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Abstract 

 

  The study intends to investigate the manifestation of power and patriarchy among 

Armenian marriage and household traditions and customs which have their role in the process of 

marginalising women. The construal how the marriage traditions and customs define gender 

roles and trigger gender inequality in Armenian context is discussed. 

 

 Culture and society and traditions have an enormous impact on defining gender roles 

in Armenia. Armenians throughout history have been strongly influenced by cultural messages 

concerning gender roles and family influence. People both at subconscious or conscious level, 

take in the cultural perceptions. 

 

While the country is going through globalisation processes and becoming more and more 

exposed to foreign influences, conventional gender stereotypes, and patriarchal systems are still 

deeply rooted and prevalent in all spheres of social life, and the institution of marriage is one of 

the most striking among them.     

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

The research will illustrate how the culture, through institution of marriage, shapes 

compound power relations which lead to inequality and marginalisation of Armenian women in 

domestic sphere.  

 

 Institution of marriage itself, all over the world, historically has been deeply rooted in 

patriarchal values, customs and traditions. Despite the fact that nowadays, thanks to feminist 

movements, women are no longer husband’s property, and achieved more rights, still patriarchal 

symbolism via traditions and culture encourages inequality disadvantaging women.  

 

 In Armenia’s case it is much more prominent, because it is highly conservative country 

where traditions are cherished and define social life. The institute of marriage is closely 

interlinked with social and political as well as cultural factors which often define gender roles. 

The gender issues prevalent in different marriage patterns and different times will be touched 



upon in the paper. 

 

The paper will also describe different marriage ceremonies and wedding traditions and how 

and in what ways they display complex and entangled power relations which Armenians follow 

with their different expressions and consequences. During my interviews with Armenian women 

who went through different strata of institution of marriage and media analysis, I gained an 

insight by capturing different patterns and traditions of marriage institution which shed light on 

how power relations emerged. 

 

 

 

Key words: marriage, gender, feminism, patriarchy, power, inequality, oppression, toxic 

masculinity, heteronormativity, women rights 
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Introduction  
 

The research aims to describe the marital-familial institution in Armenia from feminist 

perspective. Throughout the research process, findings from interviews with Armenian men and 

women, religious authorities, media artefacts and content analysis reveal the highly patriarchal 

and inflexibly heteronormative character of the institution of marriage in Armenia, swarmed with 

inequality patterns, power relations, gender stereotypes and patriarchal symbolism, which is 

largely due to the factor of how women are perceived in Armenian society.  

The research particularizes on the image of Armenian woman as most of the time the 

perceptions of the role of women has been shaped by national traditional Armenian mind-set 

since historical times. Throughout history those traditional patriarchal perceptions penetrated into 

religious institution, which in turn holds great power over the institution of marriage and family.  

The role of women in Armenian society is a controversial issue, as the changing relations 

re-evaluate the role of women, weakening and eliminating former stereotypes, which often 

conflict with traditional marital-familial notions, previously imagined value systems. Stereotypes 

put Armenian women in subordinate positions and create unequal relationships within marriage.  

The evidence of inequality is obvious when we analyse marital cultural codes, rituals and 

especially virginity cult that still persist. Being in hold of power, Armenian men control women‘s 

sexuality and define criteria of an ideal wife, who must be a virgin before marriage, obedient and 

always willing to serve the husband’s needs.  

The research also touches upon the trauma that women face in patriarchal society with its 

marital institutions written and unwritten rules. Armenian women in marriage are defined 

primarily by mothers, caregiver’s roles, deprived of opportunity to make any significant 

decisions.  

The patriarchal system of marriage creates vulnerable conditions for Armenian women in 

case of divorce, as Armenian women often are unprotected and economically unstable outside of 

marriage. Armenian media goes hand in hand with the patriarchal assumptions, displaying 

dependent, subordinate and obedient women images, thus reinforcing the system.  
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Despite the fact that some feminist organisations recently have been actively addressing 

gender related issues, and the society is becoming more informed and globalised, the marriage 

institution persists to be orchestrated by outdated and unjust assumptions in terms of gender.  

As a result of velvet revolution of 2018, Armenia embarked on a new stage of development 

in political and economic arena. Hence the role of women is indispensable in further stage of 

progression of the country.  

 The issues and underlying causes persisting the marital-familial institution and their 

resultant impact on women’s role should be shed light which in turn will support in identifying 

ways and solutions to raise women’s role in Armenian society. 
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Methodology 
 

 

The purpose of the paper was to investigate how the institute of marriage and traditions and 

customs define gender roles and trigger gender inequality in Armenian reality. 

 The purpose of the research was to establish a cause-and-effect relationship. 

 

Design and strategy 
 

 The research has been carried out mainly from qualitative perspective, but quantitative 

research methods such as statistics have been used to address questions regarding gender and 

power related behaviour among Armenians.  

Based on qualitative research, within the frame of the study, interviews with Armenian 

religious authorities, which have been circulated by Armenian media have been used to reveal 

the influence of religion on the institution of marriage in Armenia from gender perspective. The 

interviews are of high importance as Armenian Apostolic Church with its members has a 

significant role in shaping Armenian society, gender stereotypes and national familial roles. 

Various content analyses, like Armenian folklore, national adages, media articles, TV 

shows, have been used in order to discover the evidence of patriarchy in the institution of 

marriage in Armenia. Those serve as powerful tools for promoting patriarchal assumptions 

regarding the institution of marriage and women’s subordinate roles within. 

 

Ethical considerations  
 

 The problems with access were twofold. It was not always find people who would be 

happy to share with their experience. And once they agreed, the problem could be they were not 

willing to open up and be truthful, as they found it really awkward in case their thoughts are 

publicized. Especially men were not very happy to converse on gender issues with a lady 

interviewer, as it is very sensitive topic in Armenia. Taking that into account, some of the 

participants’ names have been changed.  
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In addition, the interviewees were beforehand advised and elucidated on the purpose of 

research and their consent was validated in full for any further disclosures.  

 

Sampling 
 

I conducted meetings with three organisations in Armenia which have been dealing with 

gender issues. This was an exciting experience to find out about their knowledge and insight 

about the situation. Interviews were conducted with 15 people, men and women, representing 19-

40 age groups.  

The interviewees were selected from different walks of life, with different backgrounds and 

experiences. They were picked via social media and personal contacts.  

Methods 
 

Phenomenological, face to face interviews and interviews with focus groups in Armenian 

community have been applied in research. Social media sources have been used for conducting 

interviews with Armenians coming from different parts of country and representing different 

ages and backgrounds for opinion comparisons and analysis. 

 I also did content research, using Armenian media articles to source very informative 

interviews by clergymen on women’s role which sheds light on different perspectives of the 

issue. 

Finally, the research has been based on constructivist paradigm, which entails transactional 

and subjectivist epistemological investigation. Methodology is hermeneutical and dialectical and 

ethical approaches have been practiced for research. Ethical approach is of great importance 

especially in Armenian discourse as gender issues, sexuality, family relations and patriarchy 

remain highly sensitive topic to discuss.  

Both structured and unstructured interviews were conducted. 

Unstructured interviews provided a more in-depth understanding of participants’ 

perceptions, motivations and emotions.  
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Another component of the research has been state policy documents that somehow 

formulate Armenian women’s status ad stereotypical role functions and gender issues in 

Armenian family in general.  

 

My positionality 
 

I was born and grew up in Post-Soviet Armenia, in capital Yerevan with very homogenous 

society, with 93 % of Armenians residing there. I lived in capital city and had little interaction 

with rural life and culture. 

I had always thought that in my culture women have equal rights and we are very different 

from Muslim women’s situation. I did my bachelor in Arabic and this was an eye opener for me. 

Exposure to Oriental Culture revealed to me that we in Armenia have quite a lot of similar 

gender issues, even though disguised and mispresented most of the time. 

I recognized that the issues can be quite similar in the World and people are the same. It is 

the social structures and education that forge the beliefs and unfortunately the stagnated views as 

well.   

In my country, the majority of mass media, having no precise gender concept, continue to 

spread out and implant the idea of "the natural destination" of women and their sole role in the 

family of raising children.  

 The UNDP gender inequality index ranks Armenia 87 out of 187 countries; it is pulled 

down by women’s limited political representation. In Armenia, women constitute only 9.2% of 

the National Assembly deputies and 70% of the officially registered unemployed.1 

I constructed my interviews and conversation from the perspective trying to understand the 

depth of the gender problem. I tried to dig really deep. Try to understand the evolution 

throughout history, events and religion. My interviews tried to level up the hidden meanings.  

                                                 
1 UNDP, Gender Inequality Index, 2013 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/gender-inequality-index  

http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/gender-inequality-index
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I truly believe that to bring alleviation and solution to any problem we need to understand 

the problem. I am genuinely interested in having my contribution in raising women’s role in 

Armenia. I believe one of the ways is the comprehension of the facts and juxtaposing it to the 

reality, understanding the psychology and philosophy behind it. I constructed my research paper 

in this vein, with my sincere interest to understand the roots of the problem to be able to find 

relatable solutions. 
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Chapter I: Marriage as a Patriarchal Institution in Armenia from Historical 
and Religious Perspective 
 

1.1 The Image of woman in Armenian traditional family 
 

  Firstly, it is necessary to discuss the interpretation and analysis of the term “gender”, 

which has been a subject of strong debate in Armenian discourse. In Armenia many religious, 

national and political and social institutions tend to see a great “danger” behind the term, which 

is against Armenian traditional family and an attempt by the “West” to destroy Armenian family 

values. The idea of gender itself is fluid and needs to be distinguished from biological sex. For 

example, according to Kate Millett gender differences have “inherently cultural, rather than 

biological bases” and are mainly constructed by certain cultures ideas about what is proper 

behaviour for each gender.2 The socially accepted gender roles are problematic in a sense that 

they reinforce subordinate roles for women by forcing them to act in certain manner, which is 

passive and docile. 

 

  Since historical times, the society has shaped the roles and positions, obligations and 

rights of its members based on gender.  In Armenian discourse, it has been corroborated by 

social-economic and historical-political situation, national traditions and customs, and most 

importantly the church.  

 

  The Armenian traditional discourse shapes female and male matching, their defined 

traditional roles, and the division of private and public spheres. Armenian wife is obliged to 

follow widely accepted traditional criteria which are obedience, loyalty, willingness to devote 

them to domestic work. Certain traditional rules and regulations are considered to be sacred and 

in need to follow wholeheartedly. Armenian woman is being reared as obedient, dedicated and 

submissive in order to protect Armenian traditional family values.  

                                                 
2 Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York : Avon Books, 1971), 31 
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  As Simone de Beauvoir said “Woman is not born but made by the society”.3 To obey the 

husband is one of the most important obligations of Armenian woman, and Armenian husband 

has all rights to demand this kind of submission from her. This statement proves not only 

national written materials, but also religious records.4 Women’s fidelity has been the main duty, 

and all sorts of violation of this duty have been strictly punished.  

 

  Oppositely, men have more freedom and are not under risk of getting punished, even in 

case of infidelity. In this context it is noteworthy to mention Engel’s words that “what is 

considered to be a crime for woman and entails lethal social consequences, for man it is 

something to be proud of, or in the worst case scenario is just some minor immorality that they 

carry with pleasure”.5 However the submissive image of an Armenian woman might also be 

related to unfavorable historical conditions, due to which Armenian woman had to be deprived 

of participation in social life. Some researchers most often explained this situation based on the 

institution of traditional customs, but taking into account historical political, socio-economic and 

environmental factors is also crucial.6 

 

 Strict regulations imposed particularly on young women were not only related to 

traditional assumptions, but also to harsh historical circumstances. During ancient times, due to 

its geographical position, Armenia was being invaded by various tribes which made Armenian 

people to hide all young women from “strangers’ eyes” in all possible ways which included 

locking them in their homes and preventing them to “seduce” foreigners.7 

 

 In almost all regions of Armenia patriarchal lifestyle has been prevailing, which is 

highly characterized by limiting freedom and strict regulations of Armenian women, especially 

potential brides. Prohibitions are seen from an early age, and rearing of underage girls has been 

the responsibility of all female family members. After turning 6-7, girls are often taught to do 

                                                 
3 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, U.K. : Penguin Books, 1949), 449 
4 See M. Matenadaran after Mashtots, No 953, 194-196 
5 Frederick Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1965), 100 
6 In medieval written sources and codes, S. Barkhudaryan has a remarkable study about comparable free and almost 

equal rights of Armenian women. 

Sergey Barkhudaryan, Legal condition of Armenian woman in Medieval times,(Yerevan, PBH, 1966), 24-28 
7 Ibid 
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basic domestic chores, such as cleaning the house, washing the dishes. Deviation from traditional 

rearing norms can encounter society’s stigma. Future bride’s purity and humility has been an 

issue of pride for the whole family.  

 

 Girls are being prepared for becoming brides according to certain social rules, for 

instance, for an Armenian bride in order to get successfully married it is commendable to be hard 

working in domestic sphere, not to be absent from home at late hour, especially without parent’s 

permission. They are supposed to maintain humility, avoid conflicts and disagreements. It is 

considered that the more experienced and knowledgeable is the future bride in domestic sphere 

the firmer base of the future family will have. The bride teaches what she has learned from her 

mother or grandmother to her children and this continues from generation to generation. Hence, 

the rearing of bride within a family secures the norms of traditional patriarchal family. Having 

other female brides within a family serves as an example and gives certain ideas about basic 

duties and obligations for getting married. One should not complain about reinforced traditions 

and customs which have had deep roots in psychology and everyday life.  

 

 Apparently, teen marriages are affected by this, as they perfectly match the demands 

of patriarchal family institution which requires not only domestic chores, but also submission 

and docility.  

 

  Young Armenian females are required to have respect and obey elderly in their 

families and in future for their husbands and members of husband’s family.8  

There is still a false assumption in many societies, that women should have a certain, defined 

role, reduced only to domestic sphere, based on the argument that women are not able to deal 

with other chores outside the private life. 

                                                 
8 Armen Sargsyan, The system of restraints for Armenian brides.-Scientific session dedicated to the study of the 

problem of economic and social life, material and spiritual culture of the population of Armenia, (Yerevan, 

Hayastan, 1987), 53-55 
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  In Armenian society, this controversy is expressed in myriad ways. The structure of 

the society primarily is highly restrictive about including women in social-political fields. In 

spite of Armenian women’s restricted condition, and passivity in public sphere, “thanks to” her 

“decency”, obedience and “diligence” she is “respected” in family.9 

 

  In the deepest sense of the national tradition, in Armenian familial relations only the 

leadership of man is accepted, with the secondary, and more advisory like role of woman. 

Armenians, throughout history have viewed the attitude of women as a “matter of honor”. 

Various written artifacts, such as, proverbs and passages expose the role of Armenian woman in 

traditional family and society. 

  For an instance “having a good wife is like having a nice wedding every day at your 

home, having a bad wife means your house is a mortar every day”, “A good wife is a haven, a 

bad wife is a pain”, “A good wife is the soul of a man”, “The woman can both dishonor and 

honour the man”.10 

  Based on all mentioned above, conclusion can be drawn that the woman in the traditional 

Armenian family has enjoyed fictitious “respect”, however relying on traditional patriarchal 

assumptions about “dignity”. “Docility” and “morality”, a power hierarchy has been created, 

keeping Armenian women in their subordinate position. The various forms and practices of 

restraints applied to women also have been aimed to maintain the “moral” foundations of the 

Armenian patriarchal family, in times of problematic socio-political situations. 

   The concept of Armenian traditional family is lacking a clear understanding and 

formulation in the scientific field. An analysis of the Armenian political and public discourses 

shows that the ideas and strategies of political and public figures coincide with earlier historical, 

patriarchal assumptions. Political figures and forces, various social institutions in Armenia 

continue to be “stagnant” about perceptions that refer to Armenian women. This is manifested in 

various documents of Armenian political parties.11 In spite of various transformations and 

                                                 
9 Karl Seghbosian, Armenian traditional culture,(Yerevan, Hayastan, 2007), 258-260  
10 Aram Ghanalanyan, Armenian proverbs, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1951), Ashot Suqiasyan,  Sergey Galstyan, 

Phraseological Dictionary of the Armenian Language, (Yerevan, 1975) 

    11 The foundation of Armenian society is the traditional family. Formation of strong and healthy families, 

preservation and development of national-traditional values in the Armenian family should be among the most 
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modifications happening in Armenian society those traditional perceptions are still prevailing.  

  Regardless qualities, attributes and changes, an Armenian woman is still described and 

perceived as “an Armenian mother, Armenian wife, and the foundation basis of traditional 

Armenian family model”. Guided by such traditional assumptions and logic, the traditional 

qualities and attributes of an Armenian woman in a traditional Armenian family is manifested in 

modern society causing inferior position in family, absolute lack of participation in public life, 

restrictions and lack of access for opportunities in education, career, independence, etc. In order 

to tackle the issues regarding inequality, and empowering women in Armenia, firstly it is 

necessary to achieve changes in conceptions about them. Under the dominant viewpoints of the 

“traditional woman, mother, and family pillar”, it is very unlikely to witness a true equality and 

overcome traditional patriarchal biases.  

 

1.2 A Historic overview of marriage in Armenia  
 

  When Persia turned Eastern Armenia over to Russia by the treaty of Turkmenchai in 

1828, Armenians, although not in charge of the land, enjoyed some autonomy. By this time, 

marriage, divorce, and inheritance jurisdiction among Armenians was constituted by the 

Armenian Church with no interclass barriers whatsoever. 12 

 

                                                                                                                                                                 
important tasks of the state. We follow conservatism since it is understood as preservation of the mores positively 

appraised and historically vindicated by the humankind. It is a validation of the eternal, but not of anything old. It 

guards not the past, but the timeless, i.e. everything valuable that has been created in the past and will be created in 

future. In this sense conservatism is not only about reverence of the past, but also aspiration for the future, because it 

believes in continuity of the history and linkage between the times, and through this, it looks forward to constantly 

creating eternal values.  

The Republican Party of Armenia, Program of the Republican Party of Armenia, accessed February 18, 2020, 

http://www.hhk.am/en/program/?fbclid=IwAR3syk3C7J8fZCUXPILjejoZ4uAAsTJ0ZVL9HB5AlSpkaVSNqV7PniO5

FtE  
12 Matossian, M. A. K. The impact of Soviet policies in Armenia, (Leiden: E.J. Brill., 1962). Retrieved 

fromhttps://www.worldcat.org/title/impact-of-soviet-policies-in-armenia/oclc/643553508?referer=di&ht=edition 

 

 

http://www.hhk.am/en/program/?fbclid=IwAR3syk3C7J8fZCUXPILjejoZ4uAAsTJ0ZVL9HB5AlSpkaVSNqV7PniO5FtE
http://www.hhk.am/en/program/?fbclid=IwAR3syk3C7J8fZCUXPILjejoZ4uAAsTJ0ZVL9HB5AlSpkaVSNqV7PniO5FtE
https://www.worldcat.org/title/impact-of-soviet-policies-in-armenia/oclc/643553508?referer=di&ht=edition
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  The Armenian socio-cultural life was defined by a few principal features in the 

first half of the 19th century. The family life was reflective of a microcosm of a patriarchal 

character. A typical rural Armenian family would be a monogamous group of twenty to fifty 

members, issuing from one father and spreading by the paternal line, with the eldest male 

member as the head of the family that shared a roof or lived in neighboring houses in a certain 

quarter of the settlement. The patriarch would direct the family labor, settle conflicts, administer 

and distribute the income, and handle all economic transactions, and his decisions were 

undisputable. He was in power to dissolve a marriage that was concluded without his consent. 

Whereas his wife would be in charge of all household activity and overseeing the labor of other 

female members of the family. She would also be the mediator between the patriarch and other 

women in case of any orders that he might have had. The wife of the patriarch was only 

subordinate to him and was in power to arrange marriages with the families concerned and also 

had a status of settling familial conflicts. Sons were given more freedom and care, and their 

word was more often heard and granted. 

  The honor of the family was one of the main duties that required collective defense. 

Premarital virginity loss was an utmost disgrace for a girl, and the likelihood of marriage after 

that was slim, while better tolerance was exhibited toward unmarried males. Romeo and Juliet 

type of long-lasting feuds were frequent between two families in case of seduction or rape of a 

woman by a man, and the whole family of the offender would be held accountable for one of its 

member’s misdemeanor.13 

  Marriages as profoundly significant social events were arranged in girls’ mid-teens and 

boys’ late teens and were primly based on mutual benefits and alliance that the match would 

bring about for both families and romantic attraction was not a consideration.   International 

marriages were rare. The more politically and physically insecure the villagers, the younger the 

age of the marriage for girls. They were also afraid of neighboring nations to take advantage of 

their virgin girls. A single girl in her twenties was considered an old maid, or “left at home” as 

they called it, and they would be usually considered good enough to marry widowers who had 

children. The marital ceremony was considered the single most pivotal event in a woman’s life. 

                                                 
13 Ibid 
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Once married, she was regarded as a member of the in-laws’ family. She wouldn’t be allowed to 

talk with elders of the family in public. It is after a newer bride’s entrance or after she gave birth 

to a son that her status was raised. 14 

  The Armenian Church granted divorce in case of adultery by either parties, and the 

offender side might have not been able to remarry. There is one other curious ground on which 

the church would grant divorce that reads as “unconquerable repulsion”. Divorces, nevertheless, 

were a rare occurrence among Armenians. The productive labor was also divided by gender 

roles: that of men-field work and construction, and of women - housework, cooking and sewing.  

  In 1918-1920 Armenia became Independent Republic. It gave women the right to vote and 

to be elected and 8 % of the members of its Parliament were women. It is also important to 

emphasize that the first female-ambassador in the world was appointed from Armenia, in Japan. 

  The Independence was short lived in Armenia. In 1920 a new Soviet Regime was 

established. Some of the customs of the traditional family were limited by jurisdiction after the 

establishment of the Soviet regime. The code proclaimed that it was required that both the 

husband and wife give mutual consent to marriage. Marriage and divorce were to be established 

at the local office of Registry of Acts of Civil Status (ZAGS). Divorce became possible by 

mutual consent or the wish of one of the parties. If that one party was the man, it was less likely 

to be granted in Soviet Armenia. This family law was to have been re-codified only in 1926, 

providing that one spouse only could obtain divorce without any court proceedings. The 

purchase of a woman in marriage, whether as a bride price or dowry, was prohibited, while rape 

was enlisted as a criminal act. The property was arranged separately, even if it was purchased 

during marriage. Two years later in 1920, abortion was legalized, meanwhile concentrating 

efforts to promote the use of contraceptives. Another two years in advance, a Land Code 

established in 1922 provided that either sexes could be the legal head of the household, while the 

Civil Code on inheritance declared all direct descendants regardless of sex or legitimacy were 

entitled to equal part inheritance protected by law.15 

                                                 
14 Ibid 
15 The Law of  the Republic of Armenia, Family Code, Parliament.am, 2005 

http://www.parliament.am/law_docs/081204HO123eng.pdf   

http://www.parliament.am/law_docs/081204HO123eng.pdf
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  The marriage eligibility for boys was fixed at eighteen and for girls at sixteen, and any 

violations of this rule by parents without state approval were subject to legal action. Another 

curious fact from this period fixed by the law is that both registered wives and just women living 

in marriage were granted with equal rights. Given the more flexible laws, however, the marriage 

percentage in Soviet Armenia was still going up, while the number of divorces was not 

overwhelming and would even decrease by the year.16  

  Since early historical times the institution of heterosexual marriage has often been 

unfavorable for women. Marriage and wedding ceremonies have always been vivid epitome of 

patriarchal values. Especially in Armenian discourse they have always been based on patriarchal 

values. Nowadays, despite the fact that Armenian women enjoy more equality in public sphere, 

the vast majority of men assume that domestic tasks are the responsibility of women, and they 

must serve their husbands and father’s needs. Feminist research in Armenia has revealed that 

Armenian men stated that they respect women, and they can fully enjoy equality and equity, as 

long as they “know their place”.17 However, what is exactly “right place” is highly controversial, 

and men and women do not share the same perspectives regarding to it.  

  Going against traditional views and unwillingness to follow them, can become and 

obstacle for Armenian women to find a husband. Even if they manage to marry, some issues can 

arise in their new families for being non-obedient and refusing to obey traditional gender 

stereotypes. 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                 
 
16 Shagoyan, Gayane, Armenian Wedding: Traditions, Modernity, Sputnik Armenia, August 17, 2015 

https://m.armeniasputnik.am/armenia/20150817/422315.html?mobile_return=no&fbclid=IwAR3Y5G38Zqg18Y1HY

mdqfDmKYjOWvNzmeaKP44APcVvyHtu8WqyNwsIiRck  

17 Jeffrey Jensen Amett, International encyclopedia of adolescence, (Taylor & Francis, 2007), 19 

https://m.armeniasputnik.am/armenia/20150817/422315.html?mobile_return=no&fbclid=IwAR3Y5G38Zqg18Y1HYmdqfDmKYjOWvNzmeaKP44APcVvyHtu8WqyNwsIiRck
https://m.armeniasputnik.am/armenia/20150817/422315.html?mobile_return=no&fbclid=IwAR3Y5G38Zqg18Y1HYmdqfDmKYjOWvNzmeaKP44APcVvyHtu8WqyNwsIiRck
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1.3 Religion in Armenia and its significant impact on patriarchal marriage 
   

  Christianity continues to play fundamental role in Armenian society, as it is one of the 

world’s oldest and most thoroughly religious Christian countries. Armenia’s case is very 

prominent because it is known to be the first country that adopted Christianity as an official 

religion in the beginning of 4th century and since then Armenians are members of their own, 

Armenian Apostolic Church which is one of the oldest and influential Christian churches, and 

even has political significance in the country. Christianity, here, does not only have religious, but 

also highly cultural meaning and functions. When it comes to defining women’s role Armenian 

Apostolic Church makes use of not only religious doctrines, but also historically traditional and 

patriarchal bases. Moreover, it is inextricably linked to Armenian identity and very often being 

Armenian is associated with being a “true Christian”.  

 

  Due to this historical and cultural reasons Armenian people stick to Christian thought 

and ideas and the impact of Christianity can be found in all aspects of life and in people’s 

mentality especially when it comes to gender and their roles. The issue of women’s rights in 

Armenian society is directly linked to church and religious laws which have left their impact on 

how the society perceives women. From historical perspective, since medieval times the 

religious laws regarding the relationship between a man and a woman was explicitly patriarchal 

and showing male privilege. For example women were not allowed to become a priest, warrior, 

or to trade and according to one of the renowned Armenian religious authorities “the man is the 

head and the woman is the legs, thus the woman should always obey the man”.18  

 

  The religious laws related to marriage were much stricter for women rather than for 

men. For an instance, in case of cheating the husband could permanently leave the wife but in the 

opposite case the wife could only leave the husband for a while. The role of the man was mostly 

defined by social perspective, and if he was able to feed his family the wife did not have the right 

to leave him.19 

                                                 
18 Smbat Sparapet, Datastanagirq, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1958), p,84 
19 Ibid, 104 
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  All these rules sound were adjusted and relevant to medieval times but in 

contemporary context sound way too cruel and out of date. Despite that, analysing some of the 

medieval religious law in Armenia a conclusion can be drawn that some of the laws with being 

transformed and upgraded throughout history, have left their influence  on marital, social and 

family relationships shaping gender stereotypes and fostering inequality between men and 

women. It becomes more obvious if we analyse some of the Armenian religious, especially 

marriage traditions and the way through which the Armenian Apostolic Church approaches 

women.  

 

  Marriage is one of the main Sacraments of the Armenian Orthodox Church and it is 

steeped in ritual and symbolism. It is worth discussing the part of the vows in Armenian marriage 

tradition as it raises many questions which refer to genders and women role. During the vows, 

the bride is asked three times by the priest if she will be obedient to her husband until her death 

and reversely the groom is asked again three times whether he is going to be the master of his 

wife until the death separates them. 20 

 According to Armenian Apostolic church there is no way that this way of giving a vow supposes 

master and servant relationship, but has symbolic meaning and it is associated with Jesus Christ 

as Lord and Master, who gave of himself as servant to the world.21 

 

  Armenian religious authorities are convinced that this tradition does not mean that 

women are inferior to men and both have equal rights, just different roles and functions. Women 

mostly should be concerned with family, childcare, domestic issues and men should with social 

and this separation of roles does not mean that they are inherently unequal. They claim that 

Armenian Apostolic Church stands for equality between genders but supports the idea that 

genders have different roles and functions in society. Despite that, many priests hold more 

extreme position, saying that the concept of equality is the source of evil and it is a threat against 

                                                 
20 Holy Trinity Armenian Apostolic Church, The Rite of Crowning In Marriage, accessed March 18, 2020 

http://holytrinity-pa.org/ the-rite-of-crowning-in-marriage/?fbclid=IwAR0ASHnuDUjtDGby0hrlwGJeuZUGo-

OUCOO0lcnWhDzabCmgQRKtzwn_1v8 
21 Ibid 

http://holytrinity-pa.org/the-rite-of-crowning-in-marriage/?fbclid=IwAR0ASHnuDUjtDGby0hrlwGJeuZUGo-OUCOO0lcnWhDzabCmgQRKtzwn_1v8
http://holytrinity-pa.org/the-rite-of-crowning-in-marriage/?fbclid=IwAR0ASHnuDUjtDGby0hrlwGJeuZUGo-OUCOO0lcnWhDzabCmgQRKtzwn_1v8
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the institution of Armenian family which is based on different functions of the wife and the 

husband. Moreover, such statements carry contradictory character, and in realty Armenian priests 

and religious authorities have biased views when it comes to gender roles. This comes to prove 

various interviews with Armenian religious authorities.  

 

A vivid example is the interview with priest in Armenia Surb Sargis church Shahe Hayrapetyan. 

 

Interviewer: Priest Shahe, is it true that Christianity restricts women’s rights in some ways? 

Der Shahen: Eve was created, as Adam’s equal companion, and nothing was mentioned about 

her  rights, merely when she tasted the forbidden fruit, God commanded her to obey her man in 

the face of Adam.     

Interviewer: Law does everything, in order to eliminate inequality between women and men, 

but during Crowning ceremony, the bride has to say I am obedient. From where is this 

controversy coming from? 

 

Der Shahen: That, again, pertains to heaven, as in the beginning man and woman were created 

as equals, but then, because of Eve’s sin, human was exiled from heaven. Thus, the word 

obedient means the sin is not going to happen again, that she will never cross the limit again, and 

that woman must be afraid of her husband. Obey does not mean to be slave, but that one must 

recognize its limits. 

 

Interviewer: You assume that the wife must fear her husband, might it be one of the reasons that 

many women often face violence from their husbands. 

 

Der Shahen: It is obvious that, in Armenian families wives, sisters and mothers are protected in 

all terms. 

 NGO organizations must deal with the problem you mentioned, as they are receiving grants, but 

it is disparaging Armenian concept of morality. I do not want Armenian mother and wife to lose 
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their credibility, which is defined by Bible and Christianity.22 

 

  Deconstructing this interview, conclusion can be drawn about Armenian Church’s and 

religious authority’s contradictory position. On the one hand they try to advocate equality and 

protecting women, on the other hand their tolerance towards discrimination is explicit. 

Justification of oppression and inequality is based on the idea of inherent inferiority of women, 

as because of them man was exiled from heaven. However despite having Christianity and Bible 

as a basis of patriarchal doctrines, we can see that Armenian religious authorities revealed in 

interviews that the national identity occupies more important position compared to religious 

identity, and which proves the similarities between Armenian church’s and traditional 

communities assumptions about women and gender roles. Religious authorities in Armenia 

establish their treatment towards the role of women in family, largely based on their traditional 

and national approaches in Armenian context, rather than on Christian religious doctrines. 

 

   It is obvious that differences between genders most often are interpreted through 

religion and the functions of men and women have hierarchical essence and women always 

occupy a dependent, inferior position. The “ideal” and “obedient” image of the Armenian 

woman, however, is constructed on men’s interests and advantage. 

The claims about women made by Armenian religious authorities are quite controversial and 

many Armenian feminists and NGO organizations talk against such kind of traditions where men 

are put in higher position. These religious traditions overtly or covertly trigger stereotypes and 

devalue women, representing them as servants for men. This vow overtly or covertly makes 

Armenian women vulnerable and forces them to always tolerate any kind of violence against 

them by the “masters”.  

 

  Moreover, in this context it is worth discussing that Armenian Apostolic Church still 

now occupies a very critical position about bride’s virginity. In Armenian context the white, 

                                                 
22 Priest Shahen Hayrapetyan, The Role of Mother in Armenian family, Interview by Alisa Chilingaryan, Iravaban.net, 
last accessed, January 24, 2019 

https://iravaban.net/151719.html?fbclid=IwAR0Y6mhAP-AOoUSlBOm75MQ8ziAs6GpsqClKVehkDQFXyOq_ 
 

https://iravaban.net/151719.html?fbclid=IwAR0Y6mhAP-AOoUSlBOm75MQ8ziAs6GpsqClKVehkDQFXyOq_
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wedding dress that the bride is wearing while entering the church inherently symbolizes her 

purity and virginity and if the bride is divorced or lost her virginity before marriage ritual is 

“unclean”, this she is not encouraged to wear the white dress as a symbol of “purity”. Morality 

according to Armenian Church is directly linked to sexuality, and the bride who managed to 

maintain her “purity” before marriage ritual also has a “pure” soul and is able to become a good 

mother for children and a good and “obedient” wife for her husband. 

 

  Such kind of observations about virginity and “purity” of the bride can be connected to 

the idea that Armenian Apostolic Church, while talking about the image and role of women 

always mentions Saint Mary as a prototype of an Armenian women, and they all must strive to 

resemble her with their lifestyle, values, and morality. In this matter the position of Armenian 

Apostolic Church is based on the following approaches: a) woman as a mother and the main 

pillar of the institution of family, b) woman as a virtue being, c) woman as a Virgin Mary’s 

image or Mariology in Armenian Apostolic Church.23 These approaches that the church imposes 

on women forces them to do everything to correspond the image of the “ideal” wife and mother 

even if the price is to tolerate cheating, violence and any kind of inequality. 

 

1.4 Women’s role in Armenian Apostolic church from historical and legal perspective 
 

 

  The issue of women rights and gender inequality in Armenia has is strongly linked to 

Armenian church and religious traditions, which not only defined the legal and historical 

conditions of women, but also have left their significant impact on shaping modern assumptions 

about Armenian women.  

  Since pagan times, Armenian women were believed to be the basis of the family. 

The early pagan poems, legends and historical artefacts that are found come to prove this 

statement. According to the Armenian historian Agatangeghos (5th century), in the pre-Christian 

period the figure of the Armenian woman was treated as a “mother fountain”, “vital”, “breath 

                                                 
23 Hovhannes Hovhannisyan, Perceptions About Women’s Role in Armenian Traditional Religious 

Communities,(Yerevan,  Center for Gender and Leadership Studies, 2014) ,3 



21 

 

and life”.24 

 The pagan Armenian gods Anahit, Astghik and Nane played crucial roles in the pagan 

myth. Anahit, before becoming the god of fertility and childbirth was the god of war, indirectly 

testifying that in early slavery period, Armenian women participated in wars, perhaps, not in a 

secondary role. With the advent of Christianity (301 A.D) the Armenian woman’s worship was 

expressed in the image of the Virgin. Questions about women rights were discussed by 

Armenian scholars Mkhitar Gosh (1130-1213) and Smbat Sparapet (1208-1276) who wrote 

code of laws, including civil and Canon law that was used in medieval Armenia. According to 

that rules Armenian women were not allowed to serve in church, join military forces, make 

wine from grapes, and trade in Armenian markets, etc. .25. It was prohibited for women to 

become a judge, and even to testify in court. Furthermore, women could not attend court, but 

men were listening to women, and testifying from their names in court. According to Smbat 

Sparapet man is the head, and the woman is the legs, thus women are obliged to obey men. This 

ideally portrays medieval Armenian women’s position in society, and how the issues were in 

order to advantage men. Some amount of equality could be found in issues concerning 

hereditary rights, although they were still more beneficial for men.26  

  However, it is important to mention those progressive steps which were made in terms 

of legal equality between genders. One of them was the principle of voluntary marital right, 

when in order to marry both sides should give their agreement. Without father’s permission 

married woman was stigmatised by being called a “whore”. In this sense the parent’s permission 

rule was contradicting the principle of voluntary marriage. In marital issues Armenian religious 

rules were much stricter for women compared to men. In case of infidelity men could abandon 

their wives, but women could leave their husbands only temporary. Men’s role was defined 

mostly in terms of their breadwinning abilities, and if a husband was able to provide his family 

and wife, she did not have the right to leave him. 

  There was a vast amount of strict regulatory religious rules about women who lost 

their virginity before marriage. Based on Mkhitar Gosh’s Datastanagirq, non virgin women were 

                                                 
24 Agatangeghos, History of Armenia, (Yerevan, Hayastan 1983),  54 
25 Mkhitar Gosh, Datastanagirq, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1975), 36 
26 Smbat Sparapet, Datastanagirq, (Yerevan, Hayastan 1958),84 
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often publicly executed or slashed.27  

  In marriage all kind of rights were primarily given to men, and that legal status had 

been based on biblical provision “Let a woman learns in silence with all submissiveness I permit 

no woman to teach or have authority over a man; rather, she is to remain silent.”(1 Timothy 2: 

11-12). In marital relationship regulations based on religious rules, much importance was given 

to the controversy of guilt. For an instance, if one of the spouses disguised a disease before 

marriage, the other could take legal advantage. 

  Legal rules were much stronger in protecting women from murders, physical harms, 

rape, violence, kidnapping. Despite this, women frequently were facing too cruel and “unjust” 

punishments. For an instance, if a husband was blamed for state treachery his wife and children 

were sold for slavery. Mother in law had right to beat her daughter in law “for preaching” 

reasons, and she was facing punishment only in case of causing death in result.  

  The punishments against women in historical Armenia were much harsher if a 

woman’s “undocile behaviour” was against religious authority, a monk or priest. If a religious 

authority was finding out that his wife was not a virgin after marriage she was burned alive in 

public instead of being slashed. In the meantime, husbands their given rights to beat their wives, 

but do not kill them. However, causing serious body injuries to women was considered to be 

obscene behaviour for men. 

  Penalties were imposed against women for causing miscarriage on purpose, as it was 

equally considered as murder. Based on medieval scholar David Alavkavordi’s (1070-1080) 

canon, not only a woman was punished, but also for the ones who convinced her, or were aware 

about her plans.28   

  Rape was treated as a serious crime hinge on all legal, religious, and traditional laws. 

If a girl’s virginity was violated before marriage the accused criminal was punished by slashing 

or by large fines. Some laws along with large fines were forcing the accused to marry the victim. 

If the girl was kidnapped and eventually married, the children born in result were considered to 

                                                 
27 Mkhitar Gosh, Datastanagirq, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1975), 91-104 

28 David Alavkavordi, Canonical legislation, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1961), 34. 
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be illegitimate, and in case of being raped the girl was returned to her parents and the genitals of 

the accused were cut.29  

  Thus, all these mentioned legal and religious laws in medieval Armenia tend to display 

that they were meant to regulate the life of Armenian society, social-family relations, the 

borderlines of women’s and men’s rights. In this respect they could be considered as progressive 

in accordance with the spirit of that time. It is a different matter that if we look at them 

nowadays, they seem as too cruel, and not at all compatible with present Armenia’s legal 

systems, which is natural.  

  However, the investigation of these medieval Armenian religious-legal rules shows 

that these rules have undergone some sort of transformation and in a certain ways are still 

preserved traditional family-marital, social-public relations, which are more noticeable in rural 

communities, in comparison with urban areas. This comes to prove the fact that in Armenia men 

are still the main decision makers in matters of familial-social relations. 

 

1.5. Stereotypes about women’s role in religious traditional Armenian communities 
 

  Firstly, it is important to start with the statement that by referring to traditional 

religious communities in Armenia, we mean mainly the Armenian Apostolic Church.30 One of 

the churches in Armenia is the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Armenian Evangelical church 

can also be considered to be traditional, but in our research we have mainly focused on the 

prevailing religious structure, convicted by the majority of population Armenian Apostolic 

Church. The role of Armenian Apostolic Church for Armenian nation is crucial for various 

reasons which are spiritual leadership, protecting cultural heritage and unifying Armenians 

around the globe, and providing Armenians with an identity.  However, its position towards 

women and how it addresses social and family issues is a matter of debate. 

                                                 
 29 Smbat Sparapet, Datastanagirq, (Yerevan, Hayastan, 1958), 96 
30 Armenia was the first nation to adopt Christianity as an official religion. Doctrinally the church bases its faith on the 

Bible, holy tradition, and on the decisions of the first three ecumenical councils. This Faith is articulated in the creed of 

Armenian Church, the formal declaration of beliefs, which in turn set the parameters of its mission and functioning. 

Tradition, on the other hand, defines and formulates the “articles of faith” and transmits them from generation to 

generation. 
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   It is also explained by an analysis which shows that Armenian Apostolic Church’s 

approach to women is not as much based on the doctrinal features, but more on national-

traditional approaches and customs, and many of which are older than Christianity. In public 

discourse the doctrine of the Armenian Church is often identified with the traditions of the 

Armenian nation, taking into account the historical role of the Armenian Apostolic Church, in the 

lives of the Armenian nation and their perceptions and stereotypes about the role of women in the 

national discourse. From this perspective traditional Armenian Church uses the biblical, motives, 

such as, the history of Adam and Eve, Jesus Christ and being a male, as a foundation of male 

domination and creating a stereotypical and subordinate image of Armenian women.31 

  Discussion of these approaches can provide answers to a number of challenging and 

important questions that are directly linked to the role of women, their rights, their role and place 

in society, and the position of the Armenian Church on these issues. These include, in particular, 

the marginalised position of women in marital institution, gender-based abortions32, domestic 

violence, HIV infection of husbands and their spouses a result of migrant work, etc. 33 Being the 

spearhead of morality, and as the unifying and protecting major institution for Armenian people, 

it is natural to expect from it not to be silent and support Armenian women and family tackling 

all kinds of violations of human rights.  

However, being dictated by traditional, patriarchal assumptions and stereotypes is a major 

hindrance for the realisation of this.  

  Most clergymen and followers of the Armenian apostolic church tend to believe that 

the role of women is limited in family sphere and within maternity. Armenian priest Karekin 

                                                 
31 Grigor Chiftchean, Church, Morals and 21st century,(Armenian research Center collection, Publication of the 

Christian Education Department, Armenian Catholicosate of Cilicia 2000), 161. 
32 Based on 2016 Global Gender Gap Report, Armenia is the second country in the world after China for the rate of 

selective abortion. According to Women’s Support Centre in Yerevan, the main reason for this is the preference for 

male children derived from the traditional family structure where women have marginal roles. 

UNDP Armenia, Global Gender Gap Report, Nov 10, 2016 
https://www.am.undp.org/content/armenia/en/home/library/democratic_governance/the-global-gender-gap-report-

2016.html  
33 Stepan Piligian, Women and the Armenian Church:Breaking the Patriarchal Barriers, (The Armenian Weekly, May 

23, 2019) 

https://armenianweekly.com/2019/05/23/women-and-the-armenian-church-breaking-the-patriarchal-barriers/  

https://www.am.undp.org/content/armenia/en/home/library/democratic_governance/the-global-gender-gap-report-2016.html
https://www.am.undp.org/content/armenia/en/home/library/democratic_governance/the-global-gender-gap-report-2016.html
https://armenianweekly.com/2019/05/23/women-and-the-armenian-church-breaking-the-patriarchal-barriers/
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Hovsepyants states that “The family is like a church whose priest is the mother”.34 On the other 

hand priest Der Shahe Hayrapetyan says “There are some morals that cannot be forgiven and 

enter an Armenian traditional family. Everyone in the family is obliged to be loyal to its role. The 

man is the breadwinner and the creator, and the woman as the mother and the pillar of the family 

should raise the children by the example of her moral and virtuous image”.35 

  Based on the argument that Jesus Christ and his apostles are male, Armenian deacon 

Arsen Tsohrabyan claims that “The right for public activity is inherently given to men, while 

women should deal with motherhood”.36 These words overtly display church’s position towards 

women.  

  Furthermore, in this context it is impossible to ignore one of the main, distinguishable 

attributes of Armenian Apostolic Church which is the Rite of Crowning in Marriage, in which the 

priest asks the groom “do you own” and the bride answers “I obey”. This religious ritual various 

times have been criticised for being overtly sexist, violating women’s rights and refusing to 

support equality between genders. Armenian clergymen metaphorically interpret these words as 

symbolising “care” and “service”, which is not at all related to violation and men’s superiority. 

  Regarding this priest Shmavon Ghevondyan rebuts “The word obedience is not 

marginalising women at all. The feminist movement in Armenia is fabricated and is based on 

false assumptions. There is no any kind of abuse of women’s rights, there are just national, local, 

customs tend to give or deprive from certain rights to certain members of society.” 37 

  Analysing the opinions of Armenian priests mentioned above an interesting pattern is 

revealed. In discussing the concept of motherhood and an Armenian woman as a pillar of 

traditional family, the emphasis is constantly put on the “natural division of roles”, according to 

which, being associated with Virgin Mary and the assumption about divine providence gives 

                                                 
34 Mariam Avetisyan, The Family Resembles Church, Women’s role in Church, (Aravot, November 16, 2012),  

http://www.aravot.am/2012/11/16/311549   
35 Priest Shahen Hayrapetyan, Armenian Woman is the Protector of Nation, Interview by Marietta Khachatryan, 
Interviews, Armenian Apostolic Church, qahana.am last accessed, January 24, 2019 

https://www.qahana.am/am/interviews/famous-

people/20/380322192?fbclid=IwAR2Ee_BvTeAWmFM945qM81WGFVFcZkIf5XtWRsAvgzMQRBDaKPIP5iyEjUk  
36 Mariam Avetisyan, The Family Resembles Church, Women’s role in Church, (Aravot, November 16, 2012),  

http://www.aravot.am/2012/11/16/311549 
37 ibid 

http://www.aravot.am/2012/11/16/311549
https://www.qahana.am/am/interviews/famous-people/20/380322192?fbclid=IwAR2Ee_BvTeAWmFM945qM81WGFVFcZkIf5XtWRsAvgzMQRBDaKPIP5iyEjUk
https://www.qahana.am/am/interviews/famous-people/20/380322192?fbclid=IwAR2Ee_BvTeAWmFM945qM81WGFVFcZkIf5XtWRsAvgzMQRBDaKPIP5iyEjUk
http://www.aravot.am/2012/11/16/311549
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Armenian women a different role and obligations.  

  Furthermore, the role of what is called “motherhood” is not only understood, as mere 

in terms of woman’s childbearing natural capacities, but also is consequently related to multitude 

another responsibility within the institution of family. That is tending to range from simply 

domesticity to rearing of children, care and responsibility. Whereas, the role of men is mostly 

perceived to be outside the family and mainly within work activity. According to another 

Armenian priest Smbat Sargsyan, “The division of labour and obligations does not necessarily 

mean inequality. If a woman prepares a meal at home and a man cares about providing his 

family, it does not mean that men somehow have more important roles than women. If women 

are capable of giving birth, and men do not, that also does not give women subordinate roles. It 

is just a simple distribution of roles.”38 

 It is important to note, that none of the clergies of the Armenian Apostolic Church 

point the changing and developing demands of the Armenian women in the modern society. In 

this sense, the Armenian Apostolic Church should be able to quickly respond these changing 

patterns and eliminate the gap between genders, created by persisting stereotyping and stagnant 

assumptions.  

 For the representatives of traditional religious communities, Armenian women are 

affiliated with immaculateness, which is to be understood mainly in sexual terms and is as well 

linked to the idea of motherhood and the strong base of the family. Interestingly, the concept of 

the strong Armenian family base is inextricably linked to women’s role and in this context the 

issue of self-scarification of women arises. According to this logic, an Armenian woman and 

wife is always expected to be tolerant and patient towards men, who in their turn are not as 

tolerant towards their wives. Under these national perceptions about tolerance, patience and self-

sacrifice, there is an explicit concealment of the pitfalls of patriarchy, violation of women rights, 

and sometimes the disguise of abuses and prevention to make them public. The popular quote in 

Armenia, which says that “Self-sacrifice must be done with silence” is a vivid proof of the 

above. 

                                                 
38 Priest Smbat Sargsyan, Armenian Woman is the Protector of Nation, Interview by Marietta Khachatryan, Interviews, 

Armenian Apostolic Church, qahana.am last accessed, January 24, 2019 https://www.qahana.am/am/faq/curse-and-

blessing/show/8312693/150?fbclid=IwAR19gTpBEeX4eGf1LsXH5ZSRPwPIJ3RdVWtFfioilFp9f2QwUQE6jz7l1XU  

https://www.qahana.am/am/faq/curse-and-blessing/show/8312693/150?fbclid=IwAR19gTpBEeX4eGf1LsXH5ZSRPwPIJ3RdVWtFfioilFp9f2QwUQE6jz7l1XU
https://www.qahana.am/am/faq/curse-and-blessing/show/8312693/150?fbclid=IwAR19gTpBEeX4eGf1LsXH5ZSRPwPIJ3RdVWtFfioilFp9f2QwUQE6jz7l1XU
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 Another pervasive idea is the assumption about the exclusivity of Armenian nation and 

the role of an Armenian woman, advocated by many of the clergymen of the Armenian Apostolic 

Church. Constantly emphasizing the exclusivity of the role of the Armenian woman in various 

contexts, they find that the main ills and deficiencies in Armenian society are due to “foreign 

practices”, failing to clarify what they mean by that phase.  

 Clergyman Tirayr Sahradyan assures that “foreign, European values have sneaked into 

our families, and we have lost the idea of a traditional Armenian family. The customs which are 

unique to our culture and beautiful traditions have been lost, and they are the main means in 

order to sustain our nation.” 

 Speaking of weddings, he states that “nowadays like those of the Catholic churches, 

when the father accompanies the bride of walking the aisle is not dear to Armenian Apostolic 

Church, but still there is a tendency among young people to get married on this way.” 

 He also criticizes young Armenian people for having been dating for several years, and 

then to make decision whether to marry or not. “Today’s families are very different from 

previous families. They have been dating for like ten years, getting married, having a baby and 

discovering that the baby is born with problems.” 39 

 Priest Rafael Nahapetyan added that many traditions are not preserved as a result of 

ignorance. “In the past, Armenian girls and boys were raised with a commitment to family and 

nation. The Armenian woman differs from the rest of women around the globe in that she 

dedicates herself to family, nation and children. If there had been no such upbringing, the 

Armenian nation would not have survived.” According to him, the moral image of the family, for 

which the main responsible is the Armenian woman, must be well preserved for the sake of 

whole nation. 40 

 When referring to an Armenian woman’s virtues, the following words are used: mild, 

docile, merciful, kind, reasonable, tolerant, forgiving, and so on, which explicitly characterise the 

mentality.  

                                                 
39 Tirayr Sarhadyan, We Lost the Concept of Armenian Traditional Family, 1st News Channel, October 10, 2013  
https://www.1in.am/219891.html  
40 Ibid  

https://www.1in.am/219891.html
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 The statements of representatives of the Armenian Church expose that when speaking 

about women’s virtues, sexual morality is primarily stressed, from which derive the other 

conclusions.  

 In this context it is worth discussing the opinions of Armenian clergymen about red 

apple tradition present in Armenian society. From the first glance, it can seem that the church has 

nothing to do with this tradition, but an analysis of their opinions reveals that the Armenian 

Church strictly encourages “physical” and spiritual purity and links it to virginity, and 

consequently, the preservation of the tradition. Religious community members are not 

encouraging premarital sexual relations between couples. 

 According to priest Shmavon Ghevondyan of Armenian Apostolic Church does not 

accept pre-marital relations. “In dating relationships there is a great deal of physical attraction 

and desires. In particular, passion and mutual attraction is dominated among young couples. It is 

possible that doctors approve premarital free sexual relationships due to many reasons. For 

example, restrained desires can be harmful for health, passion is normal; the absence is not, etc. 

However, from a spiritual point of view, desire, passion, striving for sex based on instincts is 

considered to be a sin. Sin mean that it is banned, it is not right. Any sexual intercourse that takes 

place outside of marriage institution is a sin. In the Christian tradition, it has always been highly 

valued that couples should have a virgin status before getting married, and this does not only 

refer to physical cleanliness, but also spiritual. It is a very complicated phenomenon for our 

times, but this is what Christianity has contributed for us, Armenians especially, as it has always 

played crucial roles in our lives. Being the first Christian nation we are obliged to follow its 

rules. Our churches can turn blind eyes to this, but Armenian Apostolic Church, does not 

encourage any sexual relationship before getting married.41 

 The Armenian Apostolic Church, while speaking of the image of a woman, generally 

adopt the Virgin Mary as a model or prototype. Maryology42 is one of the most important 

                                                 
41 Shmavon Ghevondyan, Passion is Sin from Spiritual Perspective, Aravot, May 15, 2009 

https://www.aravot.am/2009/05/15/359901/  
42 According to God’s word Mary was a virgin, and thus pure.  The doctrine of Maryology insists that Mary’s soul was 

never affected by original sin; that it was full of grace from the instant of its creation in the womb of her mother 

(Anne); and that when she was three years old she was brought to the temple and consecrated to God. The doctrine 

further teaches that God the Eternal Father made her “Queen of Heaven.” 

https://www.aravot.am/2009/05/15/359901/
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doctrinal directions of the Armenian Apostolic Church, from which the basic approaches to the 

position, role, functions, and behaviour of Armenian women derive.  

 Unlike the Roman Catholic Church, the Armenian Apostolic does not have a dogma 

about the “pure” pregnancy of Mary, but in this case the idea of a woman’s purity through the 

maintenance of virginity, as well as the idea of motherhood is baptised by the church. For 

centuries the Armenian Apostolic Church has been guided by the very features of the Divine 

image described in the Bible in its understanding of the role of women.  

 It is obvious that patriarchy, religion and national traditions are inextricably linked. 

Using religious and traditional ideas as justifications, patriarchy does its job in oppressing 

women and giving them and subordinate and passive roles within institution of family and in 

other spheres. As famous radical feminist Mary Daly believes that states, Christianity is 

phallocentric, and "When God is male, then the male is God".43  

 Criticising the concept of Mariology she believes that “the supreme victory of masculinity is 

consummated in Mariology”. 

The opinions expressed by Armenian religious community members can be analysed from 

nationalist, rather than from religious perspective. Using Christian religious concepts and 

doctrines, they try to reinforce patriarchal, nationalist roles on women. In other words, many 

member of Armenian Apostolic Church are under the influence of general, false-nationalist 

propaganda, without going deeper into the nature of the oppression. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                 
Dr. Elmer Towns, What is Mariology and is it a False Doctrine, Bible Sprout, last accessed January 12, 2019 

https://www.biblesprout.com/articles/church/maryology-false-doctrine/  
43 Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father, (Beacon Press, 1985,), 19 

https://www.biblesprout.com/articles/church/maryology-false-doctrine/
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Chapter 2: Armenian Marriage Traditions and the Evidence of Patriarchy 
 

2.1 Patriarchal premarital cultural codes: Patterns and rituals 
  

 Empirical research indicates a considerable shift in gender relations in Armenia during 

Soviet times. The emancipation of the late 19th century in Soviet and post-Soviet eras in public 

spheres, such as women’s access to education and employment, could not shake the patriarchal 

paradigms of the private sphere in Armenia, despite the fact that abortion, divorce, single 

motherhood, and remarriage were available options. Gender and sexual practices of men and 

women are still strictly regulated through various socio-cultural scripts. The hierarchy is based 

on gender and age, while the traditional gender roles remain to be the male breadwinner and the 

female mother-housewife. 

 One of the most essential cultural codes of the gender order in Armenia is premarital 

virginity. It should be noted that this concerns only women; men are neither investigated upon 

nor held “guilty” of the violation of this normative legitimate model of sexual practices. The 

preservation of women’s virginity before marriage is so deeply embedded in the cultural memory 

that young girls don’t even learn about it at some point in their premarital life, they just come to 

know that principle “by default,” growing up in a population where gossip and family drama 

speculations are almost an inseparable part of people’s daily routine. Lost premarital virginity 

automatically equals to no marriage eligibility, even if it’s discovered right after the wedding 

night. 

 When it comes to post-Soviet contemporary Armenia, in most urban areas it is still 

parents that choose partners, whereas in more educated strata around the capital and in Yerevan, 

the practice of the “red apple” is no longer systematic, in some areas it’s even no longer viable, 

yet the preservation of virginity before marriage remains immutable, at least as a formality even 

if it ceased to be one of the routine practices. The absence of premarital sexual contacts is 

expected to be guaranteed, and any violations of this are meticulously hidden from the society. In 

parts of the society, where the in-laws do not give any importance to the virginity ceremony, they 

are still noted to simulate the ritual as a formality, thus making it symbolically legitimate. In this 
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regard, the older generation controls their children, both female and male, although it is evident 

that prospective brides have no say in any negotiation at all, while the grooms would sometimes 

be given the opportunity to express their opinion in the choice of their future bride. In a broader 

sense of it, the older generation in its turn was and still is subject to community control in effect. 

 In most rural areas, it is canon that the man who took a woman’s virginity has to marry 

her. This mechanism is problematic in many aspects concerning the male’s power over the 

female, male’s sex drive, etc. To avoid possible outcomes of dishonoring someone from their 

immediate community, and then being obliged to marry her, this cultural script eventually leads 

men to find an alternative for premarital sex among prostitutes. Women in their turn tend to 

avoid any premarital romantic relationships to eliminate any assumed sexual contact, because 

otherwise they would be risking to lose their honor. 

 Still in especially some rural areas, the virginity loss case creates preconditions for 

marriage by abduction, wherein a man kidnaps the woman against the will of her parents to then 

marry her. In most cases, the parents of the bride will give their consent for marriage, mostly 

because they wouldn’t be able to marry their daughter after the shameful abduction, because the 

daughter spending a night with a man is considered to be a ritual of symbolic defloration.  

The woman not only cannot marry another man, moreover, she cannot come back to her parents’ 

home after the abduction. This is a vivid example of how cultural scripts are in charge of setting 

up people’s minds with socially and culturally driven solutions when they could alternatively sue 

the man. Custom, not law is the primary means of social control.  Additionally, women’s role in 

these narrations is that of an object, passive and unable to affect whatever is happening with 

them that will eventually change their whole lives. 

 Before early 20th century, in the husband died, the widows were allowed, even 

encouraged to remarry. In fact, some informants mention that the love for their widow was 

twofold in the in-laws’ family. If the family had a bachelor son, they would try to marry him 

with the widow of their elder son. The husband’s share of property in case of remarriage would 

be transferred to the sons. 
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 It is indicated that children of both sexes under six were treated similarly, given simple 

tasks, whereas around seven years old age male and female duties and rights were increasingly 

categorized and differentiated. The age of sex role division corresponded to the age of learning to 

be held responsible for consequences of their deeds. Some mothers would let their daughters 

consider that until seven their faulty behavior is the mother’s fault, while after seven they are 

responsible for their wrongdoings. In this sense, girls would mature earlier than boys, because 

they would marry younger and had been considered to be adults by twelve. Girls would be given 

tasks such as sweeping, fetching water, helping to bake bread, folding and sorting bedding. It 

was around ten when girls were taught to knit, and at about twelve they would have already 

mastered the skill of spinning wheel and the loom to then produce textiles, and at thirteen they 

would work in silk factories. Boys, on the other hand, were assigned to cut and carry wood, and 

fetch something from the market. At around twelve years old, boys would be skilled in 

harvesting and threshing, silk-producing and growing silkworms. The models of a good girl and 

a good boy interestingly coincide in many aspects.  

 The image of an ideal Armenian boy was attached with the following descriptive: 

humble, obedient, loyal, honest, respectful, stubborn, alert, and shrewd, while an ideal girl would 

also be modest, obedient, respectful, chaste and hardworking. Prettiness was desirable but not 

essential. What was essential though was cleanness and neatness. Literacy in both sexes rarely 

added upon their reputation, what was valued beyond literacy was common sense. 44 

  Speaking about or showing curiosity about pregnancy and birth or revealing any 

sexual desires was not supposed to be discussed between children of both sexes and their parents 

or relatives because it was considered shameful. Early encouragement of modesty and sexual 

restraint was the norm. Girls were neither given any instructions about menstruation from their 

mother. An older female relative would overtake this task, or a neighbor girl would share her 

knowledge.  

                                                 
44 Villa, S. H., & Matossian, M. K. Armenian village life before 1914. (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 

1982) Retrieved from 

https://archive.org/details/armenianvillagel0000uvil/ 

https://archive.org/details/armenianvillagel0000uvil/
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Women are identified in terms of their sexuality merely with their reproductive function and are 

regarded as mothers, in the militaristic context, bearers of soldiers for the nation.  

 Amongst groups of informants from the cohort of the post-Soviet times, 1980-1985, 

and the informants of the late Soviet period, the former groups tended to debate and problematize 

the cannons of traditional family structure more than the latter, although the paradigm script still 

generally prevails for all generations.45 Explicitly reflecting about one’s sexuality is still a rare 

occurrence, mainly occurring among the more liberal youth culture which again, as a result of 

both Armenian cultural customs and the rather hypocrite sexual culture of the Soviet period, is 

regarded by the older generation as a deviation from the norm. Most people from the younger 

generation are noted to marginalize community control and the traditions surrounding it, finding 

those obsolete and outdated, yet there are people among them who still deem premarital virginity 

important specifically for women both as an ethnic characteristic of the national culture and as a 

token of harmonious and secure wedlock. 

  In the advance of globalization, men’s migration to generate income is a particularly 

common practice in most rural communities in Armenia. Sons typically stay in the parents’ home 

and carry their wives along after marriage, while daughters move out.  Menjivar and Agadjanian 

study reveals that this practice exerts various effects on wives who stay behind at home. As 

family members migrate separately, migration usually implies separation, at least that of the 

physical kind, for an uncertain period of time. Visits back home are often irregular and 

unpredicted. In most of such cases, as men migrate, there is a transfer of power and female 

empowerment is higher in areas of male out-migration. Women take on added responsibilities 

during the period of time when their partners migrate for work not by choice but by default, yet 

unlike other studies conducted elsewhere where it is expected to have emancipatory 

consequences on women whose partners are away, these responsibilities do not affect Armenian 

                                                 
45 Anna Temkina, Premarital virginity: the Cultural Code of the Gender order in Contemporary Armenia (the 

case of Yerevan).(Summary. Laboratorium: Журнал социальных исследований, 2010) (1). Retrieved from 

https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/premarital-virginity-the-cultural-code-of-the-gender-order-in-contemporary-

armenia-the-case-of-yerevan-summary 

 

https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/premarital-virginity-the-cultural-code-of-the-gender-order-in-contemporary-armenia-the-case-of-yerevan-summary
https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/premarital-virginity-the-cultural-code-of-the-gender-order-in-contemporary-armenia-the-case-of-yerevan-summary
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wives’ status or relationships. The expansions in role sharply contrast with traditional 

expectations, and can cause stress, tension, and social conflict.  

  The husbands’ position as the breadwinner and primary decision maker reinforces 

wives’ subordinate role in the household, further amplifying gender inequality, increasing the 

tendency of living in nuclear households and resisting gender role changes.46  

 It is stressed in literature that women typically assume masculine tasks in the absence 

of their husbands. Such changes were not evident in the Armenian setting. If women had to do 

something beyond their skills or gender-role expectations, they would ask their male kin, in-laws 

or neighbors for help. The experiences of non-migrating female spouse in a patrilocal residence 

were reliant on the money received from the migrant partner as they have no regular source of 

income beyond that in absence of jobs. And it is either actual lack of work opportunities, or the 

husband restricting the wife to work and sending money regularly provided that the wife doesn’t 

work outside the house. The USAID reports one in six women relation about the male partner 

forbidding the wife to work outside home.47  

 Most informants describe their lives in the absence of the husband as lonely and 

unsupported. Timing and frequency of communication between spouses is also regulated by the 

husband as they are in charge of the technology and pay for it. In terms of this long-distance 

relationship, the question of marital fidelity arises for both parties. Women are expected to not 

even be noticed in the streets at later hours of the day, or visiting friends more often, whereas 

men are almost expected to have affairs which does not in any way affect their reputation or 

status, while women will suffer hostile consequences for it, as what their community said about 

them was deemed more important than actually being involved with other men, because gossip 

was what would terminate their honor. Prolonged separation eventually leads men to new 

partnerships, sometimes to the level of dissolving the previous union.  

                                                 
46 Menjívar, C., & Agadjanian, Men's Migration and Women's Lives: Views from Rural Armenia and 

Guatemala, (Social Science Quarterly,), 2007. Retrieved from www.jstor.org/stable/42956242 

47 Aidis, Ruta & Balasanyan, Sona & Shahnazaryan, Gohar & Armenia, USAID-Armenia-Gender-Analysis-

Report, August, 2019. 10.. Retrieved fromhttps://banyanglobal.com/resource/usaid-armenia-gender-analysis-report/ 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/42956242
https://banyanglobal.com/resource/usaid-armenia-gender-analysis-report/
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 These new sexual relationships often have health implications concerning the 

contraction of HIV, as the wife turns a blind eye on infidelity to preserve the marital union, as 

long as the husband sends money and is caring toward the children. On the other hand, if the 

wife is jealous she might immediately file for divorce, whereas if the husband suspects her of 

infidelity then she might be easily abandoned. In both cases, this is an indication of women’s 

unequal position.48  

 It is here to be noted that a 2016 study revealed that 66% of men and 63% of women 

in Armenia agreed that “if a woman betrays the husband, then he can hit her. (USAID, 2019)” 

The USAID reports curious up-to-date statistics about the fact that the prevalence of acceptance 

of violence is actually higher than the prevalence of violence in practice. 

 Even if both parents work outside the house, the married woman is expected to take 

her maternity leave to take care of the newborn baby, whereas the man is not expected to carry 

out any domestic errands, including childcare. If the income is high enough, the woman might be 

able to afford domestic help or nanny in the capital city or surrounding areas. However, in some 

remote rural areas, women are expected to hand over their salary to the husband or the mother-

in-law. 

 One of the comparatively newly risen institutions that is constantly questioning the 

considered sexual norms is the women’s movement, the rise of mass media, educational and 

developmental initiatives in various developing regional areas of the country, medicinal 

headways with its adjunct birth control market, and the church trying to catch up with the times. 

 With medical advances, and the availability of hymenoplasty, there are evident 

tendencies of medicalizing the female virginity, making it no longer a treat to a woman’s 

reputation. This tendency is also problematic, because evidently, women who undergo 

hymenoplastic procedures view the concept of premarital virginity as an inevitable necessity for 

the marriage ceremony to which they adhere, thus validating and reproducing the practice. 

                                                 
48 Menjívar, C., & Agadjanian, Men's Migration and Women's Lives: Views from Rural Armenia and 

Guatemala, (Social Science Quarterly,)  2007 . Retrieved from  www.jstor.org/stable/42956242 
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 There are even some young women who deliberately engage in sexual activity before 

they even think about marriage to make a statement by refuting and repudiating the prevalent 

sexual norms. For them, sex life and marriage are separate. 49 

 

 

2.2 Virginity cult in Armenian society 
 

 As discussed in the first chapter, the concept of virginity comes from traditional, 

Christian perceptions. Virgin indirectly indicates an “unmarried” girl in Armenia, and is also 

used as an adjective for pure, inexperienced and chaste.  

Recently, an Armenian woman told a story about her marriage and the “red apple” ritual that 

followed. She was married in one of the Armenian villages at the age of eighteen, and her 

husband unwilling to traumatize his wife’s still “childish” psychology, avoided sexual 

intercourse with her approximately for a month. Throughout that period, everyday her mother-in-

law went into their bedroom and searched for something on the sheet. This story is about 50 

years old, but can still be considered relevant. As doctor-sexologist Vrej Shahramanyan states, 

there are still people with extremely conservative mentality who continue to hold such mentality 

and follow outdated traditions, even young couples with their family members. Very often, the 

absence of blood as a proof of bride’s virginity becomes fatal. “Sometimes parents (especially 

mother-in-law) are more concerned and interested in the bride’s defloration, than the newly 

married couple themselves. 

This overwhelming circumstance often causes them unnecessary stress. Moreover, for every girl 

the first sexual intercourse is a matter of tension and anxiety, which is doubled with lack of 

sexual education”, states the sexologist.50 

                                                 
49 Anna Temkina, Premarital virginity: the Cultural Code of the Gender order in Contemporary Armenia (the 

case of Yerevan).(Summary. Laboratorium: Журнал социальных исследований, 2010) (1). Retrieved from 

https://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/premarital-virginity-the-cultural-code-of-the-gender-order-in-contemporary-

armenia-the-case-of-yerevan-summary 
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 In some Armenian villages the bride’s virginity is such an important issue that if the 

blood trace is absent, she can be exiled to her parents’ home, and it is a matter of question if she 

will be welcomed there or not. As it seems, the concept of virginity in Armenian society is a very 

sensitive and controversial issue. Based on religious, traditional and cultural notions Armenian 

people sometimes are not able to distinguish between the term “virgin” as a moral concept and 

the anatomical one. Individual freedom and the right of women to decide whether to have pre-

marital sex is not taken into account by restrictions of society. Armenian women are deprived 

from sexual autonomy.   

 

 As Michael Warner states “perhaps we should call it moralism, rather than morality, 

when some sexual tastes or practices (or rather an idealized version of them) are mandated for 

everyone, and people think not only that their own way of living is right, but that it should be 

everyone else's moral standard as well”.51 

 Women’s virginity obtains patriarchal significance when it is lost. The ruptured hymen 

reflectively becomes a sign of women’s commodification. In patriarchal societies fathers 

“preserve” their virgin daughters and then prepare for “transaction”, by which their bodies will 

become their husband’s possessions in turn. When the hymen is ruptured, it becomes an 

assurance of women’s place in the patriarchal social order.52  

 There is also another side of this phenomenon. From anatomical definition virginity 

does not have any intrinsic value. As doctor-gynecologist Tatevik Chorukhchyan explains, 

“Anatomically, it is a mucous membrane fold that forms a layer and plays a protective role 

against the external environment. However, hymen’s structure and location are highly specific 

and differ from one individual to other. This explains the very different manifestations of 

                                                                                                                                                                 
50 Vrej Shahramanyan, The Controversial Issue of Virgiity in Armenian Reality, Doctors.am December 12, 2011 

https://www.doctors.am/hartsazruyts-bzhishk-seqsopatolog-vrezh-shahramanyani-

het?fbclid=IwAR0gvv4_2U41mfqzuLLK0FOXCnjHOY7xImFq9pG2qf99c3A9SYNTokqb6qg  
51 Michael Warner, The Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life, (Free Press, 1999), 4 

52 Pamela Sue Anderson, Feminist Philosophy of Religion, (Routledge, 2003), 118 

 

https://www.doctors.am/hartsazruyts-bzhishk-seqsopatolog-vrezh-shahramanyani-het?fbclid=IwAR0gvv4_2U41mfqzuLLK0FOXCnjHOY7xImFq9pG2qf99c3A9SYNTokqb6qg
https://www.doctors.am/hartsazruyts-bzhishk-seqsopatolog-vrezh-shahramanyani-het?fbclid=IwAR0gvv4_2U41mfqzuLLK0FOXCnjHOY7xImFq9pG2qf99c3A9SYNTokqb6qg


38 

 

defloration, and the varying amount of blood. Very often it can happen even without a trace of 

blood and pain”. 53  

 

 It is obvious that, as result of lack of sexual education and unwillingness to overcome 

cultural barriers, the absence of blood triggers conflicts, interpersonal problems and later even 

sexual disorders. This problematic situation can even lead to divorce right after marriage. 

Following interviews will expose what kind of obstacles some Armenian women face who do 

not match rigid traditional stereotypes about “proper women, who deserve to get married”. 

 

 Lusine is 29 years old, not married yet. She says that there have been few men who 

were interested in her, but after finding out that she is not a virgin they changed their minds to 

build a family with her. According to Armenian men’s criteria, as Liana says, “She is not an 

appropriate material for a wife”.  

 

 “I was 23 years old when I lost my virginity, we loved each other and we had no any 

doubt that we were going marry. I had no doubt that I was going to be his wife. At the time, I 

was thinking that we were in love with each other, so why should we wait to do it after the 

wedding”.  However, few months before marriage her boyfriend went abroad a sent a letter 

where he broke up with her.  

“What was left to me? Just a hard time in intolerant and oppressive society”, continued Lusine. 

 

 According to a 2011 study published by the Society without Violence (NGO), for 

more than 62% of Armenian men living in regions and between 18-35 years old, and 56% of 

men living in capital Yerevan, women’s virginity is important(SWV, 2011).  

 

 Although Lusine thinks that a true loving man will not pay attention whether she is a 

virgin or not, there still have been men in her life who refuse to marry her just because she is not 

a virgin.  

                                                 
53 Tatevik Chorukhchyan, What is Hymen and why Women Need it, Healthy Blog, accessed April 17, 2020, 

http://aroxjblog.am/ի՞նչ-է-կուսաթաղանթը-և-ինչո՞ւ-է-այն-պետք/?fbclid=IwAR35gVOG-

MIyFD55usL_cOlx0o35rbNuupidO-MeuptgBduz0lp8GkvBF5k  
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“Armenian women who are not married but sexually active are always looked down by such men 

with narrow traditional mindsets”, she says. 

Twenty five years old Manuk, holds an opinion that he will marry only a “pure” and “untainted” 

woman. “I am an honorable man and I will not bring my home such a wife”, he says. 

 Marine says that although she had several partners, she was trying to hide them from 

the eyes of neighbors, relatives and friend. “I didn’t let them accompany to my building, as our 

neighbors are very curious and gossiping. When they find out that a girl had a boyfriend before 

and did not marry him they start stigmatizing her by calling such words as whore, bitch. In order 

to avoid unpleasant gossip I am trying to keep my life private”.  

 

 Thirty one years old Mane, who is coming from one of the Armenian villages, tells 

that her friends often tease here as she is still a virgin. “There have been some men in my life 

with whom I could have sex but I am afraid to take the risk. I am afraid that they will use me and 

play with my name. I liked one guy so much, but I was not sure if he would marry me if I had 

relationship with him before the wedding. If I was sure that our men were ok with that idea, I 

might”. 

 These prove that the target of the public opinion in this matter is almost always the 

bride. The traditional, conservative stereotype that being a virgin before marriage is equal to 

being “moral” and “virtuous” is straitening Armenian women, depriving them of choice about 

how to live their own lives. 

 

 Armenian women should not be forced to have a free sexual life, as it is simply an 

individual choice. The main problem is that many Armenian women merely accept the tradition 

that has been imposed on them via various national institutions and is firmly sitting in 

subconscious mind. The same stereotypes and discriminatory attitudes make men avoid marrying 

non-virgin women, as in the opposite case they will be shamed by society for their choice.  

 

 Here we witness how patriarchy disadvantages men themselves. Being afraid to be 

judged not to fit the “toxic masculine” role forced by society, sometimes many Armenian men 
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have to refuse the idea to get married with their beloved ones, just because they are not virgins. 

“Men become the victims not of women or feminists, but a vaguely sketched and nonagential 

society that forces them to take up dangerous, dominating positions”, thus being deprived of true 

self-expression.54 

 

 These restrictive national perceptions are present in almost all spheres in Armenia, 

including healthcare institutions, as each healthcare system represents a society, ethnicity and 

group with specific characteristics. Thus healthcare professionals in Armenia are sometimes 

promoting the rigid stereotypes. For example, I heard many cases from my friends when they 

attended gynecologist in Armenia they have been asked whether they are married or not. Asking 

these questions, the medical professionals wanted to find out about the virginity status. From this 

perspective many areas of the societal assumptions can be brought under what Foucalt’s idea, 

“Let it not be imagined that this was nothing more than a medical theory which was scientifically 

lacking and improperly moralistic”.55 

 

 Women’s virginity can be considered one of the pillars of strong, Armenian family. 

However, by time, old traditional restrictions gradually become weaker which gives rise to new 

patterns of behavior among younger generation. Most young men seek to have pre-marital sexual 

relationships, but still prefer to marry virgins. As a result of the disguised version of pre-marital 

sexual intercourse a tradition of artificial “morality” and “honor has emerged.  

 Within the research a small survey has been carried out in order to find out whether 

Armenian men would marry “non-virgin” women. 

 Not surprisingly, many men were willing to discuss such sensitive topic as sexuality very 

provocative. However some of them avoided to answer the questions.  

And some of them expressed the opinion that this is not a relevant topic to discuss with a an 

Armenian lady 

 

                                                 
54 Sally Robinson, Marked Men:white Masculinity in Crisis,(Columbia University Press, August 31, 2000), 133 
55 Michel Foucalt, The History of Sexuality, (Allen Lane, 1979), 119 
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 Another striking pattern, those men who were married insisted that such questions 

should be asked to men who are not married yet, and oppositely unmarried men thought that it is 

better to discuss it with married men. Below are the answers by some of them, who were not 

afraid to express their views. 

 Aram answers that, in terms of national mentality, of course it is very important to 

maintain virginity for an Armenian girl. “From my perspective the mentality of Armenian men 

between ages 20-22, has not changed throughout the last 50 years. I anticipate that it is not going 

to change soon”. 

Grigor found it challenging to answer. There are two perspectives here. I acknowledge that it is 

kind of strict approach towards Armenian woman, but virginity of my future wife still remains 

essential for me. 

 Arman was more convinced about the importance of virginity. “Of course if a woman 

wants to have a family it is crucial to be a virgin for her. Such question should not even be asked. 

I say this on behalf of all Armenian men, if you think in a different way show me a single 

Armenian man who does not care about it”. 

 

 Suren answered that although it is not mandatory for his future wife to be virgin, but it 

is very desirable when you are the first and only man in your wife’s life. In following interview 

the questioned man did not want his name and age to be mentioned.  

 Interviewer: Can you explain why will you not marry a woman who has been in sexual 

relationship? 

 Interviewee: Do I need to explain? It is because an Armenian woman is a holiness, she is saint. 

Interviewer: Why Armenian woman is a saint? She is an ordinary human being. 

Interviewee: From emotional perspective I am not able to get close such woman, because it is a 

sign of lacking spiritual world. 

19 years old Armine, wholeheartedly follows traditional customs and excludes premarital sexual 

intimacy. 

-In my opinion if I lived abroad, I would not have negative view about that phenomenon. But 
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here, in Armenia if a non-married woman already had sexual experience I doubt that an 

Armenian man would agree getting married with her, so the woman is forced to choose that man 

with whom she lost her innocence and marry him. 

 23 years old Arman was convinced that there was nothing wrong to marry a non-virgin 

woman, but now he has changed his opinion after finding out that his ex-girlfriend was cheating 

him with different men.  

- I was getting ready to marry my girlfriend, but now I am pretty sure that one should not trust 

women with previous sexual experience. There is no guarantee that they do not have 

“immoral” behaviour. 

Meanwhile 21 years old student Vahe does not think that not being a virgin is equal to being 

“immoral”.  

- Although my friends are constantly mocking me for having such deviant mentality, I have no 

problem with marrying “such” woman. If I happen to fall in love it will not matter to me. There 

is just one thing that I can never accept, which is oral sex.  

Vahe holds an opinion that Armenia woman should not be under pressure by society regarding 

virginity. He assumes that there are many young men who have the same opinions as him, but 

publicly they announce the opposite. The main reason is that they are afraid of controversial 

reactions of their friends and families. 

 However, only Armenian women’s pre-marital sexuality is a matter of concern, for 

Armenian men it is highly encouraged, even something to be proud of. 

 There are even cases that fathers or elder brothers are taking young boys to places 

where they can obtain sexual experience. Oppositely, for Armenian women it is mandatory to be 

“wholesome” in order to build a family. This is nothing more than obvious discrimination.  

This kind of expectations in Armenian society is not surprising. Double standard shows that 

sexual freedom is supported for men, they are expected to be experienced in sexual life, while for 

Armenian women premarital sexual freedom is condemned by both genders. As Simone de 
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Beauvoir noted, virginity is a patriarchal tool which objectifies women as the “Other”.56 

 Women are afraid that if they openly express their sexuality they will be “left 

unmarried”, which is local expression to call women who are not successfully married at certain 

age. Furthermore men want “pure” wives who can become “deserved” mothers their future 

children, and many “mother in-laws” want them to be as “clean” as them when they first got 

married.  

 The tradition comes from centuries and is still preserved that Armenians value the 

purity and innocence. That is the foundation of real kinship, and forms the unity of two families. 

Yet, psychologist Naira Aleksanyan is convinced that traditions are gradually becoming outdated 

and distorted by time.  

 Back then this custom used to have much more unpleasant character. It included 

showing off the bloody sheets, and parents and relatives sitting and waiting for the just married 

couple to have sex and reveal the outcome. Young couple, knowing that everyone is at home and 

waiting for them to tell the news could have a serious psychological trauma.  

 Even in such cases when interviews are absolutely anonymous, talking about sexuality, 

especially for Armenian women is still a taboo. For instance, especially during Soviet times 

topics about virginity, and sexuality were taboos. Despite various interviews, and media 

researches show the pattern that it is becoming more open to discuss, there is still an obvious 

complex among Armenian people to openly discuss them. Based on survey and interviews in 

Armenian discourse morality is perceived and interpreted only in terms of sexual behaviour, and 

for an Armenian woman the only socially acceptable way to obtain sexual independence is 

through marriage. Such notions have been enforced by systematic control of women’s social and 

especially sexual behaviour.57 

Men’s free sexual behaviour is not a targeted phenomenon.  

 

                                                 
56 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, U.K. : Penguin Books, 1949), 276 
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2.3 Love and sexuality 
 

 One of the ways to arise controversial feelings and opinions among Armenian people 

is talking about sex and sexuality. Sexuality is perceived as contradictory concept, against 

traditional values, religion and even love. Question arises, why such natural phenomenon is a 

taboo in Armenian society.  

 From early years, children in Armenian families are taught that sex is a private, 

shameful and only can be validated by the legacy of official marriage. Perhaps, rejecting any talk 

about sexuality Armenian society is trying to reinforce the concept of Armenian traditional 

family, denying the probability of sexual incompatibility between marital couple.  

Until late 2004, Armenian schools did not offer sexual education.58 Another reason for this could 

be the traditional notions that pre-marital sexual relationships are not favoured.  

 Despite the fact, that Armenian government decided to introduce sexual education into 

school curricula (UNFPA 2004), sexuality has still continued to be controversial topic. Since 

topics about sexuality are more silenced and censored for Armenian women, it affects them 

differently.   As since childhood they have heard ‘‘It is a shame“, ‘‘you are not allowed‘‘, ‘‘do not 

ask such things“. It makes girls to produce repulsive feelings about their own sexuality, sex, and 

men in general. Due to this, I have heard so many stories when after getting married, and even 

though the marriage was based on mutual love and attraction, some women did not want to 

engage in sexual intercourse with their husbands. 

 Sexuality being a taboo is a cultural phenomenon, and it is not only unique to 

Armenia, but it is typical for many societies, including more developed ones. As sexuality is 

directly linked to human emotions, censoring it on the other had creates power control over 

human freedom and autonomy. In more patriarchal societies like the Armenian one, topic of 

women’s sexuality is particularly painful as it is one of the most important paths in liberating 

women.59  

 This is a very serious issue of Armenian society in general, because the over-focusing 
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59 Sona Martirosyan, Sexual Discourse: Speaking about the Unspeakable, (EVN Report, May 27 2019) 
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on women’s sexuality and tabooing it is distorting the image of society in general, by promoting 

and reinforcing the hegemony of patriarchal groups, by exercising morality standards based on 

their perceptions.   

  As according to majority of Armenian people sexuality is considered to be an 

inseparable from the idea of love, the liberalization of love has also become a restricted topic for 

Armenian society. Consequently, discourse on sexuality and love are viewed as a means to 

freedom and liberation. 60 It is noteworthy to mention Firestone’s words that love, perhaps even 

more than childbearing, is the pivot of women’s oppression today.61 

Traditional heteronormative domain encompasses that a man should initiate relationship and 

woman should take responsibility about the further development of the romantic relationship.  

 An Armenian woman is inclined to show her position and attitude more by language 

and man by acting.  

 In Armenian context the idea of romantic love and marriage tend to become political 

ideological tools, enabling Armenian women some sort of security and power under the 

institution of marriage. This can be explained by the idea that marriage and rearing of children 

are perceived as women’s duties, hence Armenian women under the pressure of society and 

having comparably limited opportunities in public sphere seek to achieve security by means of 

romantic love and marriage. Furthermore, as mentioned before the status of married women 

validates Armenian women’s sexual freedom.  

 Hence, it can be speculated that the idea of romantic love and sexuality are taken form 

under traditional patriarchal burden. Following observation will support this statement.  

 It is a quite an interesting custom from feminist perspective that in the process of 

choosing future bride, the elder brothers of women can sometimes be highly influential. 

Whenever an Armenian woman is liked by some man, one of the unwritten social and custumal 

rules come to play. It is seeking for the permission of the woman’s brother, in order to date her. 

In such cases when woman’s brother is much younger than her, man has to try to achieve 
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agreement with her father. The more conservative and patriarchal the environment, the more 

extreme are the manifestations of unusual custom. For example, in case when couple of men like 

the same woman, they all can achieve an agreement with her brother, and then compete with 

each other. In this struggle the one that is the strongest, using various methods of pressure up to 

physical fights and threats, leaves the other candidates outside of competition, limiting the 

woman’s ability to choose.  

 However, here it should be noted that, such incidents mainly occur with women who 

are themselves traditional and conservative enough, less independent in terms of education and 

career, or have strict families. More independent Armenian women often succeed to overcome 

patriarchal barriers forced by their fathers and brothers in all aspects of their lives ranging from 

daily lifestyle and reaching to sexuality. 

 Thus, it can be put that patriarchal power in Armenia is taken shape by the 

establishment of authority over women’s sexuality and free choice. The actors are different 

(father, brother, competing men), but the source of power is the control over women’s sexuality. 

As Judith Butler says, ‘‘what is called gender identity is a performative accomplishment 

compelled by social sanction and taboo. In its very character as performative resides the 

possibility of contesting its reified status“.62 Armenian social discourse imposes such roles on 

men in order to act in compliance with traditional-patriarchal heteronormative institution.  

 Sexuality after marriage still carries patriarchal burden, and Armenian women do not 

experience full liberty in their sexual lives. Based on unwritten law, within marriage sexual act is 

treated as marital duty and spouses are obliged to satisfy each other’s sexual needs. That 

especially refers to wives, as Armenians assume that if husband’s sexual needs are not satisfied it 

will harm his psychological and physical health.63 The following questionnaire by UNFPA 

reveals the impact of patriarchal stereotypes in marital life.  

Attitudes toward sexuality percentage of respondents who agree with the following statements  

                                                 
62 Judith Butler, Performative Acts and Gender Constitution, (The Johns Hopkins University Press, December, 1988),3 
63

 Carol R. Ember, Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender, (December 31, Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 2003), 

272. 
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Statements Respondents (N=1,617) Men need sex more than women do 49.1% Men are always 

ready to have sex 58.3%.  A man needs other women even if things with his wife are fine, 34.8%. 

It is a woman’s responsibility to avoid getting pregnant, 45.5%. A woman should remain a virgin 

until marriage, 85.9%. Women who carry condoms on them are “easy”, 51.0%.  Percentage of 

respondents who agree with at least one of those statements, comprised 97.3%.  

 One third of the respondents believe that husband’s adulterous behaviour is nothing 

out of ordinary.  It also places responsibility exclusively on a woman to avoid getting pregnant. 64 

 These results are not surprising, considering that Armenian institution of marriage is 

based on strict patriarchal heteronormativity and gender stereotypical clichés. Armenian 

women’s sexual life practices serve as the fulfilment of men’s desires in bed, as a woman’s 

marital responsibility. Within the research following opinions describe how Armenian married 

women are prescribed roles in serving their bodies to satisfy their husband’s desires. 

 Armen (32 years old) who is a psychologist insists that for men sex comes first, and it 

is the most important thing. Men are ready to have sex all the time, unless there is some issue 

with their health. What refers to women, they need to be warmed up. If a woman is tired and 

irritated, she will be indifferent towards sex. For women the priority is maternal instinct, that 

means from the beginning they want to be beautiful and nice as much as possible to please men 

and choose the most worthy of them as a life partner, in order to have a healthy offspring. 

 Anahit (29) For a woman, the man’s attention, care, gentle attitude are important, and 

sometimes when a woman allows some freedom in bed, her husband immediately becomes 

interested from where she knows all of that, and that fear to cause doubt restrains Armenian 

women. In some cases, of course, men want to see their wives in the role of a mistress, but due to 

fears they do not want their wives to “to open up“, as in that case there is a chance to be 

betrayed. Unequal sexual relationships between partners are also displayed through the approach 

about infidelity, and double standards regarding to it. Whether both genders see the same 
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meaning behind it? 

 It is very common that many Armenian married men do not consider  physical or 

sexual intercourse with another woman to be unfaithful and violation against marital agreement. 

They tend to believe that it is very natural for a man to have that ‘‘need” and the wife should 

approach it with ‘‘understanding”, etc.  

 Armenian feminist activist Lara Aharonyan says that during workshops at the 

women’s centre in Armenia young Armenian women talk about all kinds of myths they have 

learned to believe. For an instance, man are more sexual than women, or it is ok for men to have 

extra-marital affairs since there are things that they cannot do with their wives and mothers of 

their children (like oral sex). Men are not able to control their sexual needs unlike women. 

Eventually women can live without pleasure.65 

 Conclusion can be drawn based on the interviews, that physical contact with another 

woman is not yet a betrayal, if you truly love your wife. Thus, they justify cheating to their 

spouses by reasoning that regardless physical contact with another women, their hearts still 

belong to their wives. 

 The main interest about this issue evolves about how Armenian women view this 

phenomenon. Whether they consider physical infidelity acceptable or at least tolerable, or 

particularly are they satisfied with the realisation that their spouse loves them, and the rest is not 

worth worrying about. This assumption is prevalent among Armenian men, and from this derives 

the attitude of many Armenian women, namely, to not to take it seriously and lighten their 

husband’s petty wrongs, which are due to their natural, manly instincts. In order to understand 

the character of this sexist double standard a qualitative interviews have been conducted with 

Armenian social media forum members where they were asked to express at least a few words 

about this topic. 

 Opinions varied, and many respondents had negative position towards any kind of infidelity. 

However some of the responses still come to prove the splitting moral hairs and lack of gender 
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equity still persist. 

 Do you consider sexual intercourse with any other woman as marital infidelity or not? 

Nodus: According to Armenian traditions infidelity is valid only in case when it is done by the 

woman, and the reason is simple, because a woman gives birth to a child. It does not matter 

whether it is right or not, what is important here is preserving the traditions. In my personal 

opinion the protection of traditions is essential, for such small nation like us. 

Angelina: Marital infidelity is a negative phenomenon without a doubt. But if a husband betrays 

his wife it is a bit milder and forgivable compared to wife’s betrayal. 

Sergey: A man can cheat for a few times for the sake of interest and fun, but the treachery of a 

woman is unforgivable and a disgrace. Even blood cannot “clean such sin“. If women disagree 

with me I simply ask, what’s the reason that men are more interested in women’s virginity.  

To put it simple, the wife must be impeccable, yet men are innately more promiscuous, and 

everyone should just face this fact. The wife should be more worried about such issues, as 

whether her husband‘s clothes are clean or not, the rearing of children and leave her husband 

alone.  

Lusine: Well, you have to admit that it is natural for men to cheat. Either you have to accept it or 

you are deceived. I prefer to accept the fact and my husband also knows that it is not a major 

problem for me. After all, there is no danger, no emotion and physical connection when it comes 

to casual sex.  

Araksya: The man is an outsider, the woman is insider. Based on this a man’s activity is 

happening outside home and domesticity, thus it is natural for him occasionally to be tempted by 

other women. This does not prevent him from returning to his family. 

 According to the responses, it can be summed up that a woman is not perceived as an 

equal creature with equal sexual needs. Perhaps, the reason for this misconception is that in 

Armenia woman’s mission is to become a mother, which requires strict restrictions of sexual life, 

health and physical purity. Bodily purity entails that an Armenian woman should have only one 

man in her entire life which is to become her husband. Furthermore, conservative assumptions do 
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not avoid putting restrictions and control on men, but also encourage even extramarital affair 

based on manly innateness and naturalness. The power to define what is natural, has always been  

crucial to the maintenance of any system of power relations.66 Interestingly these kind of excuses 

about naturalness of male promiscuity are found not only in male responses, but also in some 

women responses.  

 Responses even included opinions, where Armenian women even justify extramarital 

affairs of their husbands. Here the condition is not to develop romantic feelings with another 

woman, and establish lasting relationships. It is important for women that their husbands remain 

emotionally attached to them and always return to family.  According to this interpretation the 

problem is not about the unacceptability of the cheating of husbands, but that it must not affect 

the stability of Armenian traditional family.  

 Observation can be made how pervasive male privilege and social patriarchal power 

seep into sexual relations, and they are taken ideal shape in the institution of marriage.  

 

2.4 Modern Armenian marriage and patriarchal symbolism 
 

  Some feminist theorists view marriage as essentially patriarchal point to its history, 

and continuing to be morally laden and gendered meaning.67 World societies have various 

severity of patriarchy, which is also expressed in the institution of marriage, where women are 

lowered into commodity level. For an instance, they need to conform stereotypes and marry men 

who are much taller, older, richer and who is able to take provide them. Hence, they tend to 

begin married life in a doubly subordinate position, which, of course, suits the man just fine.68  

 So much is evident from modern Armenian marriage s and its symbolism. For 

Armenian people the difficulty to identify patriarchy and unequal power division comes from the 

difficulty to see the degree of patriarchy in their own culture. Thus the reaction is that patriarchal 
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manifestations of the modern Armenian marriage, which carry outdated traces of old patriarchal  

traditions still continues to pass as normal, even when the couples have more equal relationships 

with each other. 

 According to ethnographer Gayane Shagoyan Armenian wedding traditions can 

generally be divided into three stages. 1) 19th century Armenian traditional wedding (since 

we have no specific information on wedding traditions organised before), 2) A Soviet-era 

wedding, 3) Wedding celebrations after Armenia’s independence. She noted that certain 

patriarchal elements of old traditional wedding rituals are preserved and reproduced, and 

largely the concept of Armenian wedding continues to remain conservative and traditional.69  

 Armenian contemporary wedding is considered to be traditional as long as the 

particular family continues to maintain the patriarchal order. The concept of white wedding 

that we know today came into being in Europe in 19th century, and later it came to Armenia 

from Russia during Soviet era.70 Despite the fact that marital-wedding traditions and 

customs have adopted Western characteristics, Armenians still follow conventional and 

time-honoured marital practices, which are permeated with patriarchal symbolism. 

Frequently inequality is practiced in disguised and covert ways, under widely accepted 

customs, and symbolism. In such cases people neglect the hidden characteristic of a custom, 

and characterise it not as a symbol of unequal relationships but as a national tradition which 

has to persist in society. This makes patriarchy an attempt to deal with and overcome this 

fact, to make them unnoticed. After all, women seem to exist perfectly well in this society, 

wives and sisters.71 Not to mention, that subordination and inequality of the role of women 

in the traditional Armenian discourse have always been very natural and ordinary.72 Many 

such examples can be found.  

 The supremacy of male power is ideally enshrined in master and obedient marriage 

ritual, which continues to be an inextricable component of Armenian traditional marriage. This 
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concept is generally misunderstood or distorted especially by men. It becomes a valid foundation 

for a husband’s authoritarianism over his wife, and even can reach a point when violence is 

justified. Hence, a wife is perceived as subordinate to her husband, as the other. Any deviation 

from this traditional norm is viewed under negative light and abnormal.  

 This master and obedient roles are taken literally, and the example of this is when wife 

is not encouraged to make decisions on her own and should always ask her husband’s 

permission.  

 Another marital custom still practiced in modern Armenia, which mirrors power 

relationships is called Guardianship (Khnamakhosutyun). According to this tradition, before the 

organisation of marriage the groom’s parents must make a visit to bride’s home, and ask her 

hand for their son. The role of supervisor is the groom’s father, who is the most important person 

in conversation.73 It is not difficult to notice that the main purpose of this marital custom is to 

achieve consent between couple’s parents for the intended marriage. However the way it is 

organised, particularly showering bride’s parents with gifts in case the consent is achieved 

indicates that it symbolises trade accords and commodification of women. An Armenian woman 

is perceived as property and in order to own her it is necessary to achieve consent with her 

parents who have absolute power over her. Hence, the patriarchal nature of the Armenian 

traditional family is revealed here. This is especially obvious in the decisive role of men in 

choosing a bride and coming to a preliminary agreement, as well as in her father’s final word in 

giving the bride in some families 

 

2.5 Post marital issues and “trauma” in patriarchal society 
 

  Post marital issues and trauma are based, again, on overall gender inequality in 

Armenia, discrimination, and the subordinate roles imposed on Armenian women in the 

institution of marriage and family. Armenian women are mainly defined by marital-familial roles 

and obligations. Armenian society continues to be primarily patriarchal, and gender roles in 
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private sphere reflects a strong model, while women occupy lead mother-nurturing roles. Such 

notions about women’s roles, most probably deprives them from the opportunity to become a 

subject, rather than object, thereafter they voluntarily refuse to stand for their rights, and to find 

their place in public sphere. Under these circumstances, the majority of Armenian women see 

family and marriage as a field of self-realisation, and invest their all dreams, goals and searches 

for identity within family and maternal roles. Therefore, due to  incapability to find fulfilment in 

family  quite a few Armenian women are  facing identity crisis and post-marital trauma. 

  As Betty Friedan wrote prevailing attitudes towards women assumed that “truly 

feminine” women had no aims for proper education, career, or public voice, but rather, they 

found ideal fulfilment in the domestic sphere and motherhood. Friedan concluded that many 

housewives were unhappy with their marital lives but were unable to describe the reasons of 

their unhappiness, calling it “problem that has no name”. Under the terms of the “feminine 

mystique”, Friedan claimed that women are embracing a false life of happy housewife, which is 

constraining and distorting their full potential and development as an individual.74 

 Robert Aharonyan, who defended an abusive husband during a violence trial, for 

example says. I condemn violence against women, but the woman needs to know her place. The 

place of a wife is to maintain a strong family, to be obedient, to prepare her husband’s dinner, to 

dress her husband, to take care of children. This is the image of real Armenian woman. 

 In Armenia women and wives who do not match these expectation and standards about 

public notions of real Armenian woman, wife, and mother are judged and stigmatised. 

Researcher Rusanna Tsaturyan in her study Decoding Women in Contemporary Armenian 

Political discourse , notes that more conservative and traditional roles are attributed to women in 

the context of the concept of Armenian traditional family, and even those who form the political 

agenda themselves are content with the patriarchal discourse and therefore cannot reshape the 

women’s political agenda.75An overt expression of gender discrimination in the Armenian family 
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can be unequal distribution of family responsibilities, prohibitions, violence, control, and even 

forced abortions.76  

 Anush Khachatryan, who works in the field of women’s rights, notes that according to 

nationalistic approaches an Armenian wife should accept male dominance in any case. She must 

put aside her all desires and problems to satisfy her man. She adds that when it comes to 

nationalist discourse Armenian women are offered a model of behaviour that is contradictory to 

human rights and freedom.  

 Still today, many Armenian men tend to believe that the main mission for women is 

just sitting at home, bringing and rearing children, cooking and taking care of home. It is worth 

mentioning, that women’s portrayal as a life partner is given less importance compared to wife, 

bride and mother roles. These roles require put much stricter demands on women, and require 

self-sacrifice and dedication.  

 Another problem is, that frequently Armenian men, especially those who are more 

inclined to traditional patriarchal model of family and are more dependent on their families, 

while getting married choose a bride whom prefer their parents, without taking into account their 

own feelings. This is one of the factors that cause conflicts, misunderstandings between spouses, 

and violence. 

 Since, due to economic, traditional, cultural and societal reasons couples after getting 

married live in extended families (with husband’s parents, grandmothers. etc.), more issues come 

to be seen. Husband’s parents sometimes tend to control wife’s decision making, family 

planning, etc., thus enhancing her dependency. It points out, that gender prejudices are clearly 

defined in Armenian newly formed families.  

 From being a source of love and care, families and marriages in patriarchal societies in 

Armenia sometimes can transfer into an environment of oppression, dominance, emotional abuse 

                                                                                                                                                                 
. https://armenia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-
pdf/MEN%20AND%20GENDER%20EQUALITY_Final_0.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1AhmCweTGBtC7hhNNhs0K83EKcsnjY-
4UQ0aX0YSroHaLPruHnjtCw0ME 
76 Rusana Tsaturyan, Gender Issues, Ekho.am, last accessed April 29, 2020 
https://ekho.am/գենդերային-
խնդիրներ/?fbclid=IwAR10xxiW7i5JEUDsrKzArjQJdI4nxiGXZIOpnKIMUhUfHgWpNQBkNIicBnM  

https://armenia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/MEN%20AND%20GENDER%20EQUALITY_Final_0.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1AhmCweTGBtC7hhNNhs0K83EKcsnjY-4UQ0aX0YSroHaLPruHnjtCw0ME
https://armenia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/MEN%20AND%20GENDER%20EQUALITY_Final_0.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1AhmCweTGBtC7hhNNhs0K83EKcsnjY-4UQ0aX0YSroHaLPruHnjtCw0ME
https://armenia.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/MEN%20AND%20GENDER%20EQUALITY_Final_0.pdf?fbclid=IwAR1AhmCweTGBtC7hhNNhs0K83EKcsnjY-4UQ0aX0YSroHaLPruHnjtCw0ME
https://ekho.am/գենդերային-խնդիրներ/?fbclid=IwAR10xxiW7i5JEUDsrKzArjQJdI4nxiGXZIOpnKIMUhUfHgWpNQBkNIicBnM
https://ekho.am/գենդերային-խնդիրներ/?fbclid=IwAR10xxiW7i5JEUDsrKzArjQJdI4nxiGXZIOpnKIMUhUfHgWpNQBkNIicBnM
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and violence. Many examples can be mentioned. For an instance, men are free to decide on how 

to spend their time and space. In case of women there can be many limits, and organising time 

and space movements are often under men’s control. An example of violation is that, for 

example, a husband is free to invite his friends whenever he wants, organise parties, wives, one 

the other hand are rarely allowed to do the same.  

 One of the post-marital issues, which is caused by women’s inferior position is 

pressures about getting pregnant with a boy. Recently, selective or gender-based abortions have 

become a big issue in some more conservative and traditional countries, and the issue of 

domestic violence is very often goes hand in hand. The reasons of these is based on male 

preference and marginal social roles of women in Armenian culture in general.77 

Families attach more expectations regarding male children, and these relevant to peculiarities of 

patriarchal culture and patriarchal families.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
77 Gohar Shahnasaryan, Siran Hovhannisyan,  The Cultural Reasons of Sex-Selective Abortions in Armenia, (Gender 

and Leadership Studies, Yerevan, 2017), 48 

www.ysu.am/files/The%20Systematic%20and%20Cultural%20Causes_Sex-
selective%20abortions_ARM.pdf?fbclid=IwAR17SOz_GzBuSx2ChX8s6AK0DxA-KrsSu4lgZjXa0toykyf1u71tvGlOpxk  

http://www.ysu.am/files/The%20Systematic%20and%20Cultural%20Causes_Sex-selective%20abortions_ARM.pdf?fbclid=IwAR17SOz_GzBuSx2ChX8s6AK0DxA-KrsSu4lgZjXa0toykyf1u71tvGlOpxk
http://www.ysu.am/files/The%20Systematic%20and%20Cultural%20Causes_Sex-selective%20abortions_ARM.pdf?fbclid=IwAR17SOz_GzBuSx2ChX8s6AK0DxA-KrsSu4lgZjXa0toykyf1u71tvGlOpxk
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Chapter 3: Same-sex marriage and divorce in Armenia. The role of 
Armenian media in the institution of marriage 
  

 

3.1 Heteronormativity and same-sex marriages in Armenia 
 

  The attitude toward LGBT people is rather volatile in Armenia. As mentioned 

above, there are no regulations directed toward securing LGBT rights yet (although they are 

secure under human rights), and that gives plenty of room for various conservative parties to act 

against or exhibit aggression toward the community. Senior level decision-making positions are 

mostly occupied with representatives who are against same-sex relationships, some consider it 

unnatural, some anti-religious, others perverse. One of the MPs from the second largest political 

party and one of the two opposition parties in the National Assembly is quoted as follows, “I’m a 

conservative; I belong to the Armenian Apostolic Church, and I do not support same-sex 

marriages and relationships. Everyone lives their own life, but at the same time let us state that 

personal preferences should not influence other people’s lives so that the effects of their harmful 

activity do not permeate into the society” as a validation to his concern that if there are any 

references or provisions to LGBT people in the law on equality/anti-discrimination, then the 

outcomes of ‘harmful’ LGBT activity will permeate into the society. 78  

 Not only political representatives, but also legal entities are observed to explicitly 

speak against LGBT representatives. One of the experts in a reality program, a lawyer, was 

noticed to offend a minority representative with threats and hate speech, “I always fought against 

them [LGBT people], and I fight and will continue fighting. Whenever I see them, I will smash 

them, trample them, and yes – they must be burnt (…) Do you know how many people are 

rotting in prison, people like him? What for? Just because of their one word. Yes, I always 

smashed them, will smash them and I will move forward like that. You can file a criminal case 

against me, do whatever you want. Yes, know that you are persecuted, and I will always 

                                                 
78 Pink Armenia NGO, Human Rights Situation of LGBT People in Armenia , Annual Review, 2018 

https://www.pinkarmenia.org/en/publications/reports/#.XgZlf0czZPY 

 

https://www.pinkarmenia.org/en/publications/reports/#.XgZlf0czZPY
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persecute people like you. And when your friends say that the psychologist called to burn you, it 

was me who said it, not the psychologist. If it’s a threat, you can file a case.79 

 Meanwhile, the president of the chamber of advocates also delivered discriminatory 

speech in a written form, “The union of two men and two women is unnatural, as they are not 

physiologically characterized to have children.” His remark raises questions about another 

entrenched gender stereotype that is picturing the family unit solely as a reproductive system, 

and women only as child bearers. 

 A psychologist called on gay people to be treated through therapy, which again is a 

serious remark to reconsider the professional training of the specialists working in the field. 

 Article 35 in RA Constitution claims, “A woman and a man having attained the 

marriageable age shall have the right to marry and form a family with free expression of their 

will. The marriageable age and the procedure for marriage and divorce shall be prescribed by law 

(RA Constitution, 2015),” while article 10 of the Family Code claims that “Marriage conclusion 

requires the mutual and voluntary consent of a man and a woman, both of whom must be of 

marriageable age (RA Constitution, 2015).” 

  Although there is no apparent law that prohibits same-sex marriages, these articles on 

freedom of marriage problematize and create difficulties for LGBT people to register a marriage 

or union in RA, stressing that only a man and a woman are authorized to legal marriage. 

  In response to an LGBT representative’s inquiry to perform an act of marriage or 

union between them and their partner, public officials replied that they are not authorized by 

Constitution or laws, thus, they are not competent to proceed with the request. This case raises 

two important issues from which conclusions must be drawn, firstly that there are not restrictions 

but rather a legislative gap in LGBT persons’ right to marry, and secondly that some articles in 

the constitution are phrased with problematic wording, regarding the definitions of man and 

woman, as gender identity is not even questioned in such situations of addressing legal 

regulations.  

                                                 
79 Ibid 
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3.2 Divorce and its aftermaths 
 

  The issue of divorce is a very sensitive issue in Armenian society, and it affects 

adversely Armenian women in various ways. The phenomenon of divorce is judged by society, 

and it forces couples to try to escape it in all possible ways. There is widespread assumption that 

looking at marriage simply as contract that can be terminated at first difficulty is an evil act, 

worthy of severe judgment, especially when children are suffer from the divorce of their beloved 

parents. National Armenian mentality, traditionalism and religious factors do not allow 

comprehending the concept of divorce. Our grandparents, even fathers and mothers can point 

unique cases in which couples of their generation were divorced. Even in case of many serious 

post-marital issues spouses try their best to avoid divorce. 

 However, over time as society becomes more globalized and developed it is having an 

impact on the institution of marriage and divorce cases increase. In 2015 the number of divorces 

increased by 19 percent. One of the four marriages in Yerevan ends up with divorce and in the 

provinces of Armenia one in seven. Statistics show that it is mostly women who apply for 

divorce by law.80 It is difficult to find an official statistics and researches about the causes of 

divorces in Armenia; however causes can be investigated based on the experiences and practices 

of psychologists and sociologists. Psychologist Samvel Khudoyan elaborated on the main 

divorce causes in Armenia.  

1. Number one cause of divorce in Armenia is marital infidelity, by husband of course, in vast 

majority of cases. 

2. The second reason for divorce is living with husband’s parents under one roof. The parents 

often interfere in couple’s personal lives which cause conflicts and disagreements. 

3. Third group of reasons have economic character. As husbands are main breadwinners and 

wives often do not work, they tend to complain that men are not able to take good care of the 

family. 

                                                 
80 Azg Oratert, Divorce with Armenian Style, , May 2, 2016 

https://www.azg.am/AM/2016020519?fbclid=IwAR0qIgfmOLVFzYru9MMc4OK-PLdTsb1ZXbWVZK-
47Ui8otDrVKv1CYPimOk  

https://www.azg.am/AM/2016020519?fbclid=IwAR0qIgfmOLVFzYru9MMc4OK-PLdTsb1ZXbWVZK-47Ui8otDrVKv1CYPimOk
https://www.azg.am/AM/2016020519?fbclid=IwAR0qIgfmOLVFzYru9MMc4OK-PLdTsb1ZXbWVZK-47Ui8otDrVKv1CYPimOk
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4. Another reason is incompatibility in sexual lives. Armenian couples often separate because 

of not having sexual relations before marriage, thus they often find out sexual incompatibility 

after marriage.81 

In order to find out modern Armenian society’s conceptions about divorce, its causes and 

gendered characters of it a survey has been conducted within a research. Overall 18 men and 26 

women have been participated.  

It is noteworthy that to the question what can be considered as adequate reasons for divorce, 

again the majority named husband’s infidelity as number one cause. 

1. Husband’s infidelity-29% 

2. Incompatibility of characters and various disagreements-22% 

3. Domestic violence-19% 

4. Sexual incompatibility-12% 

 Other answers included inability to have children, not being a virgin before marriage, husband 

can’t provide his family.  

 An analysis of the possible reasons for divorce, point out that mostly  they have 

gendered character and  are a consequence of  women’s subordinate positions, gender 

stereotypes and patriarchal perceptions. For an instance marital infidelity is caused by an 

assumption about men being unable to control their sexual urges (see chapter 2), sexual 

incompatibility is a result of stigmatizing pre-marital sex, economic and family members 

interfering reasons are related to the assumption that husband must be the only breadwinner of 

the family, thus the newly formed family having only one working member is not able to live 

separately and fulfill their needs. Not to mention that domestic violence is related to misogyny 

and women’s subordinate status in Armenian society.  

 In spite of numerous programs in recent years, exerted efforts and advocacy from 

women rights movements, divorce continues to be a huge challenge for the majority of Armenian 

women. Divorced women are often discriminated and vulnerable under patriarchal society’s 

                                                 
81 Milena Nersisyan, The Reasons of Divorce in Armenia, ImPoqrik.am, September 6, 2012 

https://impoqrik.am/news/1527-
ամուսնալուծություն.html?fbclid=IwAR2DEi5nuooZA4q1Ys1nzfSxz1s_h8qDk7ZHtwWUiob7RWN11VoF9TjmFqk  

https://impoqrik.am/news/1527-ամուսնալուծություն.html?fbclid=IwAR2DEi5nuooZA4q1Ys1nzfSxz1s_h8qDk7ZHtwWUiob7RWN11VoF9TjmFqk
https://impoqrik.am/news/1527-ամուսնալուծություն.html?fbclid=IwAR2DEi5nuooZA4q1Ys1nzfSxz1s_h8qDk7ZHtwWUiob7RWN11VoF9TjmFqk


60 

 

pressure. One of the most common stereotypes is that after divorce a woman is under risk to be 

viewed with dubious standards of morality. Despite the fact that in recent years many women 

have been trying to become more sustainable and independent, yet many Armenian women still 

fearing discriminatory attitudes and pressures continue to endure domestic violence and 

infidelity for the sake of escaping divorce stigma. 

  The biggest problem is the shame that most Armenian women are afraid of. Armenian 

language discourse has very stereotypical expressions of shame, such as, “divorced woman”, 

“someone who has been returned”, but we never say, for example, the same for men. These kind 

of expressions are an obstacle for women, because some of them become victims not being able 

to withstand public oppression. 

 In Armenia some men tend to believe that after divorce women are unable to be self-

sufficient, have balanced, independent lives. These assumptions are a direct consequence of rigid 

patriarchal society there men hold the power. Social stereotypes convince that women need men, 

society and public sphere need men and there is no place for women. Below we can see a 

personal story from a divorced Armenian woman. 

 Gayane got divorced years ago. She went through a long and difficult way before 

mental peace is achieved. She said that our society is not developed and open-minded enough to 

deal with divorce properly. People think they are entitled to understand the cause of divorce, and 

everyone hurries to make their own judgments. “I thought very long before making such tough 

decision to get divorced and I regret losing so much time in despair. But it is better to overcome 

these challenges and live peacefully. Now, she says confidently that if a woman is independent 

and strong criticism and stigmas cannot affect her.  

 Lilit, who has experienced humiliations and violence by her husband for five years, 

remembered that when she was hesitating to get divorced people were constantly trying to affect 

her decision saying such things as “what are you able to do as a divorced woman”, “how would 

your child feel about having divorced parents”, “you will be lost without family” and “family as 

the only meaning of woman’s life”.  
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Psychological pressures are heavy. Divorced women in our society are vulnerable. At the 

expense of women’s lives, happiness, peace exemplary families are built for society. Armenian 

woman’s path after divorce is too complicated, and they continue to succumb.  

 

3.3 Media and its role in Armenian institute of marriage 
 

  When investigating gendered and hierarchical nature of the institution of marriage in 

Armenia, it is important to elaborate upon Armenian media, as the media plays an important role 

in today’s world and has a significant impact on people’s way of thinking and behavioural 

patterns.  

 A text, visual images represent the world around us and it is not just a mirror of everyday 

reality, but creates reality. Media creates new reality out of the cultural resources and sharable 

cultural codes of life. In a process called encoding Stuart Hall argued that cultural resources are 

shaped into sharable cultural codes and these codes thereafter are decoded by audiences.82  

 The mass media relies on symbols and stereotypes as shorthand ways of 

communicating to the diversity of people in the mass audience through newspaper headlines, 

movie characterisations and television pictures.83 Media discourse reflects and creates social 

norms, and directly affects our lives, limiting our perceptions of identity, morals, etc. An 

important part of media messages is about gender roles and stereotypes, as gender identity is one 

of the cornerstones of human identity, and gender-related messages are easily perceived by 

people.84 

 From this perspective, Armenian media stands as a powerful tool in enhancing 

inequality patterns and patriarchal character of the institution of marriage and family. Armenian 

media most frequently displays low representation of women, and produces stereotypical images 

of spouses, mainly portraying Armenian women as heavily dependent on men, full with 

                                                 
82 Jeff Lewis, Cultural Studies:The Basics, (Sage Publications, 2008), 104. 
83 Clint Wilson, Felix Gutiere, Lena M. Chao, Racism, Sexism and the Media,(SAGE Publications, Inc, October 3, 

2013,), 38 
84 Jonathan Schroeder, Mirrors of Masculinity: Representation and Identity in Advertising Images, (Routledge, March, 

2004), 21 
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androcentric, mandatory heteronormativity and subject object type relationships among genders. 

An analysis of Armenian media reveals that it mostly depicts women through primitive and 

stereotypical characters which are mostly housewife, obedient bride role (good wife, caring 

mother), and sexual object. As a result, other features are ignored which determine women’s role 

and value in family and society.  

 Hereby, I would like to analyse one of the most widely broadcast heating device 

commercials. In this commercial women are subjectified into association with heating device. 

Firstly it shows plus size woman saying that some heating devices are cumbersome, then a 

smoking woman utters that some heating devices are ecologically unclean, and after that a 

woman who does not chop potatoes efficiently saying that some heating devices are 

unproductive. In the end of the commercial there is a woman who is skinny and matching 

modern beauty standards, graceful and obedient looking and she is cutting the potatoes very 

nicely. In the meantime the commercial says that there is one heating device that does not occupy 

extra space, works efficiently and sparingly, thus is worth taking home.85  This way they 

manifest Armenian women as bride material subjects for marriage, and create hierarchies of 

Armenian women indicating who is worth to get married or to be taken and who is not. 

Armenian women are very rarely represented as independent, self-sufficient and in a variety of 

social or professional roles.  

 Another issue worth mentioning is the portrayal of domestic violence in Armenian 

media, as if it is justifiable. This is important to tackle, as the amount of gender-based violence 

that media portrays and especially the most popular soap operas have a direct impact on the 

number of women who face violence in the institution of marriage and family.86 Most of the men 

portrayed in Armenian soap operas, represent aggressive masculinity characters. The 

examination of the male characters in Armenian soap operas reveals that the strong, dominant 

and oppressive roles of Armenian men are highly emphasised. Many indicators of aggressive 

                                                 
85 Nor Tun Company, Squirrel Heating Device Advertisement, Posted, March 14, 2013 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3wIkljYPr6c  
86 Anna Gevorgyan, Ani Kojoyan, Domestic Violence from the Screen, The Analyticon, February 2017 

http://theanalyticon.com/?p=8772&fbclid=IwAR0UOd3sJv8NnGZhqolW9Uny1m3F2TLf59VBbhBYMz8Asqz04Mr3

hPzxd5s  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3wIkljYPr6c
http://theanalyticon.com/?p=8772&fbclid=IwAR0UOd3sJv8NnGZhqolW9Uny1m3F2TLf59VBbhBYMz8Asqz04Mr3hPzxd5s
http://theanalyticon.com/?p=8772&fbclid=IwAR0UOd3sJv8NnGZhqolW9Uny1m3F2TLf59VBbhBYMz8Asqz04Mr3hPzxd5s
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masculinity are used, such as high position in society, broader and influential network, wealth 

and of course strict control over the family and superiority over woman. 

  One of the main attributes of aggressive masculinity is domestic violence against 

women, and aggression is reflected in family and marital relationships. From this perspective, a 

woman becomes a tool in order to create a toxic masculinity image, and for that purpose it is 

necessary to create obedient, needy, and dependent women characters. Women in Armenian 

media, on the other hand, are most likely to justify the violence and treat it as normal 

phenomenon. The audience, consequently develop misrepresented notions about violence in 

family. According to one of the audience, Armenian TV series do not contain violence, but 

actions of normal Armenian man.87  

 According to Caucasus Media Resource Centre’s survey nearly 80% of Armenia’s 

population watch Armenian TV series and an analysis of Society without Violence NGO analysis 

show that the scenes of physical and psychological violence against Armenian women make up 

approximately 60% of scenes.88 It can be concluded that the women characters seem to be 

created only to be a subject to violence. The Armenian media is also reinforcing another 

stereotype of an Armenian woman which is housewife, a mistress, children caregiver, and her 

main responsibility is serving the man’s needs at home. 

 The entire Armenian media including the majority of advertisements, soap operas and 

TV shows are addressing the message that Armenian wife is always obedient, and men are 

always in charge to make decisions. This is a precarious message, as it indicates for men 

audience that women are their property and an object to which they have the absolute right and 

power to act violent.  

 Such mentality normalises gender-based violence with its various forms, including 

domestic violence and affect the perception about the balance of power in society, as a result of 

which men are perceived as dominant, powerful, independent and authoritative, while women 

have a more subordinate role, mainly limited to home and family, deprived from public sphere.  

                                                 
87 Ibid 
88 Ani Stepanyan, Women’s Portrayal in Armenian Media, Media.am, April 4, 2013 

 https://media.am/կնոջ-կերպարը-մեդիայում-տեսանյութ/?fbclid=IwAR2WlE-

ObZviY2p_KGOpxtRqX_Ygdgz7cnCeh1YQVZ3QXIh4JI1dWgr200k  

https://media.am/կնոջ-կերպարը-մեդիայում-տեսանյութ/?fbclid=IwAR2WlE-ObZviY2p_KGOpxtRqX_Ygdgz7cnCeh1YQVZ3QXIh4JI1dWgr200k
https://media.am/կնոջ-կերպարը-մեդիայում-տեսանյութ/?fbclid=IwAR2WlE-ObZviY2p_KGOpxtRqX_Ygdgz7cnCeh1YQVZ3QXIh4JI1dWgr200k
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 Hence, we see a lot of female characters in Armenian media who are busy with 

domestic chores, serving the needs of their husbands. In Armenian media they are portrayed as 

happy and satisfied, signifying that they found their real place and main role in life. Such 

stereotypical portrayal of gender roles is having a huge negative impact on society and family 

relations, reinforcing sexist notions, violence, harassment and power relationships in Armenian 

families. Armenian media retains the function of shaping public opinion. 

 

3.4 Youth, marriage and conception planning in contemporary Armenia 
  

Youth Event Holding Center implemented a study among the youth in Armenia in 2011. The 

study explores the reproductive behavior of youth and its influencing factors. The target of the 

study is the 18-30 year-old youth of Armenia, 654,208 in quantity as of 2011. The ratio of 

married women was higher (51% as compared to 29% of men) in this age group because as a 

rule they marry older men who were not included in the survey. The study results indicated that 

25% of youth in their 30s are unmarried, and there is a decline in the wish to get married in the 

upcoming two years among 28 year-olds and higher (see the chart below (Manukyan, 2012)). 

Only 44% of the informants are planning on getting married within the next two years.89 

                                                 
89 Seyranush Manukyan, Youth of Armenia, Trends in the Development of the Armenian Ethno-Socio-Cultural 

System․ National Youth Report of Armenia, Youth Events Center, Yerevan , 2016 

http://www.minsportyouth.am/files/post/1409305707-2Azgayin_zekuyc_masII.pdf 

 

http://www.minsportyouth.am/files/post/1409305707-2Azgayin_zekuyc_masII.pdf
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 Two substantial tendencies in replies why they delay the marriage were observed. The   

first one is “I want to live a free life” which reflects the prominent cultural changes in the society 

bringing about causes of the second, “I don’t have a suitable candidate” reply. The reasons 

behind delaying marriage differ between the sexes. While for male respondents economic / 

financial insecurity and the unemployed status were indicated to be the reasons behind the delay, 

studying and not having met the suitable partner were respectively the reasons for female 

respondents. 

  The latter is a direct result of the stance that if a young woman has good career 

prospects then it delaying marriage until the age of 30-35 is worth it. 

 



66 

 

 

 Thus, the reasons behind delaying marriage stem from both economic and cultural 

issues, wherein economic reasons are prominently characteristic to male respondents, while 

cultural reasons to female respondents. It is importantly noted that economic independence 

brings about individual and social independence, therefore promoting cultural changes in an 

individualist-liberalist spirit as a result. National values have always been deeply incompatible 

with and have always been historically opposed to the liberal-individualist worldview. 

  The combination of the national and the individual always turns into a chimera, which 

results in the profound contradiction constantly causing cognitive dissonances both in the public 

consciousness and in the intellectual, economic, and political strata of the society. The negative 

derivative of these dissonances in the public consciousness leads to the rationalization of the 

position of leaving Armenia forever, the explanation being concise, “I see no future in Armenia.” 

 The need to have children is among the main determinants of reproductive behavior. 

This need can have both economic and socio-cultural implications. Youth Center’s research has 

shown that today's demand for having children among youth is approximately equal to the actual 

number of children in their parents' families.  

 The average number of desired children among the surveyed was 3.2, whereas it was 

factually 2.8 in their parents’ families. But as further research showed, the actual number of 

children in families of married youth was lower than the desired number, 1.3 according to the 

research. As the question determining the respondents’ reply was phrased as followed, “How 

many children would you like to have given adequate financial and housing conditions?” it 

follows from the results that the reproductive prospects among youth aren’t realized mainly 

because of socio-economic and cultural factors in Armenia.  
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 It is noteworthy that the desire to have children is lower among young girls and 

women than among young boys and men, and the indicators decrease with younger adults 

compared to older young adults. On the other hand, the desire for children is decreased among 

higher cultured youth. 

 

 The decision to have more children is weakened with the age of the married couple, 

the main reasoning behind it being that they already have one or two kids. This is a cultural 

factor and speaks about increasingly more systematic planning among young parents.  

 Although in rural areas the need for children is lower than in regional towns and 

capital Yerevan, the desire for having children within the next two years is higher in villages. 

This indicates that barriers against having children are lower in villages. An adequate 

explanation for this shift is that towns nowadays have lower overall living standards and lesser 

confidence in the future. Thus, most parents-to-be are more concerned about raising their 

children given the uncertainty of their economic condition.90 

                                                 
90 Ibid 
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 Attitudes toward women’s emancipation have been assessed by women’s social 

behavior and their status in the family; also by examining attitudes toward a woman's life 

strategy. Men and women were asked to agree or disagree with the following provisions: “A man 

is smarter than a woman,” “If an unmarried woman got pregnant, then abortion is allowed,” “If a 

young woman has good career prospects, then it is worth to postpone marriage until she’s 30-35 

years old,” “Spouses should seek to live separate from their parents,” “If the family doesn’t have 

an apartment then it is okay to live with the wife’s parents,” “Even if the husband’s salary is 

high, it is preferable that the wife work too,” “If the spouses do not want children, then abortion 

is allowed,” “In the case of inheritance, the parent should give the son an advantage over the 

daughter,” “I would work under the leadership of a woman,” “European values are alien to our 

nation.” In this context, as a result of the survey, it has been concluded that emancipatory 

attitudes promote postponing marriage and weaken the desire for more children. 

 

3.5 New prospects and trends of the evolution of Armenian marriage development 
 

 

  Despite the fact that the traditional format of the Armenian marital-familial 

institution is still prevailing, some new prospects and trends are leaving their impact on its 

development. Those new prospects can be a considered as a good potential for enhancing 
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equality and tackling patriarchal power relations. The overall progress of the Armenian socio-

political and economical structures has opened new opportunities for youth, their education and 

career perspectives. As a result, new generations tend to focus on their careers and education 

which consequently delays the age when couples decide to get married.  

 Nowadays, young generation tends to marry later, have fewer children then before and 

many married couples no longer live in extended families which help them to loosen traditional 

ties and become more independent. Although Armenian women are still defined by private 

sphere, those factors are a trigger for future change influencing the mentality of youth. Under 

economic and social pressure more and more Armenian women are striving for better education. 

Women’s education is crucial in overcoming the patriarchal burden in marriage and family 

spheres. Educated and emancipated woman has a new approach of upbringing children and this 

impacts the emergence of the new generation, free of stereotypes.  

 Furthermore, in order to raise women’s status, it is also important to increase the 

knowledge of pedagogues working in Armenian educational institutions on the formation of 

values, and total reconstruction of the concept of gender. Along with education, it is necessary to 

implement methods of raising families where there are no stereotypical differences between 

genders. The participation of fathers in the upbringing of children is particularly vital in this 

issue.  

  Education should increase the role of women, and therefore through good quality 

education it will give women economic independence, and they no longer will be dependent on 

men’s patriarchal stance. In order to better inform the society about the problems that Armenian 

families face due to unequal relationships and it is also necessary the participation of the media 

with a clearly developed policy.  

 In the process of promoting gender equality in Armenia and increasing women’s role, 

recently some NGO organisations have become active. One of them is society without Violence 

NGO. The NGO’s vision is to have a non-violent society, ruled by democratic values, and 

society who respects the ideology of gender equality and supports its construction. The mission 
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of the organisation is sharing their knowledge, experience and fields in protecting women, 

educate and inspire young women.91 

 Another NGO is Pink Armenia organisation which works in the field of protection of 

marginalised groups (vulnerable women, LGBT community). The organisation encourages and 

promotes equality, the ideas of embracing vulnerable communities, minimises discrimination on 

any sphere by establishing cultural sensitivity and respect for diversity. Nowadays, Pink Armenia 

is an active social group and is involved in different civic, political and cultural movements in 

Armenia, addressing various issues.92  

 In recent years, the government’s attention on gender issues has also increased. The 

Republic of Armenia has implemented a number of international documents which are 

determined to address gender issues in the country.  Among them 

1. UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

2. Documents of the Council of Europe Men’s and Women’s Equality Commission 

3. Requirements for the UN Millennium Declaration 

4. Commitments defined by other international documents of the Republic of Armenia.93 

 Both international obligations and various NGOs activity have achieved some results 

in a sense that gender blindness has decreased in government level, and for the state official’s 

gender are no longer unfamiliar and unrecognisable.  

 However, the research findings reveal that the indifference towards women’s equal 

status in Armenian marital-familial institution has mainly cultural base. The Armenian society is 

ruled by patriarchal and traditional culture, values, norms and stereotypes. Consequently, the 

government officials and representatives are also bearers of traditional patriarchal values, in 

other words, the culture creeps into state. Thus, for efficiently targeting the marginalised 

condition of Armenian women in marital institution it is necessary to fight against deeply rooted 

                                                 
91 Society Without Violence NGO, Our Pillars, last Accessed May 7, 2020 

https://www.swv.am/index.php/en/  
92 Pink Armenia NGO, Our Mission, Vision, and Values, last accessed May 7, 2020 
 https://www.pinkarmenia.org/  
93 Svetlana A. Aslanyan, Women’s Rights in Armenia, Social Watch, last accessed May 7, 2020 

  

https://www.swv.am/index.php/en/
https://www.pinkarmenia.org/
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cultural stereotypes through education, raising awareness and opening new perspectives for 

women to become independent. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

Armenian society has always been highly patriarchal, and due to traditional cultural 

notions about femininity and masculinity, women are usually subordinated to men in terms of 

power. 

 In marital institution, Armenian men are expected to be the masters of women, while 

women are taught to obey their husbands. Traditional marital religious rituals, practices, 

prioritization of bride’s virginity come to prove the point.  

 Armenian women through various educating, religious and media institutions in 

Armenia which are based on traditional heteronormative values are also taught that their best and 

main role in society solely limited to private sphere, which is taking care of home, and family. 

This gives men absolute control in the family, making him the only decision maker.  

 Armenian women are encouraged to be docile, voiceless, and based on some 

interviews Armenian women even tend to justify the patriarchal oppressive systems, and find the 

unequal patterns in marital-familial institution as inherently “normal” and “natural”.  

 Such attitude towards marriage from both genders makes it difficult for Armenian 

women to get emancipated from tyrannical marital relationships. Even in case of divorce, women 

have to face many challenges as society’s treatment towards “husbandless” women is negative 

and women tend to suffer economically as men are the main breadwinners in the country.  

 The research once again revealed and corroborated the existing weighty issues in the 

institution of marriage, entangled in local customs and religious traditions, which go hand in 

hand with gender issues prevalent in Armenia. 

 It also elucidated their impact on the society at large. The culture of overshadowed and 

twisted role of women is an impediment for the economic development of Armenia.  

 In spite of the challenges, the existing issues are currently recognized in wide circles. 

In this direction, impediments are being lifted for women to embark on new responsibilities in 
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work and career. More and more women board on new nontraditional careers in governance, IT 

sector and business. 

 Education in nontraditional disciplines is becoming of more common occurrence for 

women.   

 Equal opportunities narrative is reiterated in different spheres and new generation and 

approach is on rise for a brighter future of institution of marriage and women’s role in Armenia. 
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