The internationalization of higher
education is understood as a process that fosters coope-
ration and integration between institutions and their coun-
terparts in other countries, promoting student and faculty
mobility, knowledge exchange, and the harmonization of
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standards (Borzel & Spannagel, 2025). Within this fra-
mework, cooperation between Azerbaijan and Russia
stands out due to its historical roots and cultural simila-
rities and the interest of both governments in strengthe-
ning educational ties (Yavar, 2024). This process is part
of a broader movement of academic internationalization
and transnational cooperation, but what makes it unique
is that Azerbaijani-Russian integration simultaneously en-
compasses several levels: the political-legislative level,
through intergovernmental agreements; the institutional
level, through university networks and forums; and the
academic-curricular level, with joint programs and degree
recognition (Nasirli & Nakhiyev, 2021).

Existing literature on Azerbaijani-Russian bilateral relations
has prioritized geopolitical and economic analysis (espe-
cially regarding the energy sector) relegating the study
of educational cooperation as an independent variable
of foreign policy to a secondary role. This analytical bias,
understandable given the weight of oil in the Azerbaijani
economy and its centrality in the relationship with Moscow
(Jabbarova et al., 2026), implies a systematic underesti-
mation of the role that higher education integration plays
as a vector of influence, trust-building, and network deve-
lopment. According to Kazimli (2023), the Azerbaijani hig-
her education system is undergoing “accelerated reform”
with the aim of integrating into the international arena, ma-
king “the regulation of the legal framework of great impor-
tance” for achieving these objectives. These regulatory
efforts facilitate the development of a shared educational
space between the two countries and, at the same time,
align curricula with global criteria.

At the institutional level, specific cooperation initiati-
ves stand out. Forums and meetings of university presi-
dents and ministers have been held, such as the Russia-
Azerbaijan Science and Education Forum, which brought
together dozens of representatives from universities in
both countries to discuss direct links between higher edu-
cation institutions and scientific centers. The Azerbaijan-
Russia Association of Higher Education Institutions was
established as an expression of a structured commitment
to collaboration (Kerimli, 2024). Even at the university le-
vel, visits by high-level delegations are being promoted: in
November 2024, an Azerbaijani delegation toured impor-
tant Russian campuses (such as that of Saint Petersburg
State University) to explore areas of cooperation and ex-
change academic expertise (Huseynova, 2024). The hy-
pothesis guiding this article is that the integration of hig-
her education institutions between Azerbaijan and Russia
constitutes a long-term strategic process that operates
on multiple simultaneous levels: state, institutional, and
individual, and that its full understanding requires moving
beyond purely diplomatist approaches to incorporate
analytical categories from the sociology of education and
transnational governance studies.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study adopted a historical-structural approach to
analyze the integration of higher education institutions bet-
ween Azerbaijan and Russia. Documentary analysis was
the primary research method, focusing on bilateral regu-
latory frameworks such as intergovernmental agreements,
ministerial cooperation plans, and institutional partnership
documents produced since Azerbaijan’s independence in
1991. These primary sources were systematically exami-
ned alongside a critical review of specialized academic
literature in the sociology of education, post-Soviet stu-
dies, and international relations. Secondary sources were
selected through a structured search in academic data-
bases including Scopus, Web of Science, and Google
Scholar, prioritizing peer-reviewed publications from the
last decade while retaining foundational works essential
for historical contextualization.

The analysis was complemented by institutional case
studies that examined specific cooperative initiatives, in-
cluding university partnership agreements, academic ex-
change programs, and joint educational forums between
both countries. Data processing involved thematic catego-
rization of the documentary evidence, grouping findings
according to three analytical levels: state and legislative,
institutional, and academic-curricular (Nasirli & Nakhiyev,
2021). This multilevel structure allowed continuities and
ruptures in bilateral educational cooperation to be iden-
tified systematically, as well as the structural factors con-
ditioning its future trajectory. Given the nature of this work
as a review and analytical study, no empirical fieldwork or
statistical procedures were applied; instead, the rigor of
the study was ensured through source triangulation and
transparent referencing of all materials consulted.

RESULTS-DISCUSSION
Educational integration as a form of soft power

The concept of educational integration has been approa-
ched from diverse disciplinary traditions that emphasize
different aspects of the phenomenon. From the perspec-
tive of international relations theory, integration in higher
education is framed within debates on complex interde-
pendence (Keohane & Nye, 2012) and studies on inter-
national regimes, understood as sets of principles, norms,
rules, and decision-making procedures around which the
expectations of actors converge. From this perspective,
educational integration involves the creation of coordina-
tion mechanisms that go beyond the simple juxtaposition
of national systems, implying increasing degrees of nor-
mative harmonization, mutual recognition of credentials,
and the mobility of people and knowledge (Vazquez &
Mancilla, 2025).

The sociology of education, for its part, has offered a more
critical perspective on the phenomenon, warning of the
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risks that internationalization may reproduce pre-existing
hierarchies among educational systems and perpetuate
epistemic dependencies. From this perspective, not all
forms of educational cooperation equate to integration in
the fullest sense: asymmetrical relationships can exist in
which one partner exports models, curricula, and stan-
dards while the other adopts them uncritically (Bamberger
& Morris, 2024). This distinction is particularly relevant
to the Azerbaijani-Russian case, given the difference in
size, resources, and academic tradition between the two
systems.

From the perspective of international political economy,
higher education integration is analyzed as a process that
responds both to market incentives (demand for interna-
tionally recognized degrees, pressure for the develop-
ment of qualified human capital) and to state positioning
strategies. In this sense, cooperation in higher education
is not immune to the logic of global competition for talent,
investment, and scientific recognition. For Azerbaijan, a
country that has undergone rapid economic transforma-
tions since independence, integration into educational
spaces with a longer academic tradition represents an
opportunity to accelerate the training of its technical and
scientific personnel. For Russia, the projection of its uni-
versity system onto the countries of the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) constitutes a strategic compo-
nent of its soft power policy in the region.

The concept of soft power, coined by Joseph Nye (1990)
to describe a state’s ability to influence others through cul-
tural, ideological, and institutional attraction (as opposed
to military or economic coercion) has found one of its most
effective and lasting vectors in the educational sphere.
The influence of a university system on international stu-
dents fosters personal connections, cultural affinities, and
professional networks that extend beyond the academic
experience and, in the long term, create audiences recep-
tive to the values and interests of the host country.

In the post-Soviet context, Russia has deployed a syste-
matic educational soft power strategy that includes offe-
ring government scholarships to students from CIS cou-
ntries, maintaining institutions for teaching the Russian
language, fostering networks of alumni from Soviet and
Russian universities, and promoting academic standards
that maintain continuity with the Soviet pedagogical tra-
dition (Morgan, 2025). This strategy is not without its ten-
sions, especially in countries like Azerbaijan, where the
nation-building process has also involved a redefinition of
cultural and identity references that, in some respects, di-
verge from the Soviet-Russian legacy.

However, it would be a mistake to interpret the Azerbaijani-
Russian educational relationship solely from the perspecti-
ve of Russian influence on Azerbaijan. Azerbaijan’s agen-
cy in this process is significant: the country has actively
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used educational cooperation with Russia to project its
own international image, promote the study of Azerbaijani
language and culture in Russian institutions, and negotia-
te reciprocal terms that reflect its growing influence on the
regional stage. This dynamic of shared agency, in which
no single actor has a monopoly on the initiative, is a defi-
ning characteristic of bilateral educational integration that
any rigorous analysis must incorporate.

Historicalfoundations andinstitutional transformations

To understand the current architecture of Azerbaijani-
Russian educational cooperation, it is essential to recog-
nize that both university systems share a common genea-
logy: the Soviet model of higher education. This model
was characterized by strong curricular centralization, a
close link between the university and the planned needs
of the national economy, the predominance of an encyclo-
pedic conception of scientific knowledge, and remarka-
ble homogeneity in degree standards that facilitated
the equivalence of diplomas among the republics of the
Soviet Union. The dissolution of the USSR in 1991 did not
immediately erase these structural legacies; on the con-
trary, many of them continued to operate as implicit fra-
meworks of reference in the educational reform processes
undertaken by the newly independent states (Isakhanli &
Pashayeva, 2018).

In the case of Azerbaijan, the inherited higher education
system comprised a network of university institutions who-
se orientation, methodology, and standards essentially
reflected the Soviet paradigm. The transition to a market
economy and integration into international organizations
such as the Council of Europe generated pressure to re-
form the education system in a direction that progressively
incorporated references to the European Higher Education
Area. However, this process of selective Europeanization
did not imply a break with Russian tradition: in many areas
(from postgraduate structure to academic assessment
practices) the influence of Russian university models
remained palpable, both for historical reasons and due
to the presence of a faculty trained in Soviet or Russian
institutions.

This dual heritage (Soviet in origin, bifurcated in its post-
independence evolution) is one of the most unique cha-
racteristics of the Azerbaijani higher education system
and explains why cooperation with Russia has not been
perceived as the adoption of an external model, but rather
as the continuation and reworking of a shared tradition. But
at the same time, this can create specific tensions when it
comes to harmonizing that tradition with the requirements
of the Bologna Process (European Higher Education
Area and Bologna Process, 2026), which Azerbaijan for-
mally joined in 2005, committing to the adoption of the
three-cycle system (Bachelor’s, Master’s, PhD) and the
European credit transfer system.
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But in general terms, the period between Azerbaijani in-
dependence and the first decade of the 21t century can
be characterized as a phase of gradual normalization of
bilateral educational relations, marked by the construction
of a legal infrastructure that replaced the automatic coor-
dination mechanisms characteristic of the Soviet era. This
normalization took place in a complex political context:
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict and its aftermath genera-
ted tensions that at times affected relations with Moscow,
but education proved to be a relatively resilient domain to
political turbulence, serving as a channel for maintaining
ties even during periods of diplomatic estrangement. The
legal framework for bilateral educational cooperation was
built through a series of treaties, agreements, and proto-
cols covering areas as diverse as the recognition of aca-
demic degrees, the circulation of scientific publications,
faculty and student exchanges, and collaboration on joint
research projects. A characteristic feature of this archi-
tecture is its multi-level structure: alongside major intergo-
vernmental agreements, there exists a dense network of
inter-university agreements that, in many cases, precede
or outpace the pace of official diplomacy.

From the Azerbaijani perspective, the educational reforms
since independence have also responded to a logic of
strategic diversification, as while maintaining and dee-
pening ties with Russia, cooperative relationships were
also developed with Turkey, the countries of the European
Union, and the United States. This policy of multiple ope-
nings has not responded to a logic of replacing Russian
influence, but to a diversified international insertion stra-
tegy that has allowed Azerbaijan to negotiate its relations
with Moscow with greater room for maneuver, including in
the educational field.

Integration mechanisms: structures and

dynamics

actors,

While educational integration between Azerbaijan and
Russia is based on a state-level legal framework, it is the
universities that act as the driving force behind the pro-
cess. This shift in leadership from the state to academic
institutions reflects a global trend in the internationaliza-
tion of higher education, in which universities have gained
increasing autonomy to establish their own international
cooperation networks (de Wit & Altbach, 2021). In the
Azerbaijani-Russian bilateral context, this phenomenon
takes on a particular dimension, as some academic ins-
titutions act as true hubs for educational integration, per-
forming functions that go beyond mere academic training
to include cultural mediation, the building of transnational
professional networks, and the development of shared in-
terpretive frameworks regarding their shared history and
identity.

Among the Azerbaijani institutional actors with the greatest
impact on the educational integration process with Russia
are several universities that have developed organic links
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with leading Russian academic institutions. These ties
take diverse forms: dual degree programs, faculty and
student exchange agreements, joint research projects
funded by bilateral grants, and participation in academic
networks that transcend the bilateral framework to beco-
me integrated into broader regional structures such as
the Eurasian Universities Union (EURAS) (Slobodchikoff &
Aleprete, 2021). The variety of these mechanisms reflects
the maturity achieved by bilateral academic cooperation,
which has evolved from the simple student exchanges of
the early post-independence decades to more complex
forms of institutional integration.

On the Russian side, several top-ranked universities have
established privileged ties with the Azerbaijani university
system. Moscow’s most established academic institutions
maintain cooperation agreements that include joint super-
vision of doctoral dissertations, the organization of bilate-
ral conferences and seminars, and the joint publication of
scientific journals. These relationships are not symmetrical
in terms of resources and research capacity, but neither
do they reflect a simple subordination of the Azerbaijani
pole to the Russian one once the rich Azerbaijani huma-
nistic tradition, especially in the fields of philology, history
and oriental studies, gives it a position of interlocutor with
its own recognized contributions.

Specifically, student mobility is one of the most direct
indicators of the degree of integration between higher
education systems, and at the same time one of its most
powerful drivers of deepening that integration. When an
Azerbaijani student studies at a Russian university (or
vice versait is not merely a transfer of academic knowled-
ge that occurs but a process of socialization into cultural
norms, values, and practices also takes place, which can
have lasting effects on the individual’s attitudes and social
networks. On an aggregate scale, student mobility gene-
rates reservoirs of transnational social capital that facilita-
te future cooperation in multiple fields, including scientific,
business, and diplomatic. In this regard, the analysis of
student mobility flows between Azerbaijan and Russia re-
veals interesting patterns.

In quantitative terms, Russia has historically been the
main destination for Azerbaijani students who choose to
study abroad, a situation that reflects both geographical
and cultural proximity and the existence of established
networks of information and support for mobility. However,
the motivations for this mobility are not uniform because
alongside students attracted by the academic quality of
certain Russian institutions (especially in fields such as
medicine, engineering, and the exact sciences) there is
also a segment motivated primarily by economic consi-
derations, given that the cost of living and tuition in many
Russian cities is competitive compared to other internatio-
nal options available to Azerbaijani students. Mobility in the
opposite direction—Russian students in Azerbaijan—is
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quantitatively smaller but qualitatively significant, particu-
larly in the fields of Caucasus studies, Oriental studies,
and Turkology. This quantitative asymmetry reflects bro-
ader structural asymmetries between the two educational
systems, and overcoming them gradually remains one of
the challenges of bilateral integration. To achieve this, it
would be necessary not only to expand the range of aca-
demic programs taught in English at Azerbaijani universi-
ties (which has already experienced remarkable growth
in recent years) but also to develop active strategies for
attracting foreign students, including scholarship pro-
grams, support services, and international recognition of
Azerbaijani degrees.

Challenges and future perspectives for the continuous
integration of higher education.

Despite the progress described in the preceding sec-
tions, the integration of the higher education systems
of Azerbaijan and Russia faces structural challenges of
varying magnitudes that must be addressed. The first,
and perhaps most fundamental, of these is the persisten-
ce of asymmetries between the two systems, which hinder
full reciprocity in exchange. These asymmetries manifest
themselves in areas such as differences in available re-
search resources, international recognition of degrees
awarded, access to international scientific databases,
and the ability to attract foreign academic talent. The mu-
tual recognition of academic degrees is one of the most
palpable elements, and where progress, while real, rema-
ins insufficient. Bilateral regulatory frameworks establish
principles of mutual recognition that, in theory, should
facilitate the validation of diplomas; however, in practice,
administrative procedures are frequently complex and
slow, generating uncertainty among students and acade-
mic institutions. This situation is a recognized element that
discourages mobility and limits the true scope of educa-
tional integration, reducing in practice what appears on
paper to be a space for the free flow of knowledge and
people (de Wit & Altbach, 2021).

Joint accreditation of academic programs (that is, the re-
cognition by quality assurance agencies of both countries
of programs offered jointly (Carvalho et al., 2023)) repre-
sents a boundary that has not yet been systematically
crossed in the Azerbaijani-Russian bilateral context. This
approach, which has achieved considerable development
in the European Higher Education Area, would overcome
the limitations of retrospective degree recognition, gene-
rating from the very design of the programs a guarantee
of equivalence and quality recognized by both systems.
Its implementation would, however, require a level of coor-
dination between national accreditation agencies that is
currently lacking, as well as a sustained political will from
both parties to invest in the development of common qua-
lity assurance mechanisms.
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On the other hand, the digital transformation of higher
education, dramatically accelerated by the COVID-19
pandemic, has opened new possibilities for educational
integration between Azerbaijan and Russia that warrant
specific consideration. Distance education and virtual
learning environments eliminate or significantly reduce
some of the logistical barriers that have historically limited
academic cooperation, such as geographical distance,
travel costs, the complexity of visa processes, and ac-
commodation restrictions. At the same time, they create
new opportunities for designing joint academic programs
in which students and faculty from both countries can
participate synchronously or asynchronously without the
need for physical travel (Nazyrova et al., 2025). However,
it is important to recognized that the potential of digitaliza-
tion for educational integration is not limited to teaching.
In the field of scientific research, digital platforms can fa-
cilitate collaboration between research groups from both
countries, the organization of online seminars and confe-
rences, and access to information. These possibilities are
especially relevant in the context of the gap in access to
academic resources that separates smaller or less well-
funded institutions from large universities with the capaci-
ty to subscribe to high-cost international platforms.

Yet, it would be naive to assume that digitalization
alone solves the challenges of educational integra-
tion or that its effects are necessarily equalizing. The
technological infrastructures available in different re-
gions of both countries are heterogeneous, and the
digital skills of teachers and students vary considera-
bly depending on the institutional context (Matsieli &
Mutula, 2024). Furthermore, online education does
not entirely replace the socialization and networking
functions of in-person learning. The added value of
physical mobility, both for individuals and for integra-
tion between systems, cannot be fully captured by
screen-mediated interactions. Therefore, the most
promising strategy is complementarity between in-
person and online modalities, leveraging the specific
strengths of each according to the concrete objecti-

ves of each cooperation program.

Conclusions

The integration of higher education institutions in
Azerbaijan and Russia is a multidimensional process
that cannot be reduced to its diplomatic or regula-
tory components, however relevant these may be.
It is a complex social phenomenon, driven by actors
with heterogeneous interests and conditioned by
historical legacies, evolving identities, and pressures
from a rapidly changing international environment.
The analysis developed in this article has sought to
capture this complexity by adopting a perspective
that integrates theoretical tools from different disci-
plines and levels of analysis.

The main findings of this work can be summarized in
three propositions. The first is that the Soviet struc-
tural legacy continues to be a primary explanatory
factor for understanding the current architecture
of bilateral educational cooperation, but that its in-
fluence is not static; rather, it has been reinterpre-
ted, negotiated, and transformed by actors on both
sides over three decades of independent trajecto-
ries. The second proposition is that educational in-
tegration between Azerbaijan and Russia operates
simultaneously as an instrument of foreign policy,
as a space for identity construction, and as a me-
chanism for human capital development, and that
understanding its dynamics requires keeping this
multiplicity of functions in mind. The third proposi-
tion is that, despite the normative and institutional
advances achieved, structural asymmetries persist
that limit the full reciprocity of the exchange, and
that overcoming them requires reforms in specific
areas such as the recognition of degrees, joint ac-

creditation, and shared funding of research.

From the perspective of the implications for public poli-
cy, we emphasize that decision-makers in both coun-
tries should consider higher education integration as a
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long-term strategic investment whose return cannot be
measured solely in terms of mobility flows or signed agre-
ements, but also in the joint innovation capacities it ge-
nerates. Furthermore, deepening this integration on more
equitable and reciprocal foundations can significantly
contribute to the stability and prosperity of the region, as
well as to the capacity of both countries to address the glo-
bal challenges of the 215 century. We believe that future
research should delve deeper into the perspectives of the
students and academics participating in bilateral exchan-
ge programs, whose testimonies and lived experiences
are essential for contrasting and enriching the macro-ins-
titutional analyses that have predominated in the existing
literature. Similarly, comparative analysis with other cases
of educational integration in the post-Soviet space (such
as those developed between Russia and Kazakhstan, for
example) could provide valuable contextual elements to
identify what is specific to the Azerbaijani case and what
reflects broader regional dynamics.
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