
THE TÜRKİYE-ARMENIA NORMALIZATION PROCESS AND THE ARMENIAN 
PATRIARCHATE OF ISTANBUL

AVİM

This is the English translation of a Turkish language article that was originally published 
by AVİM on 23 October 2025.

 

Following a process marked by controversy within Türkiyes Armenian community, Sahak II 
Mashalyan was elected as the new Armenian Patriarch of Istanbul (Patriarch of the 
Armenians of Türkiye) in 2019. Throughout his religious career, Mashalyan has 
demonstrated a balanced personality and maintained a positive profile, and after his 
election as patriarch, he made statements indicating that he would continue his 
constructive approach.[1] Mashalyan argued that the Turkish Armenian community is in 
need of a restructuring and stated that he would work towards this goal.

The Istanbul Armenian Patriarchate, a Turkish public institution operating within the 
framework established by the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, the founding document of the 
Republic of Türkiye, has its origins in the early years of the Ottoman State. During the 
Ottoman period, the Patriarchate was authorized to represent the Armenians who were 
Ottoman subjects within the millet system. In the Republican era, the Patriarchates role 
has been limited to meeting the religious needs of the citizens of Orthodox Armenian 
origin and providing leadership in spiritual matters. As a Turkish public institution, the 
Istanbul Armenian Patriarchate is expected to act in a manner that safeguards the 
interests of the Turkish state and society. However, some of Patriarch Sahak II's recent 
actions have begun to raise questions within the context of the Türkiye-Armenia 
normalization process.

One example of these actions is the Patriarch's regular participation in high-level religious 
meetings called the "Supreme Spiritual Council," organized by the Armenian Catholicosate 
of Etchmiadzin in Armenia.[2] The Armenian Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin and the 
Armenian Patriarchate of İstanbul are two of the four administrative centers of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church. These centers have administrative independence, meaning 
that these centers lack the authority to interfere in the affairs of their counterparts. 
Although the Catholicosate of Etchmiadzin holds seniority, the Patriarchate of İstanbul, 
thanks to the power of the Ottoman State, held a dominant position in the religious world 
of the Armenians for centuries. Within the framework of church solidarity and respect for 
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the church's hierarchical seniority, it would be considered normal for Patriarch Sahak II to 
participate in the Etchmiadzin meetings. However, the equation changes when 
considering the following factors: the historically prestigious position of the Patriarchate of 
İstanbul and the known anti-Turkish and anti-Türkiye stance of Catholicos Karekin II of 
Etchmiadzin, his opposition to the normalization of Türkiye-Armenia relations, and his 
becoming one of the dominant opposition elements in Armenia against the Nikol 
Pashinyan government that is trying to conduct the normalization process with Türkiye. 
Considering these factors, it would be expected that Patriarch Sahak II -taking Türkiye's 
interests into account- would maintain a distance in his relations with Etchmiadzin.

Another behavior of Patriarch Sahak II that raises questions is his support for Karekin II in 
the Pashinyan-Karekin II struggle. In Armenia, Pashinyan represents the reformist wing 
that wants to establish cooperation and peace with Türkiye and Azerbaijan, while Karekin 
II represents the revanchist wing that wants to support separatism in Karabakh 
indefinitely and use the genocide narrative as a foreign policy tool. With his opposition, 
Karekin II has gone far beyond being just a religious official, almost turning the Apostolic 
Church, which he leads as the Catholicos, into the main opposition party in Armenia. 
Although the tone of the criticisms directed at him by Pashinyan is excessive and 
inappropriate, many people share the content of Pashinyans criticisms.[3] It has long been 
argued that Karekin II acts more like a politician than a religious leader, that he has been 
involved in various irregularities both inside and outside the church, and that he has a 
habit of mistreating the church staff. Through his statements, Sahak II has indicated that 
he, along with the other three leaders of the Armenian Apostolic Church, have taken a 
united stance against the Pashinyan government.[4] Of course, Sahak II's primary reason 
for doing this has not been to support Karekin II's views, but rather because he believes 
that the Armenian Apostolic Church has been attacked as a whole through Karekin II and 
that he has found this to be unacceptable. However, by doing so, he has ignored Karekin 
II's hostile approach towards Türkiye and his problematic personality, creating the risk of 
his name being associated with Karekin II.

Furthermore, when Pashinyan visited Türkiye in June 2025 and met with representatives 
of the Turkish Armenian community, he did not send any religious official to accompany 
Pashinyan (Sahak II was abroad at the time) and kept the Patriarchate building closed. In 
a subsequent statement, Sahak II indicated that the Pashinyan government did not 
adhere to protocol and failed to make the necessary arrangements in advance, and also 
indicated that he silently protested Pashinyan's anti-church stance by not sending any 
religious official to accompany Pashinyan.[5] Sahak II may have thought he was politely 
criticizing Pashinyan, however, with this behavior, he created an unpleasant situation for 
the Turkish state (of which he is a member) during a highly symbolic visit by the prime 
minister of a foreign state.

In light of all this, Sahak II recently made statements regarding the Türkiye-Armenia 
normalization process to the members of the Armenian press who were visiting Türkiye. 
By doing so, he assumed the role of spokesperson for the Turkish-Armenian community 
and expressed the community's full support for this process.[6] It is clear that Sahak II 
made these statements with good intentions, but he appears to have paid scant attention 
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to whom he addressed them. It should be kept in mind that members of the Armenian 
press are representatives of a people who have been subjected to the genocide narrative 
propaganda for over a century, decades of Soviet propaganda against the Western camp 
member Türkiye during the Cold War, and the propaganda of former Armenian 
governments that supported Karabakh separatism. Some aspects of Sahak II's well-
intentioned statements carry the risk of being misperceived, distorted, and 
misrepresented to the Armenian public by journalists who have been conditioned to 
approach Türkiye negatively. It would have been more appropriate for an experienced 
public official like Sahak II to avoid interviewing journalists from Armenia on sensitive 
topics that could have foreign policy implications.

In conclusion, the Armenian Patriarch of Istanbul Sahak II Mashalyan seems to be losing 
the poise he displayed when he first assumed office. We hope that he will act more 
cautiously in the future, in awareness of his significant position, and it is our desire that 
the Türkiye-Armenia normalization process, currently underway with caution but 
determination, will conclude positively for both sides.

 

*Picture: Prime Minister of Armenia Nikol Pashinyan during his visit to the Kumkapı 
Patriarchate Church of Mother Mary (left), the Armenian Patriarch of İstanbul Sahak II 
Mashalyan (right)
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