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Armenia Heads Toward 2026 Elections Amid Deepening Church-State
Division

Armenians pride themselves on adopting Christianity as their national religion as
early as 301 AD. It has become an almost unassailable feature of their identity as a
people despite a history stretching back much further. It has been religion that stands
as a unifying factor for many. Few therefore expected that over 1,700 years later it
would usher in such a period of domestic instability and division. Since the rise of
Nikol Pashinyan, the current prime minister, in 2018, that is precisely what has
happened as the country prepares for a possible Armenia-Azerbaijan peace and
crucial parliamentary elections next year.

At stake is not only the country's identity but also relations with its large diaspora or
at least those political groups that claim to represent it. In reality, active community
groups vary in the same city let alone from country to country. Many ethnic
Armenians have also instead assimilated into the wider societies around them.? It
should come as no surprise, therefore, that even in Armenia there are different
approaches to religious identity. Aside from Catholic Armenians, there are
evangelicals too, though the Armenian Apostolic Church is recognized
constitutionally as pursuing an “exclusive mission” in the “spiritual life of the
Armenian people.”

The current conflict between the church and the government is not religious,
however. It is political even if Pashinyan has gone head to head with the church’s
head, the Catholicos of All Armenians, Karekin Il, often invoking theological and
ecumenical arguments while doing so. Unofficially, behind the sides are international
actors such as the European Union, Russian Federation, and Christian Right in the
United States. Like Ukraine and Moldova, this is a geopolitical battle with the future
of the government and opposition in the country at stake.

In short, Armenia is posed to enter 2026 with an escalating conflict between church
and state at the center of an unpredictable political crisis before the first regular, as
opposed to extraordinary, elections to be held since 2017. As part this dispute are
many controversial issues that include Armenia’s relations with Russia, its diaspora

1 Armenian Diasporas and Armenia, AGBU, https://agbu.org/remembering-past-redefining-
future/armenian-diasporas-armenia
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lobbying groups, and efforts to normalize relations with Ankara and Baku. What
began as a clash of personalities has now become an almost existential battle
between a government hoping to relegate the recent past to history and those
opponents eager to perpetuate it instead.

The outcome will determine the future of the country and the very nature of
Armenian identity. Following its defeat by Azerbaijan in the 2020 44-day-war, can the
country pursue a new more positive path for the future or will it be pulled back into
a well-documented turbulent past?

Background

On 27 October 1999, Karekin Il, real name Ktrij Nersessyan, was elected Catholicos
of All Armenians in a vote held among representatives of the many dioceses that
make up the Armenian Apostolic Church worldwide. Before the day was over,
however, another event grabbed the national and international headlines instead.
That afternoon, five gunmen gained access to the Armenian National Assembly and
murdered eight people, including recently elected Prime Minister Vazgen Sargsyan
and National Assembly Speaker Karen Demirchyan.

The targets were not random. This was an assassination.

Sargsyan had previously been Defence Minister and was widely considered
responsible for the formation of an organised post-independence army. Demirchyan
had been the Soviet-era First Secretary of the Communist Party in Armenia from 1974
until 1988. Despite their different backgrounds, the two men had swept to power in
the May 1999 parliamentary elections in their Unity Bloc. Their demise left a political
vacuum in the country already attempting to reshape itself following the resignation
of the country’s first president, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, 20 months earlier.

It was then that Ter-Petrosyan's departure was forced by a palace coup led by Vazgen
Sargsyan and two other senior officials opposed to a possible compromise peace plan
with Baku. Robert Kocharyan had been brought to Armenia in 1997 to serve as prime
minister. Previously, he had been the former de facto leader of Nagorno Karabakh,
the then separatist entity in Azerbaijan. Serzh Sargsyan was Interior Minister. Both
were natives of Karabakh. When Vazgen Sargsyan and Demirchyan formed a
government in 1999, Kocharyan, who had already taken the presidency after Ter-
Petrosyan’s resignation, felt threatened.



Although many theories continue to circulate as to why Sargsyan and Demirchyan
were assassinated, it was only afterwards that Kocharyan, a newcomer to domestic
politics in Armenia rather than Karabakh, consolidated power. The election of Karekin
I, also Kocharyan’s preferred candidate for the position, aided this too.2 Indeed,
there were even those in the church, reportedly including Jerusalem Patriarch
Torkom Manoogian, that alleged his succession was achieved through vote
manipulation involving delegates from Russia and Armenia.?

Such concerns were lost at the time because of the political crisis following the
assassinations later the same day. What followed is well known. Karekin Il became
synonymous with Kocharyan and Sargsyan who were to rule Armenia in succession
as the Karabakh Clan until the latter was ousted in April 2018 by a young journalist
turned politician, Nikol Pashinyan. Since then, with the exception of some oligarchs
that switched sides, Karekin Il can be considered one of the last vestiges of that
period remaining today in post-revolutionary Armenia.

From Coexistence to Confrontation

When Pashinyan overthrew Sargsyan in 2018, a parallel movement,“ New Armenia,
New Patriarch,” initially sought to remove Karekin Il. 4 Pashinyan and his
revolutionary government did not appear to involve themselves and the two poles,
political and religious, co-existed for a while at least. That changed when Karekin 1l
lobbied for Kocharyan’s release from prison> in 2020, ostensibly for his role in the
post-presidential election 1 March 2008 state of emergency that left 10 people dead
following protests at times partially led by Pashinyan.

Among three wealthy Russian-Armenian billionaires paying the combined $4.1
million bail® with one other non-Armenian for Kocharyan’s release was Samvel

Karapetyan who is now himself in pre-trial detention after supporting the Catholicos
this summer. He has been controversially charged with calling for the violent

2 Of Reactionaries, Clerics and Protests, EVN Report, 19 June 2024, https://evnreport.com/opinion/of-
reactionaries-clerics-and-protests/
3 Karekin Il Stands Accused, Keghart, 8 August 2013, https://keghart.org/editorial-karekin-ii-accused/
4 Armenia’s Uprising spreads to its church, Eurasianet, 20 July 2018, https://eurasianet.org/armenias-
uprising-spreads-to-its-church
> Armenian Church Head Calls For Kocharian's Release, 15 April 2020,
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30556238.html
® Kocharian Freed For Now, Azatutyun, 22 June 2020, https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30684766.html|
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overthrow of the government although this now appears to have been reduced to
financial malfeasance.” Many question the veracity of the evidence against him.

Even so, Karapetyan has often been named along with other Russian-Armenian
businessmen such as Ruben Vardanyan, the former de facto state minister of the
now-defunct Nagorno Karabakh, as likely agents through which Russia could replace
or at least control the previous Sargsyan government.® It is no wonder that
Pashinyan fears the involvement of Karapetyan in domestic politics alongside the
Catholicos and has blamed the church for the “lack [...] spiritual life in Armenia.”?

Following Armenia’s defeat in the 44-day war with Azerbaijan in November 2020, the
Catholicos demanded Pashinyan’s resignation, an unprecedented development?®
that was to be repeated over the coming years.'* By 2022, it was not uncommon to
see high-ranking clergy present at opposition rallies. Pashinyan threatened to revoke
the church’s tax exempt status for the import of paraffin to produce and sell candles,
claiming that it was now acting outside of the constitution.'? The Catholicos and
other clergy have long been accused of corruption and fraud.*?

“A process is being generated to carry out a coup in Armenia in an undemocratic way.
[...] The church is fully engaged in this,” a government parliamentary deputy opined.**

7 New economic charges brought against Samvel Karapetyan, arrested in Armenia, ARKA, 13 October
2025, https://arka.am/en/news/politics/new-economic-charges-brought-against-samvel-karapetyan-
arrested-in-armenia/

8 “samvel Karapetyan, Ruben Vartanyan, and Ara Abrahamian can beget political movements,” 4
November 2015, https://en.aravot.am/2015/11/04/172802/

2 Armenian leader lashes out at church, Eurasianet, 23 April 2020, https://eurasianet.org/armenian-
leader-lashes-out-at-church

10" Armenian Church Also Urges Pashinian’s Resignation, 8 December, 2020,
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/30990171.html

11 catholicos of All Armenians Calls on Pashinyan to Resign; Pashinyan Compares Himself to God,
Caucasus Watch, 22 April, 2023, https://caucasuswatch.de/en/news/catholicos-of-all-armenians-calls-on-
pashinyan-to-resign-pashinyan-compares-himself-to-god.html|

12 Nikol Pashinyan. If the church wants to develop political activity, it will be more honest if it creates a
party, Panorama, 20 May, 2023,
https://www.panorama.am/ru/news/2023/05/20/%D0%9D%D0%B8%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BB-
%D0%9F%D0%B0%D1%88%D0%B8%D0%BD%D1%8F%D0%BD/2839210

13 secret Accounts: Which Armenians Held Money in HSBC'’s Private Swiss Bank?, Hetq, 14 February, 2016
https://hetg.am/en/article/65717

14 n"An attempt is being made to carry out an illegal coup,” Azatutyun, 10 May, 2024,
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/32941075.html
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A senior member of Pashinyan’s Civil Contract party has gone further, accusing
Moscow of encouraging the use of violence.?>

This is no small matter given that Karekin’s brother, Yezras, was appointed as head
the Russian Diocese and has links with pro-Russian militia such as the Arbat Battalion
which was implicated in an alleged coup attempt on the Pashinyan government last
year.’®* These connections have only reinforced the perception that the church is
more of a political actor than a spiritual institution and one that maintains sometimes
hostile allegiances outside of Armenia.

In late 2022, Russian President Vladimir Putin awarded Karekin Il a medal of honour
for developing cultural relations between the two countries.’

On 9 May 2024, around 30,000 people gathered in Yerevan’s Republic Square to
protest the return of four villages de jure part of Azerbaijan but then de facto under
the control of Armenia since the early 1990s.%® It was the largest anti-government
protest in Armenia since Pashinyan came to power in 2018. This time, however, the
demonstration was led not by the opposition but by Archbishop Bagrat Galstanyan,
a prominent cleric. Other senior clergy joined with the blessing of the Catholicos.

Galstanyan, who had for several weeks led small acts of civil disobedience in villages
close to the Armenia—Azerbaijan border where demarcation was taking place, issued
a one-hour ultimatum for Pashinyan to resign. When that passed without result, the
cleric met with the two opposition parliamentary factions led by former presidents
Kocharyan and Sargsyan for consultations. Though the crowd was smaller two days
later and eventually fizzled out, it nonetheless highlighted Pashinyan’s vulnerability.

Pashinyan warned that the church should stay out of politics. His officials charged
that the Catholicos and high-ranking clergy such as Galstanyan acted under
instructions from Kocharyan who in turn served Moscow’s interests. If under
previous governments the church had remained aloof from the political process,

15 It is not ruled out that Robert Kocharyan, accompanied by the Catholicos, will come to the

square on May 9, Haykakan Zhamanak, 7 May, 2024, https://armtimes.com/hy/article/286558
16 Mllltant Groups Resurface in Armenia’s Struggle Agalnst Radlcallsatlon 7 October 2024

17 Putln awards Cathollcos of All Armenians Karekin Il with Order of Honour. News.am, 4
November, 2022, https://news.am/eng/news/728710.html

18 Armenian Government Faces Domestic Pressure Over Handling of Border Dispute, Jamestown
Foundation, 8 April, 2024, https://jamestown.org/armenian-government-faces-domestic-pressure-

over-handling-of-border-dispute/
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aside from dutifully serving in support of whoever was in power, it was now central
toit.

The Struggle for Political Power

In 2022, Kocharyan said he favoured appointing a cleric as president of the country.*®
In 2024, former foreign minister Vartan Oskanyan, who served as such under
Kocharyan, believed that Galstanyan would make an acceptable candidate for prime
minister even though he was ineligible to run as a dual national. Given that both
former regimes were considered discredited in the eyes of most Armenians, it was
believed that the clergy could simultaneously serve their interests while presenting
themselves as independent actors.

Nobody believed them. This was also a battle between what Pashinyan has termed
a Historical Armenia, synonymous with previous governments and hardline elements
in the diaspora, and his vision of a Real Armenia that looks to the future and seeks to
normalise relations with its neighbours.? Pashinyan also appears to be creating a
new diaspora structure minus the more hardline elements, holding a regular Global
Armenian Summit in Yerevan?' and dispatching his High Commissioner for Diaspora
Affairs, Zareh Sinanyan, to reimagine it.?

It comes as Pashinyan’s ratings continued to plummet while most Armenians are
apathetic or undecided about any political force according to various opinion polls
conducted regularly. As a result, the combined support for the opposition now equals
that of the embattled prime minister.??> The opposition and the church remain a
significant obstacle for Pashinyan given that they also oppose a negotiated peace
settlement between Armenia and Azerbaijan.

On 25 May 2024, for example, Dashnaktsutyun convened a conference on the
“Armenian Cause,” usually referred to as “Hay Dat,” an umbrella ideology that

19 Kocharyan says “respected clergyman” from Armenian Apostolic Church would be best candidate for
presidency. Armenpress, 17 February 2022, https://armenpress.am/en/article/1075795

20 The Two Armenia’s Debate and the Quest for Peace with Azerbaijan, National Interest, 11 May 2024,
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/two-armenias-debate-and-quest-peace-azerbaijan-210979

21 “Global Armenian Summit” divides Armenians, while pretending to unify them, Armenian Weekly, 25
October 2022, https://armenianweekly.com/2022/10/25/global-armenian-summit-divides-armenians-
while-pretending-to-unify-them/

22 High Commissioner for Diaspora Affairs to make visits to Moldova, U.S., ArmenPress, 22 November
2025, https://armenpress.am/en/article/1235738

23 |nternational Republican Institute, Public Opinion Survey, June 2025, https://www.iri.org/wp-

content/uploads/2025/07/ARM-NS-25-PT-01-FINAL-for-Publication.pdf
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includes territorial claims on Azerbaijan and Turkiye, in Yerevan. Galstanyan and
representatives of the Catholicos were in attendance.?

This potentially creates problems for any attempt to normalize relations between
Armenia and Azerbaijan and also with Turkiye. This a far cry from when Karekin I
visited Baku in 2010 and met with Azerbaijan’s spiritual leader, Sheik Allahshukur
Pashazade, and President Ilham Aliyev.?> In 2024, Pashazade said he was again
considering inviting Karekin to visit Baku but that “the Armenian church, led by the
Armenian Catholicos, is promoting revanchism all over the world.”?

In light of this, it was inevitable that the conflict between Pashinyan and Karekin Il
would escalate further. For the Armenian government, however, it could hardly
admit that the Catholicos opposed both his premiership and negotiations with Baku.
He instead sought to discredit him personally and even spiritually.

Pashinyan accused the Catholicos of violating his vow of celibacy and fathering a
child. This accusation was not new and has often been published by local media for
over a decade, including under Sargsyan. What was new, however, was the language
used by Pashinyan and his wife, Anna Hakobyan, who likened the clergy to
pedophiles.?”

Competing Political and Spiritual Legitimacy

The attacks coincided with Karekin 1l’s participation in a conference in Switzerland on
26 May focused on Armenian cultural heritage in Azerbaijan and also touching upon
Azerbaijan’s prosecution of the de facto ethnic Armenian leaders of the now defunct
Nagorno Karabakh then ongoing in Azerbaijan.?® With elections on the horizon, likely
to focus on normalising relations with Baku, the timing of Pashinyan’s assault is telling
as he faces increased pressure at home and abroad.

24 |nternational Hai-Tahd Conference Kicks Off in Armenia, 25 May 2024,
https://asbarez.com/international-hai-tahd-conference-kicks-off-in-armenia/

25 Azatutyun, 27 April 2010, https://www.azatutyun.am/a/2025892.html

26 Azernews, Baku to host meeting of religious leaders - Armenian Catholicos may also be invited, 10 April
2024, https://www.azernews.az/nation/224471.html

27 Eurasianet, Armenian prime minister picks fight with church, 4 June 2025,
https://eurasianet.org/armenian-prime-minister-picks-fight-with-church

28 His Holiness Karekin Il raises Armenian prisoner issue in Switzerland, ArmenPress, 31 May 2025,
https://armenpress.am/en/article/1221075
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Pashinyan’s government has warned that Armenia is increasingly facing hybrid
threats from Moscow as the Kremlin seeks to strengthen its waning regional
influence. Yerevan is already taking steps against Russian television stations for
“openly unfriendly, often hostile propaganda” against the government.? Civil
society activists, however, warn that attempting to counter hybrid threats intended
to destabilise the country, undermine democracy and erode trust in institutions that
could backfire.3°

Meanwhile, Pashinyan himself has been prolific in using his social media channels to
disseminate his own narratives, including quoting scripture and, in an attempt to
attract the support of the Christian Right, he also initiated the first ever Prayer
Breakfast in Armenia. It was modelled after the event in the United States that he
attended earlier this year. At the Yerevan reimagining, Pashinyan even declared that
an Armenia-Azerbaijan peace was God’s will.3! It came as the more nationalist
diaspora lobbying groups such as the Armenian National Committee of America
(ANCA) deployed Christian narratives against him as well as Azerbaijan.

On his visit to the U.S. in August for the Washington Summit, he made a point to visit
the Museum of the Bible where he donated a copy of an Armenian manuscript.3?
This was from a figure that prior his clash with the Catholicos was considered secular
in nature. Late last year he admitted that he was not legally married to Anna
Hakobyan who had previously been referred to as his wife.33

For the first time, narratives used by nationalist voices against Azerbaijan and Turkiye
were used to promote peace and counter revanchist forces in the diaspora. In
response, far-right and right-wing media in the United Kingdom alleged that
Pashinyan was persecuting Christians in Armenia, a claim hitherto unthinkable. The
nephew of imprisoned Russian-Armenian businessman Samvel Karapetyan was also

2% Armenia protests to Russia over ‘hostile TV propaganda,’ Civilnet, 4 July 2025,
http://civilnet.am/en/news/961756/armenia-protests-to-russia-over-hostile-tv-propaganda/

30 Countering Foreign Interference or Undermining Democratic Norms? The Case of Samvel Karapetyan,
Civilnet, 18 June 2025, https://www.civilnet.am/en/news/957759/countering-foreign-interference-or-
undermining-democratic-norms-the-case-of-samvel-karapetyan/

31 pashinyan Says Armenia-Azerbaijan Peace Deal Is Part of ‘God’s Plan,” Hetq, 15 November 2025,
https://hetg.am/en/article/178132
32 The Prime Minister visits Museum of the Bible in Washington and presents copy of Grigory of Narek's
medieval illustrated book, Prime Minister.am, 7 August 2025, https://www.primeminister.am/en/press-
release/item/2025/08/07/Nikol-Pashinyan-US-museum/
33 Of course, we are not married either to ZAGS or to the church. Pashinyan about his relationship with his
wife, Tert, 16 December 2024, https://tert.am/en/news/2024/12/16/nikol-pashinyan/4217424
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interviewed in the United States by prominent conservative political commentator
Tucker Carlson alongside Robert Amsterdam, Karapetyan’s lawyer.3*

Democratic Tests and Electoral Stakes

Next year’s elections will stand as an important test of Armenia’s democratic
credentials. European leaders are anxiously watching. Yet, even during her visit to
Armenia at the end of June, Kaja Kallas, the European Union’s High Representative
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, remained silent on these political
developments, instead focusing solely on a new partnership agenda. French
President Emmanuel Macron was more blunt, openly supporting Pashinyan against
the opposition and the church.?

How the dispute between Pashinyan and the Catholicos, as well as the opposition,
will play out remains unpredictable, though it is likely that normalisation with
Azerbaijan and Turkiye can only benefit the former. In late March, Pashinyan’s Civil
Contract lost local elections in two communities, including in Armenia’s second
largest city of Gyumri.3® In November, it was victorious in Vagharshapat, better
known as Etchmiadzin and the Holy See of the Armenian Apostolic Church. Karekin
II’s brother and nephew were even detained.?’

In between, Pashinyan not only escalated his battle with the Catholicos rather than
retreat, but in August had signed the Washington Declaration with Azerbaijani
President Ilham Aliyev as witnessed by U.S. President Donald J. Trump.

Although the November vote was accompanied by accusations of the abuse of
administrative resources and gerrymandering, it was still nonetheless successful and
so far remains uncontested. However, that was only because an adjacent community

34 Tucker Carlson Hosts Karapetyan’s Allies as They Link Armenia’s Church Dispute and Karabakh Conflict
to Global Assault on Christianity, Caucasus Watch, 13 November 2025,
https://caucasuswatch.de/en/news/tucker-carlson-hosts-karapetyans-allies-as-they-link-armenias-church-
dispute-and-karabakh-conflict-to-global-assault-on-christianity.html

35 Macron voices support for Armenian democracy amid coup plot allegations, RFI, 29 June 2025,
https://www.rfi.fr/en/international/20250629-macron-voices-support-for-armenian-democracy-amid-
coup-plot-allegations

% Armenian Local Elections a Barometer for Pashinyan’s Political Future, Jamestown Foundation, 21
March 2025, https://jamestown.org/armenian-local-elections-a-barometer-for-pashinyans-political-
future/

37 The prosecutor has referred the case of the Catholicos' brother and his son to court, Azatutyun, 17
November 2025, https://www.azatutyun.am/a/katoghikosi-eghbor-ev-nra-ordou-gortsy-datakhazy-
handznel-e-dataran/33593714.html|
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had joined with Vagharshapat just months beforehand.3® It is likely Pashinyan will
rely on a similar approach for the 2026 parliamentary elections although
gerrymandering can be discounted given that parliamentary elections are now held
under a proportional system.

Nonetheless, since Armenia’s defeat in its 2020 war with Azerbaijan, apathy and
disillusionment lingers among the electorate. A former member of the Public Council,
warns that this is only likely to increase, saying that “people will be discouraged, and
in 2026, the authorities will have fewer problems. [...] In the upcoming elections, the
people will [...] have less faith or not believe in anyone at all.”** lIronically, that could
benefit Pashinyan over other candidates.

Following the Vagharshapat local elections, Pashinyan argued that the Civil Contract
victory also represented a clear mandate for his stated aim of removing Karekin Il as
Catholicos. Unless there is an accommodation between the two,* for now it does
not look likely that the population would rally in defence of the Catholicos en masse.
Moreover, as long as the normalisation process with Azerbaijan continues, a key
campaign issue for Pashinyan and perhaps the only potential feather in his cap, there
seems to be little evident concern that Pashinyan will fail to win re-election.

Meanwhile, he continues to discredit the Armenian Apostolic Church by attending
liturgies in churches led by defrocked priests,** challenging the religious authority of
the Catholicos. The gamble is risky, but this has always been his approach since first
directly engaging as a political actor in 2007.42 Even the Armenian Apostolic Church,
experienced as it is in delivering sermons, has been unable to compete with
Pashinyan's populist and rhetorical skills. Nonetheless, with a little over six months

38 Rural Voters Hand Local Election Victory To Armenia's Ruling Party, Azatutyun, 17 November 2025,
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/33593939.html

39 In the Upcoming Elections the People Will be More Desperate, Have Less Faith or Not Trust Anyone At
All, Hraparak, 14 June 2025, https://hraparak.am/post/447el1ddc8eac3b7f608f1ff128fc5dff

40 Will There Be A Compromise Between Nikol Pashinyan and the Church Or Not?, Hraparak, 25 November
2025, https://hraparak.am/post/6a2d0abc25d00e4213087529bea454a4

41 Pashinyan to attend liturgy by defrocked priest in new flashpoint of church-state conflict, Civilnet, 21
October 2025, https://www.civilnet.am/en/news/981385/pashinyan-to-attend-liturgy-by-defrocked-
priest-in-new-flashpoint-of-church-state-conflict/

42 The Pashinyan Conundrum, Baku Dialogues, 18 April 2023, https://bakudialogues.idd.az/articles/the-
pashinyan-conundrum-18-04-2023
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until the elections scheduled for 7 June 2026, the situation remains fluid and
unpredictable. The danger of violent confrontation also still looms large.*?
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