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A NEW TENSION EMERGING IN THE SOUTH CAUCASUS CONCERNING THE
ISSUE OF RELIGIOUS REPRESENTATION

ilaha KHANTAMIROVA

This is the English translation of a Turkish language article that was originally published
by AVIM on 3 June 2025.

The Caucasus Muslims Office, which is responsible for overseeing Azerbaijans religious
affairs, has recently decided to reconstitute the Erivan Gaziligi, the representative
office/council of elders that historically oversaw the area that is now a part of Yerevan.
However, this decision has sparked new disputes between Armenia and Azerbaijan. On 22
May 2025, the Caucasus Muslims Office publicly announced its decision to restore
activities of the Erivan Gaziligi and published the bylaws of this representative office. In
his speech, the Chairman of the Caucasus Muslims Office, Allahshukur Pashazade, stated
that, just as there are similar religious centers in cities like Tbilisi, Batumi, and Derbent,
the presence of such a center in Western Azerbaijan is a historical necessity [TTT] that
reflects respect for the past and faith in the future[l]. It should be noted that Western
Azerbaijan is a contentious term in Azerbaijan-Armenia relations, and is used by
Azerbaijan to signify that Azerbaijanis were systematically expelled by Armenians from
their historical lands that are now a part of modern-day Armenia.

Before proceeding with our discussion, it is useful to briefly introduce the Caucasus
Muslims Office. This institution was established in the 19th century by the Tsarist Russian
administration. A Sheikh ul-Islam position was created to represent Shia Muslims, while a
mufti office was established for Sunni Muslims. During the early years of the Soviet Union,
all religious institutions were shut down as part of the state's atheist policies. However,
during World War II, the Soviet government reconsidered its religious policies and
reestablished the Caucasus Muslims Office in 1943. After Azerbaijan gained its
independence, the office continued its activities, overseeing mosques, religious
communities, and religious educational institutions that fall under its jurisdiction. The
office is represented in different regions through councils of elders (gaziler surasi), which
manage religious affairs at the local level and are led by religiously trained
representatives/elders[2].

Turning to the current development, the Chairman of the Caucasus Muslims Office
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Pashazadeh stated that Armenians destroyed in the past approximately 300 mosques and
over 500 cemeteries in Western Azerbaijan, which constituted a clear violation of human
rights and international law. In his speech, he emphasized that the establishment of the
Erivan (Yerevan) Council of Elders will serve the purpose of enabling Azerbaijanis, who
were forcibly displaced from Armenia, to return to their historical lands. He also stressed
that the Blue Mosque (Géy Mescid), the only mosque that not destroyed by Armenians,
should be reopened for use, and that Azerbaijanis must be allowed to freely access and
use the mosque and other historical monuments in Western Azerbaijan[3].

Pashazadehs statements quickly spread through the Armenian press, which implored the
Armenian Apostolic Church to issue a response. The Armenian Apostolic Church
characterized Pasazades accusations [IIITIIT] that Armenian religious centers are being
used to promote the pathological Armenian dream of a Greater Armenia through false
allegations and to appropriate the cultural and spiritual heritage of peoples by deceit [IT]
a series of irrational claims[4]. The Church argued that these remarks targeted the

Armenian people and the Armenian Church with hatred and hostility, and amounted to
spreading the falsehoods of Azerbaijani propagandal[5].

The Armenian Apostolic Church strongly reacted to Pasazades claim that Etchmiadzin is
located on historical Azerbaijani lands, arguing that the ethnonym Azerbaijani emerged as
a result of Soviet nation-building policies in the late 1930s and that it is absurd for a
member of such a people to question the historical existence of the Armenian people, who
have thousands of years of creative life and a universally recognized spiritual and cultural
heritage[6]. However, the Church must surely know that Azerbaijani identity is not
confined to the 20th century, but is based on much older historical and cultural
foundations.

The Armenian Apostolic Church was not satisfied with this statement alone; and in an
unsurprising move, sought to rally the Christian world behind it by declaring that
Armenians are being victimized in the Karabakh issue and being subjected to Muslim
oppression. Specifically, on May 27 [II] in Bern, Switzerland, in cooperation with the World
Council of Churches and the Swiss Protestant Church, the Armenian Heritage Conference
was organized that addressed the protection of Armenian religious and cultural heritage,
the human rights of its people, and the future security of the Armenian nation[Z].

Pastor Rita Famos, President of the Swiss Protestant Church, who emphasized
Switzerlands reputation based on its tradition of neutrality and its aid mission,
interestingly only mentioned the sufferings of the Armenian and Kurdish peoples during
the meeting. Catholicos Karekin Il, spiritual leader of the Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin,
claimed that a cultural genocide similar to those that happed in Iran, Syria, and
Afghanistan was taking place in Karabakh. It is baffling that those who advocated for
Armenian rights in Switzerland ignored the Azerbaijani architectural monuments,
cemeteries, houses, mosques, and other cultural heritage elements that have been
destroyed over decades in Karabakh.

In conclusion, at a time when efforts to ensure stability and prosperity in the region are
intensifying, the re-establishment of the Erivan Council of Elders by the Caucasus Muslim




Board, the appointment of an elder to this post, and the demand for Azerbaijanis to have
the right to visit historical sites in Erivan (modern day Yerevan) can be seen as a
reflection of the Azerbaijani people's desire to reclaim and preserve their historical
heritage [IIIIIII] the war having ended and the Karabakh territories having been
regained by Azerbaijan. This situation also signifies the expression, through the leader of
a religious institution, of the dreams of a people who were forcibly displaced from Western
Azerbaijan in the 1980s to return to and revisit the lands where they were born.

On the other hand, the Karabakh region is one of the most sensitive issues for the
Azerbaijani people. In this context, the decision to open an Azerbaijani religious
representation in Erivan and a religious leaders emphasis on past Armenian attempts to
destroy Azerbaijans historical heritage can also be interpreted as a response [IT] even a
form of retaliation [IITIITT] what Armenia has done over the years. Following the victory
in Karabakh, Azerbaijans consolidation of sovereignty in the region, despite the Armenian
sides continued expansionist and irredentist tendencies, may have provided the basis and
confidence for making such statements.

*Picture: an 1893 painting by the French artist Frans Rubo, depicting the Russian
occupation of the Azerbaijani Turkish Revan Khanate (known today as Yerevan).
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