
With the end of mourning period that was declared following the passing away of Mesrob 
II Mutafyan on 8 March 2019, Turkish Armenians have begun the process of electing their 
new patriarch. In this framework, the Degabah (trustee/locum tenens, traditionally known 
as patrik kaymakamı in Turkish) election was held on 4 July to identify the administrator of 
the election process of the new patriarch and as a result Bishop Sahak Mashalyan was 
elected to fulfill this duty.[1] Archbishop Aram Ateshiyan, who had assumed the office of 
General Vicar (Acting Patriarch) throughout the illness of the late Patriarch Mesrob II 
Mutafyan, left his office and became the Head of the Clerical Council of the Armenian 
Patriarchate of Istanbul. Following consultations held with state authorities, 11 December 
2019 was set as the day for the patriarch election. The most recent official development 
has been the Patriarch Election Guideline that was sent by the Ministry of the Interior to 
the Patriarchate on 23 September.[2]

In the time that passed up until the passing away of Mesrob II, various disputes emerged 
within Turkish Armenians regarding the administration of the Armenian Patriarchate of 
Istanbul and the patriarch election and there were some foreign attempts to intervene in 
these issues.[3] Similarly to that period, the period following to release of the Guideline 
too has been witnessing various disputes on the same subject. What lays at the center of 
these disputes is the criterium of being a member of the bishops particular to the 
Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul, which is stipulated in Article 25.C of the Guideline. It is 
stressed that this expression had not been written in any of the previous guidelines on 
patriarch elections in the era of the Republic of Turkey. The meaning and the possible 
impact of this expression on  patriarch candidates is the subject of an ongoing debate. 
According to the dominant view, however, this expression envisages that a candidate 
must be cleric of the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul and must be actively serving in 
Turkey. In the context of these criteria, there are two people who can be candidates in the 
patriarch election to be held on 11 December: Archbishop Aram Ateshian and Bishop 
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Sahak Mashalyan.[4]

People who are against the current version of the guideline claim that the mentioned 
article prevents about ten natural candidates from participating in the election and thus 
highly limits the list of candidates. In addition, it is claimed that this guideline will set a 
problematic precedent for the future due the following reasons: the Armenian Patriarchate 
of Istanbul has no monastery that trains new generation of clerics, clerics wishing to 
obtain the title of bishop are thus forced to apply the Armenian Catholicosate of 
Etchmiadzin in Armenia, and clerics who had served as the Armenian Patriarch of Istanbul 
in the past had previously been serving abroad. In this framework, concerns are being 
raised that the Turkish Armenians will face difficulties in identifying new patriarch 
candidates in the oncoming years. In the light of all abovementioned issues, people who 
criticize the Guideline dwell on the following possibilities: 1) Having a correction made on 
the Guideline through an objection filed to the Ministry of Interior, 2) Filing a lawsuit about 
the Guideline (meaning, suing the Ministry of Interior), and 3) Rendering individuals, who 
are not eligible to become candidates within the framework of the current guideline, 
suitable according to Article 25.C by resorting to certain administrative craftiness through 
the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul.

Meanwhile, there have been provocative remarks from people whose names had 
previously been mentioned as patriarch candidates. One of them is Archbishop Karekin 
Bekchian. During his tenure as the spiritual leader of the Armenians in Germany, Bekchian 
was chosen in a fait accompli manner as the Degabah on March 2017 in an election held 
at the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul. In the period following this election, with a 
Diaspora-based aggressive mindset, he tried to initiate a power struggle against the 
Turkish state and announced himself as a patriarch candidate for that term. Even though 
it is not possible for him to be a candidate according to the Article 25.C of the 2019 
Election Guideline, Bekchian stated that he is, in fact, eligible to be a candidate but that 
he has withdrawn his candidacy in the name of solidarity with other natural patriarch 
candidates whose rights he claims have been violated. Bekchian also urged the other 
remaining candidates to withdraw their candidacy.

The spiritual leader of the Gugark region of the Armenia Sebuh Chouljian, who was 
considered as a patriarch candidate in the past, also made the following announcement: 
They are preventing the participation of clerics working abroad in order to prevent me. So, 
I withdraw my candidacy in order to defend the rights of my spiritual brethren.[5]
However, the unfounded nature of Chouljians statement can be understood from one of 
our previous evaluations regarding him:

The candidate that is most unlikely to be elected is Archbishop Chouljian, as he is 
not known in Turkey like the other candidates. Moreover, due to the long-standing 
tension in Turkey-Armenia relations, it is not likely for many voters to want to bring 
Chouljian to the top of a deeply-rooted institution of Turkey such as the Armenian 
Patriarchate of Istanbul.[6]

The Enterprising Committee, which is tasked with administrating the patriarch election 
process together with Degebah Bishop Mashalyan, held a consultation meeting with the 
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officials of the foundations of Turkish Armenians and clerics of the Patriarchate regarding 
the 2019 Election Guideline on 3 October. As a result, despite all the counter 
proclamations and unfounded claims, the Enterprising Committee approved the validity of 
the Guideline and decided not to apply to the official authorities in this regard. As 
expected, this decision was harshly criticized by some circles, such as AGOS, which have 
the anti-Turkey mindset of diaspora Armenians. However, the decision, from what can be 
gathered from the reporting of the press, is final and the patriarch election will take place 
with two candidates. In this context, Archbishop Ateshian and Bishop Mashalyan have 
launched their election campaigns.

Even though the Degebah Bishop Mashalyan considers some parts of the election 
guideline as faulty, he made some statements and reminders via his personal Facebook 
account in response to criticisms regarding the holding elections with the present 
guideline.[7] These statements and reminders are important in understanding the current 
situation:

[ ☀崀 The discussion [about the Guideline] was about should an objection be made or 
not, and which ones outcome would be more beneficial?. There can be no 
discussion with only one thesis. There must be at least two opinions. [  ☀崀  The 
second opinion forecasts that if we object, then the election process may be 
unpredictably prolonged. In such a case, we may not be able to hold elections for 
years to come. Neither our community nor the system has any more tolerance left 
for the absence of the patriarch. We should proceed to the election with the three 
candidates foreseen by the Guideline [Mashalyan interestingly included Karekin 
Bekchian as well] and look ahead as a community, start to resolve our 
accumulating and growing problems without further delay. In the republican period  
[of Turkey], elections were held with no more than two candidates, and there were 
even instances with one candidate. The guidelines are issued just for once and in 
accordance with the needs of time. As it was the case in the past, conveniences will 
be provided for future guidelines.

[  ☀崀  The official authorities had very positive and constructive dialogue with the 
Enterprising Committee, especially with the head of the Committee, throughout the 
process of preparing the Guideline. [ ☀崀 It was insistently stated that the condition 
of 'being a member of the bishops particular to the Armenian Patriarchate of 
Istanbul', which was among the conditions of becoming patriarch according to 1863 
Regulation, would cause problems for our clerics and people and they would 
certainly object to it. Therefore, we reiterated that this condition should be revised 
in accordance with the spirit of the previous guidelines. The final response of the 
official authorities was that this rule was purposefully included, that it was the will 
of the highest authorities in the state, and it was non-negotiable. Following the 
issuing of the guideline, it was asked what their reaction would be in case of an 
objection towards this document. Beyond being negative, the response was quite 
harsh. It was clearly stated that it was not possible for there to be any other 
Guideline.

[ ☀崀 Objection [to the Guideline] was not that easy. It would have had to be done in 

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 3



written form. The election process would have been stalled with the objection 
petition and the process would have been suspended until the response. If no 
response would have been issued to our objection in the proceeding 60 days, 
another 60 days would have had to be waited, and after that, if there was still no 
response, then a judicial process would have been initiated. In other words, a 
lawsuit would have been filed and the Ministry of Interior would thus have been 
sued. We had an experience over this kind of a lawsuit. It would have been 
resolved in at least eight years!

[  ☀崀  The truth is, if it was possible to participate in the election through the 
condition of 'being Turkish from ones father [being the child of a Turkish-citizen 
man]', only one Bishop outside from our Patriarchate would have participated. This 
is the practical truth of the matter. However, some voices from amongst us who 
have been captivated by the charm of theory want claims of exaggerated 
candidate rights to be paid by us by remaining without a Patriarch for several more 
years. Nine of the potential candidates are not even considering become patriarch 
candidates. They never have. They did not engage in any of the previous elections 
either. If they had such intentions, they would have occasionally been here 
somehow. Let us be honest, they, in fact, do not have any obligation to serve us 
anyway. Most of them are not appropriate for candidacy due to their age and are 
retired. […]

[  ☀崀  Whether intentionally or not, Srpazans [religious officials] Karekin [Bekchian] 
and Sebouh [Chouljian] present us the deadlock [concerning the patriarch election] 
as the solution. We cannot take the risk of a period of chaos and waiting which will 
last for years and which will have an indeterminate end.

We cannot give up on our tangible right of electing a Patriarch on 11 December in 
the name of an open-ended intangible 'right to legal remedies.' [  ☀崀  We will hold 
this election with the common sense of people who assume responsibility. The ill 
fate of us Istanbul Armenians has always been not to be understood by the other 
Armenians of the world. From afar, they have always been advising us on how to be 
Armenian. [ ☀崀 When they do not reach their desired outcome, they lecture us and 
harangue us on honor, cowardice, and bravery. Now they are trying to teach us a 
lesson on how to be clerics. We do not expect them to understand us. We should 
understand each other, that will suffice.

As can be understood, there will be two candidates in the Armenian Patriarch Election on 
11 December 2019. This election process, as it has been the case in the past, will be 
concluded through the consultations between the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul 
officials and state officials. Furthermore, as can be understood from the remarks of 
Degebah Bishop Mashalian, the Article 25.C of the Guideline that has caused disputes was 
intentionally included in accordance with the concerns of the State. When the incidents 
and disputes throughout the illness of the late Patriarch Mesrob II are examined, by taking 
precautions and including Article 25.C,  official authorities have sought to prevent 
individuals who may have engaged in an exhaustive quarrel with the State to become 
patriarch candidates. In this regard, it will be appropriate to mention a previous analysis 
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of ours:

It should not be forgotten that the Armenian Patriarchs of Istanbul, who are one of 
the four highest ranking officials of the Armenian Apostolic Church, have never 
been solely spiritual leaders; they have been among the prominent opinion leaders 
of the Armenian community. In this framework, through their opinion leadership, 
the Armenian Patriarchs of Istanbul have also gained political power beyond their 
religious authority (this fact is also acknowledged by Armenian writers). In this 
regard, the person to be elected as the Armenian Patriarch of Istanbul should, on 
the hand, be able to serve the religious needs of the Armenian community and 
provide spiritual leadership. On the other hand, the Patriarch should be a prudent 
person with a constructive approach who can carry out his duties in unison with 
government officials.[8]

Moreover, it should be noted that the inclusion of the Article 25.C into the 2019 Election 
Guideline does not constitute an obligation with regards to including similar articles in the 
future guidelines. Throughout the history of Republic of Turkey, election guidelines were 
released only for the election at hand and for once only in accordance with the then-
current concerns and needs of Turkey.

Lastly, when the process of the Istanbul Armenian Patriarch election and related disputes 
are considered, it is understood that there are two works that may be beneficial to carry 
out following the election of patriarch on this December:

1) As every temporary guideline that was released during the election periods has caused 
disputes within the Turkish Armenian community, the officials of the Armenian 
Patriarchate of Istanbul and Armenian foundations together with the opinion leaders and 
official authorities should meet and form a permanent Patriarch Election Regulation that 
satisfies as much as possible all the related parties.[9]  Since the Armenian Patriarchate of 
Istanbul has no legal personality, the characteristic of a regulation that will establish such 
a personality should be investigated within the scope of administrative law.

2) The establishment of a monastery in Turkey to meet the need of training religious 
officials for the Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul and to strengthen the Patriarchate 
against foreign intervention. In this way, for instance, Turkish Armenian religious officials 
who want to be granted the title of bishop would not have to go to Armenia and the list of 
patriarch candidates can more easily be formed from the religious officials who have been 
trained and serve in Turkey.

 

* Photograph: A souvenir photograph taken with Armenian Patriarchate of Istanbul 
officials by Turkish Minister of Interior Süleyman Soylu during his visit to the Patriarchate 
on 13 May. 

** This is the translation by Selim Seçkin of a Turkish-language article that was originally 
published by AVİM on 30 October 2019.
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interplay between religion and politics.
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