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Introduction

ThIS report assesses current gender roles and responsibilmes In Armenta wIth specIal
consIderatIon to how they pertaIn to the contInUIng process of economIC and polltlcal
transltlon AttemptIng to do so IS a dIffIcult proposltlon because gender can be found
In essentIally any and every sphere of actIvIty Gender Issues are present not Just In the
gender composItIOn of the current ParlIament or In employment Issues, but they are
also mtertwIned WIth the baSIC SOCIal and cultural fabrIC of Armentan lIfe at every
level Thus, It IS dIffIcult to adequately dISCUSS gender Issues WIthout undertakmg a
complete analySIS of all aspects of Armeman SOCIety Although thIs report WIll not
undertake such an analySIS, It focuses on a number of key Issues that pamt a relatIvely
good pIcture, If an Incomplete one, of how gender and the economIC and polltIcal
transmon are related ThIS, m turn, has Important ImplIcatIons for the donor
commumty at large, and USAID speCIfIcally, as It assesses how best to asSISt Armenta
m ItS tranSItIOn

The InformatIon presented m thIS report was prImarIly gathered dUrIng November
and December of 1998 In Armema, through an exammatlon of eXlstmg studIes and data
and through mtervlews WIth varIOUS mdividuais In addItIOn to formal mtervlews WIth
polItICIans, declSlon-makers, NGO leaders, academICS, and others (a lIst of those
formally mterviewed IS m Annex B), a large number of mformal dISCUSSIOns took place
WIth a varIety of mdiVIduals, many of whom prOVIded Important anecdotal
mformatIOn Due to the fact that much of the avaIlable data IS of questIOnable
relIabIlIty and valIdIty, thIS anecdotal or qualItatIve mformatlon helps to present a
more balanced pIcture, If a more confuSIng one

The fIrst sectIOn of thIs report exammes gender m the context of Armeman econOmIC,
polltIcal, and SOCIal lIfe AvaIlable data IS presented, augmented by anecdotal eVIdence
The second sectIon addresses gender m the broader context of SOCIal values and famIly,
and notes the dynamICS between economIC and polltIcal change and changes m gender
roles and responsibilmes The Importance of the famIly umt m understandmg gender IS
stressed The hIstOrIcal roots of current gender Issues m both SOVIet and Armeman
hIstory are exammed m the thIrd sectIOn Fourth, based on responses of mtervlewees,
three obstacles to change m gender Issues m Armema are IdentIfIed and analyzed
Fmally, the report offers some conclUSIons and outlmes ImplIcatIons for USAID
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I. Economic, Political, and Social Life

A EconomIc LIfe

There IS some eVIdence to suggest that women have been dIsproportIOnately affected
by the economIC transltlon ThIS claIm IS often based on the fact that women are a
large percentage of the unemployed - up to 70% InformatIOn from the Mrmstry of
State StatIstIcs (reflectmg Armema's OffICIal unemployment fIgures) corroborates thIs
claim, showmg that women constItute a vast maJonty of the offICIally unemployed (See
Chart 1, Appendix A) And, thIS trend appears to be worsemng, WIth women
constltutmg an mcreasmgly smaller share of the offICIal workforce (See Chart 2,
AppendIx A)

Men are gIven pnonty m many Jobs, because men and even many women want to see
men as the pnmary breadwmners ThIS means that women were sometlmes "fIrst to be
fIred, last to be hIred " Women also face a perceptIOn that they are not as economIcally
VIable as men, because of pregnancy leave and because of famIly responsibilltles A
study conducted dunng the 1960s m the SOVIet Umon estImated that women spent 3-4
hours per day on housework outSIde of responsibilltles to chIldren 1 ThIS fIgure IS not
lIkely to have shrunk much m post~Soviet Armema, partIcularly m the early years of
mdependence Smce women are stIll expected to do the lIon's share of the domestIc
work, thIS dIVISIOn of labor IS not condUCIve to women entenng or staymg m the
workforce

Furthermore, women are generally not m declSlon-makmg POSltlons m economICS
Land, property, and bUSInesses are regIstered under men's names most of the tlme and
Independent control of fInancIal resources IS often not an avaIlable optIOn for women

However, a closer eXamInatIon of unemployment statIstIcs reveals that the large
dispanty between men and women IS perhaps not so large OffICIal unemployment
statIstIcs reflect only those who are offICIally regIstered, and because of low benefIts
(about $5 per month), exceSSIve red tape, lack of servIces, and other reasons, only an
estImated one out of four of the unemployed regIster 2 Addltlonally, people are
dropped from the rolls If they do not re-reglster every year, whIch many do not do for
the same reasons ThIS helps to explaIn the almost ndlculously low offICIal
unemployment rate - 6% In 1993, up to 111% In 1997, as does the phenomenon of
artlficial employment and the large shadow economy

In a trend suggestmg that the OffICIal statIstIcs are not necessanly representatIve of the
composItIOn of unemployed by gender, women seem to be more lIkely to regIster for

I Basu, A The Challenge of Local Femmlsms, p 357
2 MSS SOCial Snapshot ofRoA and Poverty, box 16
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unemployment benefIts than men Those IntervIewed offered a number of dIfferent
reasons to explaIn why - women have less pnde than men and thus do not feel
degraded by the entIre process, women are more lIkely to be happy wIth even the
small amount of benefIts than men who consIder It a slap In the face, etc So, not only
IS the offICIal unemployment rate Itself very low, but even the composmon of the
unemployed by gender - that IS, the hIgh percentage of women - may not be accurate
In a 1996 World Bank poverty study, men accounted for 62% of the unemployed In
the sample, for example 3 ThIS same study also notes an Increased partICIpatIOn of
women In petty and mIddle-level trade and small busIness,4 whIle other studIes and
mtervlewees have also emphaSIzed that women have Increased theIr presence In
busIness dunng the tranSItIon penod In spIte of the dISCnmInation they faced

AddItIOnally, the MInIstry of State StatIStICS estImates that only one out every 4 pnvate
entrepreneurs IS regIstered and that up to 1/3 of Income generated by households may
come from the shadow economy 5 ThIS IS espeCIally sIgmficant because women's
Involvement In the shadow economy seems to be espeCIally hIgh As one IndIcator,
only 4 5% of employed women work In regIstered small busInesses 6 MeanwhIle, men
are often offICIally employed but suffer from "hIdden unemployment» Thus, women's
employment IS also undercounted because a sIgmficant proportIOn of theIr economIC
actIVIty takes place In the shadow economy

Although no offICIal statIstICS were avaIlable on the number of women who own
regIstered busInesses, the number IS belIeved to be relatIvely low 7 It IS also dIffIcult to
assess the valIdIty of thIS statIstIC as an IndIcator of women's Involvement In busmess,
SInce tradmonally, men offICIally put theIr name on all busmess relatIng to the famIly

OffICIal statIstICS mdlcate that women contmue to dommate fIelds that are tradmonally
"femmlzed," such as health, educatIOn, and culture In 1996, 76% of employees m the
health sector and 74% of the employees m the educatIOn sector were women (see Table
1, Annex A) 8 These sectors are also dIsproportIOnately low-paymg m many mstances,
contnbutmg to overall salary dIscrepancies between men and women - women earn
2/3 of what men earn, on average However, once more, these statIstICS do not mclude
mformal sector actIVIty and may not present an accurate pIcture of gender In overall
economIC actIVIty

B PolItIcal LIfe

3 Document of the World Bank Armema Confrontmg Poverty Issues, p II
4 IbId Annex 5, p I
S MSS SOCIal Snapshot, box 4
6 UNHCR Needs Assessment, p
7 IbId
8 MSS Women m TranSItIOn, p 2
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The polltlcal pIcture IS slIghtly easIer to quantIfy, at least on the natlonalleve1 SImply
put, women are currently not m decisIOn-makmg pOSItIOns m polltlCS Women hold
only 12 out of the 190 seats m ParlIament, or 6 3%,9 whIle all 22 of the Mmisters and
all but one Deputy Mmister are currently men, and there was only one woman
mmister m the preVIOUS cabmet Although offIcIal statIStlCS show that the overall
gender balance In governmental posltlons is not too skewed (see Chart 3, AppendiX A)
and has m fact Improved m recent years, It should be noted that these statistIcs mclude
all employees, mcludmg cleamng staff, secretanes, etc - women are not well­
represented m semor pOSItIons The fIrst woman registered to run for preSIdent last
year, though she elected to WIthdraw her candIdacy and her name on the ballot

There is currently a "Gender m Development" (Gill) umt m the government, located
m the MImstry of SOCIal Welfare m the Department of Women's and ChIldren's Issues,
supported by UNDP Furthermore, a NatIOnal Plan of ActlOn to address gender has
been formulated and IS currently bemg implemented However, It must be noted that
these actIVItIes are as of yet qUite formal m nature rather than substantIve, due to a lack
of mstltutlonal support, among other thmgs Though Its very eXistence IS a posmve
step, there appears to be reSIstance to the Idea of any kmd of gender program withm
the government

ThIS dispanty m natlOnal polItiCS is symptomatic of a more general retrenchment to
and a reassertion of tradmonal Armeman gender divlSlons of power m polItlcs The
new orgamzations that rose to power and came to dommate polltlcal lIfe after the
collapse of the SOViet Umon did not actively seek female partiCIpatIOn, nor did
women, for the most part, try to push their way m

On a local level, there IS eVIdence that women are more mvolved - m polmcal parties,
headmg local electoral commISSIOns, etc Requests to polmcal parties for mformatIOn
on female participatlOn at local levels were met With blank stares, and the government
was unable to give the gender breakdown for heads of local electoral comrrnSSIOns
However, a number of those mterviewed seemed to thmk that women were m fact
more mvolved at the local level than at the natlonallevel, though men remamed the
deCISion-makers Expats, for example, who partIcipated m as electIon observers dunng
past electIOns m Armema recalled strong female participatlOn m local electIon
commiSSIons

As an example, however, of the dIfficultIes women face m polltlcs, one observer
remembered that dunng the second round of the 1998 PreSIdential electIOns, at the
commumty level, there were two women on the commiSSIon at the commumty level
electlOn committee where he was stationed One of the women made a formal
complamt WIth the chaIrman that she felt that the coupons were not bemg counted m a
faIr way, that she saw eVIdence of ballot-stuffmg, and she demanded a recount The
other members of the commIttee berated her for bemg too meddlesome and shouted

9 UNDP National Human Development Report 1998
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her down, even InsultIng her name In the process The other woman on the commIttee
appeared to have no other functIon other than to make coffee for the other members
and to answer the chairman's phone ThIs sItuatiOn Illustrates well the reality of gender
roles In polltlcs - women In polItIcs are eIther there In a subordInate capaCIty or are
sImply Ignored

AccordIng to some of those IntervIewed, there also appears to be a certaIn contInUatIOn
of the SovIet gender quota system mIxed In wIth the clan system In local polItIcs That
IS, when a partIcular clan or network takes control of an offIce, there IS a habItual
deference to some sort of female quota, though usually In the lower levels These
women, In turn, do not feel dlscnmInated agaInst because they have theIr posltlon due
to personal tIes and because the sense of a mentocracy does not appear fully developed
Job dISCnmInation based on a patnarchal clan IS an accepted hIring practIce Women
who owe theIr posltlons to a certam person rather than to ment are m turn less lIkely
to speak out agamst discrIrmnatIOn because of gender

Furthermore, the small sample of polItICIans who were intervIewed for thIS report,
Includmg the head of the PreSIdential CommISSIon on Human Rights, the leader of the
"women's" party m ParlIament, ShamiramIo

, and vanous government offICIals dId not
belIeve that there were any real or sIgmficant gender Issues or problems In Armema at
all- economIcally, polmcally, or SOCIally CombIned wIth the governmental track
record on gender, thIS seems to mdlcate that those In declSlon-makIng posltlons do not
consIder gender to be an Important Issue for development

Women's actIVIty m NGOs IS relatIvely strong - 12% of all NGOs deal WIth women's
Issues ll and more Importantly, the overwhelmmg majOrity of all NGO members are
women 12 NGOs seem to be a SOCIally acceptable outlet for female polmcal actIVIty,
whIch IS somethmg that can be bUilt on

The Issue of raIsmg women's Involvement m polItICS IS clearly tIed to an Improvement
m democracy as a whole UntIl representatIves are more accountable to theIr
conStitUenCIes, untIl the electoral process Improves, untIl the Influence of patnarchal
clans IS reduced, and untIl the democratIc process Itself becomes stronger, women WIll
contmue to be underrepresented MobilIzmg women In polItIcal actIOn, however, may
be one way to achIeve these democratIc ends

C SOCIal Issues - Poverty, Health, and EducatIOn

10 Although all ofShamrram's members are women, It should be noted that It IS not m fact a "women's
party" m the Western sense AddItIOnally, the ongms ofShamrram are tIed m to the clan and quota
mentalIty mentIOned m the precedmg paragraph Smce they are among the few women m ParlIament,
however, It IS mterestmg to note therr VIews on gender Issues
11 IbId, P 34
12 UNDP NatIOnal Human Development Report 1996, p 16
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AccordIng to eXIstIng poverty studIes, there IS no compellIng eVIdence to suggest that
gender IS a determInant of poverty 13 Refugee women and women whose husbands are
abroad as mIgrant workers do form at Important at-rIsk subset, however And, an
astomshIng 86 8% of sIngle penSIoners are women -another high-nsk group that
appears to have suffered from the lack of state support 14

WhIle the overall health IndIcators (such as lIfe-expectancy) of both men and women
have declIned dunng the translt!on penod, women's health has been espeCIally affected
The dIffIculty of payIng for health care costs has only complIcated the situatlOn
ComplIcations dunng chIld-bIrth have Increased dramatIcally, abortlOn remaInS the
pnmary form of bIrth controPS and has helped lead to a high rate of InfertIlIty (25%),
and maternal mortahty has mcreased steadIly for the last four years 16 The overall
reluctance and!or InabIlIty of the populatIOn to seek health care except when
absolutely necessary has led to a decrease In prenatal care and to an Increase m horne
chIldbIrth The senous problems posed by the transltlon penod to women's health are
espeCIally wornsome, partIcularly gIven the long-term nature of many health
problems

FInally, gender statIstICS m educatlOn show some InterestIng trends Females contInue
to graduate at a hIgher rate from secondary school than males (See Chart 4, AppendIX
A) In tertIary educatIOn, there IS a SImIlar tendency, as women's enrollment, expressed
as a percentage of men as 100%, was 123% In 1993, 143% In 1995, and 127 8% In 1996 17

The dropout rate IS hIgher for boys than for gIrlS and thIS trend IS more pronounced m
rural areas 18 AddItIOnally, attendance problems are also hIgher for boys than gIrlS
(63% vs 28% accordIng to an MSS!WB survey) 19 Thus, It appears that women are
fanng better than men In educatIOn, whIch can be tied to a number of factors

FIrst, gIven the dIffIcult economIC condlt!ons, boys are lIkely to seek employment at a
young age to help theIr famIly, or, In rural areas, theIr help may be needed WIthIn the
famIly busmess Second, educatIon IS consIdered a status symbol and an asset for
women, partIcularly for marrIage prospects, and thus pnonty IS often gIven to female
educatIon 20 ThIrd, there IS a perceptIon that educatIon WIll not necessanly lead to any
Improvement m Job prospects and so, espeCIally WIth the nsmg cost of educatlOn, there
IS not a strong motIvatIon to contmue school, espeCIally for boys GIven the number of
PhD's dnvmg taxIS, thIS somewhat cymcal attItude IS perhaps not surpnsmg

13 Document of the World Bank, Annex 2, p 1
14 UNDP SOCial Indicators 1998
IS UMCOR Round Table on Women's Health, p 6
16 UNDP SOCial IndIcators
17 UNNHDR 1995, 1996, 1997, appendices
18 UNDP NatIOnal Human Development Report 1998
19 Gomart, E SOCial Assessment Report on Health and EducatIOn Sectors p 111

20 Ibid, P 17
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II. Gender in the Context of Society, Social Values, and
Family

The transltlon penod has sIgmficantly affected socIal roles of men and women,
particularly the economIC dIffIculties, and these changes must be vIewed through the
pnsm of the famIly, the basIc SOCIal umt of Armeman hfe

A FamIly

In ArmenIan farmlies, men have tradmonally been consIdered the breadWInner In the
famIly - that IS, theIr basIC SOCIal functIon has been to provIde for the famIly
fInanCIally TheIr posmon wIthIn the famIly depends on thIS fact, as does the respect
and status they command outsIde the famIly, In SOCIety Even dunng SovIet tImes, thIS
Idea was never erased or overcome Furthermore, women's socIal status IS also tIed
wIth the status of theIr husbands, and, more generally, wIth the famIly as a whole For
those men who have not been able to fulfIll thIS tradmonal role, senous levels of
depreSSIOn have resulted, an InabIlity to cope psychologIcally WIth the changIng tImes
For many men, theIr entIre raison d'etre IS now gone, SInce they cannot work to
prOVIde for theIr famIly, leadIng to feelIngs of shame, depreSSIOn, and loss of a sense of
self-worth ThIS, In turn, has adversely affected the famIly structure, at least In the
short-term

Women's role, by contrast, has tradmonally been to deal WIth famIly and domestIc
Issues ThIS entaIls, of course, child-beanng and child-reanng, but It extends beyond
maternal functIOns Women are responSIble for the famIly Itself - ensunng that theIr
children and theIr husband are kept In good health, that food IS kept on the table, that
the house IS kept In good order, that household expenses are managed and so on
However, thIS responSIbIlIty has Included, to a SIgnIfIcant extent, a subordInatIon to
men ServIng husbands IS tradmonally an Important duty for women Though these
famIlIal gender roles may appear unequal, It must be noted that most ArmenIan men
and a SIgnIfIcant ArmenIan number of women do not outwardly believe the tradmonal
dIVISIOn of labor to be unequal, dysfunctIOnal, or wrong

Often WIth no real chOIce In the matter, women were pushed further Into the
economIC realm dunng the transmon penod, and, compared to men, women seem
have been more economIcally fleXible They have been WIllIng to take "lesser" or
"lower" Jobs to prOVIde for theIr famIly, sometImes as traders of small Items or as
house-cleaners or as secretanes and occasIOnally as prostitutes And they seem to have
shown more creatIVIty - what we mIght call "entrepreneunal spmt" - openIng small
bUSInesses of vanous kInds, sellIng baked goods, etc Men, meanwhIle, seem to have
been exceSSIvely hampered by the past, as they often waIted for Industry to recapItalIze
or for a posmon that matched theIr preVIOUS status The role of breadWInner was
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paramount, yet It dId not extend to acceptIng too sharp a reductIOn In status BItterness
and resIgnatIOn, or mIgratIon and relIance on famIly networks seems to have
charactenzed the male response to dIre economIC straIts, compared wIth the flexIbIlIty
and creatIvIty that women exhIbIted

The net effect of thIS, then, has been that In many cases, men have not been able to
fulfIll theIr roles as the breadwInner In the famIly and that women have stepped up to
fIll the VOId In one way or another, and kept the famIly survIVIng In dIffIcult penods
Even In SItuatIons where a man may be formally employed, hIS posltlon as
breadwInner may be undermIned because hIS salary IS so low ThIS change has posed a
stIff challenge to tradItIOnal gender roles In the ArmenIan famIly Although women In
ArmenIa appear to have always been economIcally actIve In one way or another, the
nature of trus actIVIty changed In the face of WIdespread male depreSSIOn and
unemployment, women have proved remarkably reSIlIent In fIndIng ways to keep the
famIly afloat, partIcularly In the early years of Independence WhIle not all men have
reacted negatIvely to theIr WIves becomIng more overtly economIcally actIve, thIS
subtle shIft In gender roles has not been easy on the famIly structure But It has created
an opportUnIty for women to further extend theIr roles In bUSIness, an opportUnIty
that can perhaps be enhanced further by programs that carefully support women In the
economIC world

B MIgratIOn

The sharp economIC dIffIcultIes have also affected gender roles through the
phenomenon of mIgratIon An estImated lout of 5 ArmenIans are abroad, of whIch
over half are SIngle mIgrant workers ApprOXimately 2/3 of emIgrants are men, whIch
has helped to skew the gender proportIOns, partIcularly In rural areas, and most of
these are of workIng age, whIch has affected the age pyramId 21 In areas outSIde of
Yerevan, many men who have been unable or unWIllIng to leave the country have
come Into Yerevan to look for work Both the mIgratIon to RUSSIa and other CIS
countrIes and Internal mIgratIOn have affected the gender balance

It has left some women, fIrst of all, as heads of famIlIes, albeIt reluctant ones WhIle
theIr husbands work In RUSSIa or elsewhere In the CIS and send money back to
ArmenIa, women have assumed many of theIr husband's responsibilmes In ArmenIa
The SOCIal acceptabIlIty of women as heads of households IS stIll qUIte low, however,
and these women suffer a loss of status In the commUnIty as a result

Second, mIgratIOn has affected the marnage rate, whIch has decreased SIgnIfIcantly
SInce Independence The decrease In the marrIage rate can also be attrIbuted to other
factors - couples are less lIkely to marry If the man does not have a steady source of

21 UNDP National Human Development Report, 1996, p 14
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lllcome, for example, and the skewed gender ratIo, particularly among young
Armemans, has also contnbuted

C DIvorce

The dIvorce rate has clImbed steadIly Slllce llldependence, from 13 8 per 100 marnages
m 1991 to 18 5 per 100 marnages m 1997 22 ThIS reflects both the new freedoms and
opportumtles and the mcreased tenSIOns m gender relations brought by the post-SovIet
penod Although dIvorce IS still heavIly frowned upon, partIcularly m rural regIons,
unhappy couples are now takmg advantage of the Increasmg SOCIal freedoms and
divorcmg more often wIth fewer socIal consequences At the same time, the mcrease
can also be partIally attnbuted, at least llldirectly, to economIC troubles The mabilIty
of men to fmd work coupled wIth a nse m women's economIC mvolvement, as
dIscussed earlIer, seems to have brought famIlIal tenSIOns that sometImes leads to
dIvorce

In one famIly, for example, an unemployed husband was unable to cope WIth hIS WIfe's
newfound status as the breadwmner, tellmg her that she had become arrogant and
pushy m the household ThIS also seemed to reflect rus own frustratIOn at hIS mabilIty
to fulftll hIS tradmonal role as the head of the household fusmg tenSIOns eventually led
to separation and eventually dIvorce (or at least, trus IS the WIfe's SIde of the tale)
Although thIS example IS certamly not umversally true, It IS clear that women who are
the sole breadwmner or even an equal breadwmner m the famIly must walk a fme Ime
to keep peace m theIr household

A recent study, surveymg students and theIr famIlIes, found that 64% of respondents
belIeved that both men and women should contnbute to the famIly budget However,
that same survey found that almost 50% of those surveyed belIeved that women should
receIve less money than her husband m order to keep peace m the famIly 23

WhIle there IS no concrete data to make thIS correlatIOn, It seems reasonably safe to say
that economIC tenSIons are reflected to some degree m mcreasmg SOCIal mstabilIty, such
as hIgher dIvorce rates, etc There IS also some eVIdence that domestIc VIOlence and
sexual harassment may have nsen from 1991 to the present,24 but addltlonal research IS
necessary to confIrm thIS

MIgratIon has also played a part m the nse m the dtvorce rate There are many stones
of husbands m Moscow WIth second famIlIes, for example A partIcularly dIffIcult
subset are cases when the husband has gone to abroad to work and has never sent any
money home These women are left m very dIffIcult CIrcumstances There IS loss of

22 MSS Untltled Handout
23 Ohanian, M Value Problems and Gender, p 2
24 UNHCR Needs Assessment, p 10, Englbaryan, L VIOlence m the Faml1y, pp 1-3
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socIal status for the woman and the famIly that IS hard to overcome AdditIOnally,
these women must now fmd sources of Income for theIr famIlIes ThIs IS a segment of
the populatlon that IS especIally at-nsk, along wIth refugee women, Since they are both
outSIde tradltlonal methods of commumty and famIly assIstance, to diffenng degrees
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III. Historical Roots of Gender Roles

Gender Issues m Armema are closely tIed wIth the Armeman socIal system, whIch m
turn IS strongly based on the famIly umt An exammatIOn of hlstoncal roots of the
famIly and the gender roles wlthm It can help to explam why tradltlOnal Armeman
gender roles, or at least many elements of what we call tradmonal roles, are still so
strong today

Armema, as wIth many of the other former SovIet republIcs, dId not have a tradmon
of mdependent statehood before SovIet tImes The FIrst RepublIc of Armema lasted
only from 1918-1920 and before that, there had not been an mdependent Armeman
state smce 1375 ThIS IS Important because what allowed Armemans to survIve as a
culture - m fact, what defmed Armemans as a culture - was most Importantly the
famIly umt It was through the famIly that the Important qualItIes of Armeman culture
were passed down through generatlOns Smce Armemans lIved m other "host"
countnes - namely, RUSSIa, the Ottoman EmpIre, and Iran - where they were
mmontles that were sometImes welcome and sometImes not, Armema only eXisted at
the level of famIlIes and small, relatIvely unconnected communltles

Smce the famIly has been the mam guarantor of Armeman culture for hundreds of
years, even a relatIvely bemgn attempt to change gender roles IS seen as an attack on
the farmly and thus on the system of Armeman cultural preservatIon Although more
"urbamzed" Armemans lIkely reflected more cosmopolItan outlooks, the tradmonal
dlvlSlon of gender roles dIscussed earlIer was dommant StIll, It IS a mIstake to blIthely
label the pre-SovIet era as the "tradmonal" era and assume that women were blatantly
oppressed by men Concurrent WIth domestIc subordmatlOn, Armeman women
tradItIonally seem to have a streak of strength and stubbornness - they have not been
meek or qUIet WhIle men are the head of the famIly and the breadwmners, women are
also strong m how the famIly IS presented to the outSIde world - thIS has brought,
among other thmgs, an emphasIS on women's educatIon as bnngmg status to the
famIly, somethmg that contmues today

The SOVIet penod, lastmg 70 years, dId have some Impact on these more tradmonal
Armeman gender roles The ImpOSltlOn of the SOVIet Ideology of formal gender
equalIty brought women mto the urban workplace (although thIS was a functlOnal
ImperatIve for mdustnalIzatlon as much as It was an IdeologIcal one) and mto POlItICS
Men and women, from rural and urban areas, had relatIvely equal access to educatIon
and there were good opportunltles for all to make It mto the SOVIet bureaucracy
Women were represented m government, although by quota Spheres that were
tradmonally women's domam became somewhat SOCIalIzed - health, educatlOn, and so
on, and workmg women were often concentrated m these "femInIzed" sectors, a
dlvlSlon whIch contmues today And, partIcularly dunng World War II and the
followmg years, the Idea of strong women was pushed as an Ideal by the state There
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were posters of women wIth a cIgarette m theIr mouth and a gun m theIr hand, for
example

However, SovIet rhetonc on gender equalIty sometlmes remamed only that and dId
not translate mto actIon or change old mentalmes, as rhetonc IS apt to do Women
generally faced a "glass ceIlmg," both m polmcs and the economy WhIle the
achIevement of umversal lIteracy, lllcreased opportumty to partIcIpate m economIC and
polmcal lIfe, and the promotIOn of the Ideal of gender equalIty all represented steps
forward for women, women were generally unable to nse above the mIddle ranks m
enterpnses or m polmcs, and problems such as sexual narassment and domestIc
vlOlence eXIsted, WIth no recourse for women, as the concepts themselves dId not eXist
More tradmonal values dommated

Thus, when the SOVIet era ended, m spIte of some real gams, It became clear that much
of the progress had only been at a surface level, and that m fact, more tradmonal
gender relatIOns contmued to dnve SOCIety rather than the SOVIet Ideal Even though
the SOVIets dId much to try and erase tradmonal methods of SOCIal orgamzatIOn,
through theIr attempt to create atomIzed mdividuais loyal to the state and through
theIr attack on famIly, clans, tradmonal gender roles, etc, thIS attempt had essentIally
ended by the 1970's and 1980's, WIth the ascent of the Brezhnev regIme
Totahtanamsm, to use Hannah Arendt's term, does not adequately descnbe the late
SOVIet penod, whIch was a much more bemgn system than the early and mIddle years
The re-emergence of pre-SOVIet famIly and gender structures, m retrospect, are not
much of a surpnse, gIven the weakness of state control over SOCIetal values m the late
SOVIet penod

ConsCIOusly and unconscIOusly, these same tradmonal gender structures whIch ended
up bemg mcompatible WIth the SOVIet model of gender relatIOns are m place today as
well, albeIt m a modIfIed form PartIcularly because Armemans were faced WIth
uncertam CIrcumstances m the post-SOVIet penod, one can make the argument that the
strong re-emergence of more tradmonal gender patterns was a SOCIal self-defense
mechanIsm That IS, gender roles relapsed mto tradItIOnal ways because there was m
fact nothmg else there - the SOVIet system had collapsed and left a vacuum of sorts

Clearly, then, the Armeman famIly and the SOCIal structure, whIch dommate gender
roles and responSIbIlItIes, have deep roots, gomg back hundreds of years - roots that
not even 70 years of SOVIet rule really reversed In order for gender to change
sIgmficantly, then, It must be consIdered withm thIS histoncal framework
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IV. Three Obstacles

Three general arguments were made by mtervlewees dunng dISCUSSIOns on the
potential for gender roles and responslbllmes to change m the near future Though the
fIrst two of these three obstacles are more theoretIcal objectIOns than they are practIcal
ImpedIments, they are nevertheless Important m what they say about SOCIal change m
ArmenIa and how thIS relates to the donor commUnIty

FIrst, what IS termed the "ASIan values argument," a by-now famIlIar argument whIch
IS made most often and IS most clearly enuncIated m certam ASIan countnes The basIC
claIm IS that whIle economIC development along Western lInes may be an acceptable
goal or model for a partIcular non-Western SOCIety, these SOCIetIes also have the nght
and even the duty to maIntam theIr own cultural pattern.> and systems m the face of
unIversalIstIc claIms, mcludmg, of course, mamtaInIng theIr own Ideas on gender roles
ThIS argument, In vanous forms, was made by a vast maJonty of the ArmenIans who
were mterviewed or WIth whom mformal dISCUSSIOns were held WhIle gender equalIty
IS a good and deSIrable thIng m theory, and should to some extent apply to polmcal
and economIC lIfe, they argued, there are certaIn basIC gender structures whIch both
should not be changed and cannot be changed They draw a sharp dlStmctIOn, then,
between economIC and polItIcal lIfe and cultural, SOCIal, and famIlIal lIfe AccordIng to
thIS lIne of argument, what the West may perceIve as gender Inequahty In ArmenIa IS a
problem of relatIve values and that the dIvlSlon of labor by gender and SOCIal gender
roles Imply no InequalIty, only a dIfferent method of SOCIal organIzatIOn that
ArmenIans belIeve has SUIted them well One ArmenIan woman summed thIS belIef up
qUIte well when she saId that "Women know that we are dlscnmInated agaInst In the
famIly, but there are some kInds of dISCnmInation whIch we lIke and do not want to
change'" ArmenIans, then, as a very broad generalIZatIOn, seem to remaIn unconvInced
that gender equalIty, as It IS formulated In the West, IS In fact an enunCIatIOn of
UnIversal nghts that applIes to ArmenIa

The danger mherent In the "ASIan values argument" IS that It may be used by a SOCIety
to JUStIfy real Inequalmes or human nghts abuses such as domestIc VIOlence, to mask
them under the guIse of relatIve dIfferences In morals In ArmenIa, as elsewhere, the
argument stems from a perceIved threat agaInst the eXistIng order of hfe - the threat
that Western culture may encroach or already be encroachIng too far mto ArmenIan
hfe ThIS, then, pOInts to a need to present gender Issues In a careful manner, In a way
that does not appear to be a dIrect threat to eXlstmg SOCIal values of famIly - thIS, as
noted earlIer, represents an attack on the mstitution that preserves ArmenIan culture
ThIS IS espeCIally true In ArmenIa because ArmenIans, due to a perceptIon that they
have a long hIStOry of cultural dommatIOn by other natIOns, feel espeCIally Insecure
about theIr SOCIal structure and are very wary of changes to It ThIS, then, IS the fIne
lIne between respectmg local tradmons and workIng to achIeve "unIversal" nghts
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The second general argument whIch rejects any ImmedIate attempt to change gender
roles m Armeman socIety IS the "economIC development argument" ThIS argument IS
that economIC development wIll mevItably lead to some sort of equalIzatIon of gender
roles Thus, the reasomng goes, Armema must walt for economIC development to
occur, or stnve to make economIC development happen, before It can start dlscussmg
the concept of gender equalIty In fact, It IS argued, It may even be counter-productIve
to mtroduce gender equalIty before the country's economIC sItuatIon Improves, smce
there IS no foundatIOn for It ThIS argument IS based, m large part, on a retrospectIve
analySIS of the emergence and development of gender movements m the West, where
economIC progress and the emergence of a mIddle-class, whIch formed the basIS for a
women's movement, were the catalysts for change ThIS also pomts to the dIffIcultIes
mherent m attemptmg to apply the results of hlstoncal development m one SOCIety to
a dIfferent SOCIety where the results must be constructed

The proponents of the "economIC development argument" CIted the fact that the
economIC condmons of the last seven years have already changed gender roles to some
extent The tradmon of the man as the breadwmner has been somewhat undermmed
by economIC change, for example Thus, further economIC development may also help
the process of SOCIal change

However, It must be noted that there are also many examples m the world where
economIC progress has m fact not substantIally changed the underlymg SOCIal structure
or sigruficantly altered gender roles And, WIthout bemg unduly peSSImIstIC, one does
not know when, how, or If how the Armeruan economy WIll progress

In fact, a few mtervlewees argued that the mverse of the "economIC development"
argument may even be true That IS, SOCIal change may lead to economIC development
rather than VIce versa GIven that Armema lIkes to stress that ItS mam resource IS m ItS
human capItal, It would seem that women (WIth theIr hIgh levels of educatIon,
economIC fleXIbIlIty, and so on) mIght help lead the way to economIC progress and
polmcal change rather than Vice versa

Identlfymg a SImple lmear relatIOnshIp between the economy and gender, m eIther
dIrectIOn, IS an overSImplIfIcation EconomICS and gender are closely mtertwmed, and
change must be a concurrent process

The thIrd obstacle, and the most practIcal one, IS the "mformatlon problem" Most
mtervlewees who knew what gender was noted that It was a WIdely IDlsunderstood
concept m Armema, espeCIally by declSlon-makers but also by the general publIc For
example, one newspaper account tells the story of a government offICIal who was
proofreadmg a memo He read the memo and when he came to word "gender," he
changed to "dender" (an Armeman word meamng Illness), flgunng the word was a
mlspnnt Gender IS eIther an unknown Idea or a mIsunderstood one, as many people
mterpret It to mean radical femmlsm
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Interestmgly, almost every Armeman woman wIth whom we spoke went to great
lengths to deny that she was a femlmst, often wIthout any promptmg Upon
questiOmng, the averSiOn seems to stem from a perception of femlmsm as an extremely
radIcal and destabilizmg movement rather than a movement for gender equality and
WIth an unspoken connectIon WIth lesblamsm SOVIet Ideology espoused equality, but
portrayed femmlsm as one of the Western "Isms," lumped together WIth surrealism,
modermsm, and so on, and condemned as a bourgeOIs movement

A study done m 1980, 1987, and 1995 m Armema (as well as the US, Ireland, ChIle,
and Italy) measured femmist attItudes, askmg questIons such as "Should men and
women who do the same work get the same salary," and "Should women have more
responsIbIlity than men m canng for a chIld," and so on The study found that femlmst
attitudes m Armema were the lowest of all the natlons m the sample, and that
Armema's "score" remamed th~ same over the three studIes (8 3 on a 24 pomt scale),
from the SOVIet penod to the mdependence penod 25 ThIS mdlcates that the problem IS
not Just one of mlSlnformatlon, but that there IS also genume reSIstance to some Ideas
of gender equalIty 26

Combmed WIth the contmumg climate of SOCIal and cultural msecunty, the concepts
of femmlsm and gender appear to be WIdely mIstrusted but WIdely mIsunderstood as
well Thus, there IS a need to address the mformatlon gap, perhaps through trammgs
and semmars, but more Importantly to address general SOCIal attItudes towards gender
equalIty, through long-term efforts m educatiOn Addressmg the mformatlon problem
WIll also playa role m changmg more deeply held SOCIal attitudes

2S Jeshmandlan et al Femmlsm Research, pIlI
26 However, It should be noted that "femmlst attitudes" are not necessanly the same thmg as attitudes
towards gender equahty
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v. Conclusions

The contmumg economIC dIffIcultIes have affected male heads of households
sIgmficantly, reducmg theIr socIal and famihal role as the mam breadwmner MigratIon
has been one method of adaptatIOn, prImarIly to Russia, but many men who remam
unemployed have dIffIculty copmg wIth the new sItuatiOn Women have helped to
meet the mcreased fmancial needs of the famIly through mcreased partICIpatIon m
economIC hfe whIle also contmumg to do household work and mamtam a tradmonal
eUvision of labor along gender hnes ThIs shIft has resulted m a dIsturbance of
tradItIOnal Armeman gender roles, the long term results of whIch are stIll unclear In
spIte of Its potentIally destabilIzmg effect on the Armeman famIly, mcreased
partICIpatIon by women m economIC lIfe espeCIally m declSlon-makmg contexts, could
complement the overall process of economIC progress and would be most successful m
that bconteXl

Women have been shut out of natIOnal polmcal lIfe, although anecdotal eVIdence
suggests that there IS greater Involvement m local polmcal and SOCIal mstitutIOns such
as educatIOnal boards, electoral commISSIOns, and NGOs Armema's slow move
towards democracy necessanly entails progress m mvolvmg a more representatIve
gender sample, agam, espeCIally In key posmons but also at a grassroots and
commumty level

Current gender roles can be saId to be somewhat functIOnal for Armema's SOCIal
cohesIOn - they prOVIde a measure of SOCIal stabIlIty, and, as a very broad
generalizatIOn, there does not seem to be a wIdespread deSire among women for a
Western-style emancipatory movement These gender roles and responsibilmes are
engramed very deeply m the Armeman psyche and Will reqUire long-term changes m
education and SOCIal values to alter However, the contmumg emphasiS on preservIng
the Armeman family umt should not be tied to preservmg human nghts abuses or
blatant gender discnmInation

What, then, mIght some of the Important ImplIcations be for USAID:>

FIrst, two broad ImplIcatIons It seems clear that an mtegrated approach IS necessary
Smce gender IS UbIqUItOUS, workmg for change m gender roles must be part of a larger
effort to achIeve progress m all spheres The potential gains of gender-specIfIc programs
may be offset by the negatIve Impact on an Armeman SOCIal structure that IS already
frayed Gender should be addressed through a larger, coordmated effort when pOSSIble
Smce USAID engages m a WIde vanety of actIVItieS, It IS m a good pOSItIOn to do thIS

Second, gender must be approached WithIn an Armeman context That IS, the current
state of gender relatIOns In economIC and polmcal spheres must be Viewed through the
pnsm of long-standmg Armeman values of famIly and gender, and change must be

16



achIeved by walkIng the fIne lIne of applyIng umversal pnncipies to local condmons
ThIs necessanly entaIls a gradualIst approach

More specIfIcally, there IS a great need for relIable data and Information on whIch to
base polIcy declSlons With the current set of data, It IS dIffIcult to pInpomt needs and
opportunItIes for change - It IS dIffIcult to assess the functIOnalIty of current gender
roles In the economy when the economIC pIcture Itself IS so murky, for example ThIs
InformatIOn IS necessary not only for USAID, but for other donors or NGOs who
want to work In gender development

More speCIfIc actIons could Include but are not lImIted to
1 CoordInatIon WIth GoA to ensure equal applIcatIon of laws to men and women In

the economIC sphere and opportunmes for women In the polmcal sphere
2 ContInued support for dISSemInatIOn of appropnate InformatIOn through NGOs,

mass merna, conferences, traInIngs, semInars, etc - targetIng both men and women
3 PrOVlSlon of short-term reltef for espeCIally vulnerable women - refugees, SIngle

penSIoners, and heads of famIlIes who are women
4 EstablIshment of local centers that work to fIght domestIc VIOlence and promote

gender equaltty, and promotIOn of grassroots polmcal organIZatIOns

WhIle achIeVIng change In Armeman gender roles as part of a broader program of
human nghts and economIC and polmcal development IS deSIrable, the ultImate
responSIbIlIty for thIs change must rest WIth ArmenIan SOCIety The donor commUnIty
can playa role by prOVIdIng InformatIOn and opportUnItIes for thIS change to occur,
however, for these changes to be lastIng and real, It must have broad support from and
consensus In ArmenIan SOCIety
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Chart 1

Officially Registered Number of Unemployed by Gender
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Chart 3
..

Composition of Government Employees by Gender
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Chart 4

Composition of Secondary School Graduates by Gender
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Table 1

Structure of Officially Employed Population by Sector

1990 1995 1996
Men Wome Total Men Wome Total Men Wome Total

n n n
Industry 267 344 304 168 258 205 154 212 178
Agnculture 193 154 174 472 232 372 514 253 406
ConstructIOn 192 27 113 76 17 51 68 1 8 47
Transport and Commumcations 71 32 52 46 22 36 41 23 33
Trade and catenng, matenal and 53 71 62 61 77 68 65 94 77
techmcal supply and sale, purchases
InformatIOn and computer services 01 04 03 00 02 01 01 01 01
Housmg, non-productIOn service 49 3 1 40 40 29 35 39 30 35
mdustnes
Health, physical culture, and SOCial 20 99 58 24 106 58 23 104 57
secunty
Education 50 140 93 53 167 100 43 178 99
Culture and arts 23 3 1 27 12 37 22 12 36 22
SCience and sCientific services 30 35 32 13 1 8 16 08 13 10
Credmng and state msurance 02 07 05 03 09 06 03 07 05
State and economiC management 19 15 17 20 1 9 20 17 24 20
bodies, management bodies of
cooperative public orgamzatIOns

Previou~ 1?n'~~ ~~eJ:rAk\
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Other 30 10 20 12 07 10 12 07 10
Total m Economy 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source MllliStry of State StatIStiCS
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Appendix B - List of Formal Interviews

1 AlIce Adamian - ArmenIan Intellectual Women, NGO

2 Anahit SImOnIan, UNDP (Gill UnIt)

3 Gayane SarukhanIan, Shamlram polltlcal party

4 Gulnara ShahmIan, 10M

5 Heghme ManassIan, TACIS

6 JackIe McPherson, AUA Center for PublIc Health

7 Jemma HasratIan, ASSOCIatIon of Women wIth HIgher EducatlOn, NGO

8 John Irons, UMCOR

9 LudmIlla HaroutunIan, YSU SoclOlogy~Department

10 Nora Hakoplan, RepublIcan Women's CouncIl, NGO

11 Nune Yeghiazanan, UNDP

12 OfelIa PetrossIan, MInIstry of SOCIal Welfare (Gill UnIt)

13 Paryur HainkIan, Head of PreSIdentIal Human RIghts CommISSIOn

14 Father SarkISSIan, Pnest at St SarkIs Church

15 Samvel JeshmandIan, SOCIal PsychologIst

16 SophIe Babayan et al Center for Gender StudIes, Vanadzor

17 Vazgen Manouglan, AZhM polmcal party

18 VladImIr Karmirshalyan, Center for Democracy and Human RIghts
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Appendix C - Case Studies

What follows IS two bnef sketches of Armeman women and theIr famIlIes, complIed
by prOject assIstant Lusme Muradlan Though by no means representatIve of all
Armeman women, they nevertheless offer mterestmg examples of some of the
problems and Issues dIscussed m the report

Case Study #1

"Am" IS 38 years old She currently hves WIth her daughter, and holds a responsIble
posItIOn WIth an mternatlonal orgarnzatIOn

Anme mamed when she was 24 However, she was not especIally well acquamted WIth
her husband when they got mamed, as they were surrounded by theIr relatIves dunng
almost all theIr meetmgs A month after theIr weddmg, Am reahzed that her husband was
a temble alcohohc and, as a result, was suffenng from bouts of schtzophrema (though
only when drunk) Eventually, she began to suggest that he seek help from a doctor, but
he resIsted the Idea and became mcreasmgly angry and aggressIve after every such
suggestIOn

Some tIme later, Am gave bIrth to a daughter However, tills became a new reason for her
husband to keep her at home all the tIme, to dIsconnect her from all lIfe outSIde the home
And, unfortunately, the chtld became a new object ofhtsJealousy

Several tImes, Am tned to return to her parents, but It seemed ImpossIble to her, as she
couldn't even collect the necessary thtngs and dIdn't have any fmanclal means to buy
new thmgs Furthermore, her parents were unaware of the dIfficult relatIOns WIth her
husband and she was scared that they would not look kmdly on her leavmg hIm

After 6 years, m spIte ofdIsagreement from her parents, Am returned to lIve WIth her
parents Smce she was not allowed to take her belongmgs WIth her, she was forced to start
from scratch WIth a chtld but WIthout any sIgmficant help, she started to work day and
mght She worked as a translator m an enterpnse that was makmg new computer
programs, whtle SImultaneously teachtng students EnglIsh language and lIterature by
candlelIght The economIC condItIOns of the tIme (1991) made thtngs especIally dIfficult

Two years later, Am was able to buy a new apartment and her parents helped to buy
furmture She also became the office manager ofan mternatIOnal orgamzatIOn (newly
establIshed m Yerevan), where she stIll works today
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Case Study # 2

"Armme" IS 29 years old She lIves together With her three boys and her husband

Armme mamed when she was 20 "Ashot," her husband, was attentIve to her, and she
was happy With her mantal sItuatIOn Soon theIr first child was born After two years
theIr second chIld brought new financIal problems to the famIly, but they were not
ImpossIble to overcome Two years later, Armme gave a buth to the thud boy, concurrent
With the collapse of the Armeru3.Il economy m 1991 Ashot left the famIly for Moscow
He stayed there almost a year sendmg lIttle amounts of money to hIS famIly Arrmne was
takIng care ofherself and the three boys However, after a year Armme went to Moscow

"It seemed to me that he wasn't very happy With our amval He was nervous, he was
shoutmg at the chIldren, trymg to find a reason to msult me" Soon Anmne notIced that
Ashot was spendmg too much tIme outSIde of the home He was "busy" even at rughts
Anmne was trymg to keep the Image of the lovmg Wife and was trymg to find
explanatIOns for cruldren about the frequent absences of theIr father However, she was
unable to Imagme her and her cruldren's eXIstence Without Ashot's support She dIdn't
even allow the Idea of dIvorce to creep mto her mmd The "happy famIly" eXIsted for 5
years m Moscow, but nothmg changed Ashot to bnng rum back to rus fanllly Arrmne
returned to Yerevan With the children By the tIme she returned to Yerevan, she admIts,
Armme had had an amazmg 13 abortIOns dunng her mamage

In Yerevan, Armme fell m love With another man - also mamed at the tIme WIth two
children They spent tIme together, and he was extremely attentIve towards Armme's
children, whIle also supportmg Armme, her children, and her parents finanCially Rumors
about the happy SItuatIOn ofArrmne reached her husband m Moscow, and he returned

After a senes of fights and arguments between Armme and Ashot, Armme lrutIated a
dIvorce "UntIl the last moment Ashot dIdn't belIeve m the senousness ofmy deCISIOn
He was thinkIng that It IS ImpossIble for me to take three children and make a dIvorce I
present a number ofreqmrements l "

It IS dIfficult to tell what exactly changed Ashot the threat that his Wife would demand
the greatest part of hIS property, or the Idea of seemg her happy With another husband, but
he appeared to change Today Armme and Ashot are hvmg together, theIr cruldren are
mdeed happy Within this famIly structure Ashot stayed m Yerevan and IS workmg m at a
small busmess, whIle Arrmne takes care ofchildren
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