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Abstract

This capstone attempts to uncover societal expectations of newly married Armenian
women and the influence of the Armenian Apostolic Church on defining the role of women
within the family. By examining the archival texts of Catholicos of All Armenians Mkrtich
Khrimian provides important primary information about family situations and gender roles in
Armenian communities at the end of the 19th century. Mkrtich Khrimian’s progressive writings
for his time show how the church defined women’s rights, morality, their economic

independence, and their right to education.



Harsner and Holiness: Young Armenian Brides and Church Authority at the End of

the 19th Century

I was twelve when my parents took me to church. They encouraged me to attend services,
and follow religious practices. They hoped I would one day become a good priest. I spent two
years involved in church life. During that time, I read sacred, biblical texts and learned a lot.

These experiences shaped some of my early understanding of identity and values.

But I also observed church ceremonies and sermons, where some messages disturbed me.
Weddings were especially striking. Priests spoke of clear roles for men and women. Men were
called to lead, provide, and protect. Women were told to submit and obey. These sermons made
me question things. Had the Church always promoted this? Was this truly part of Armenians’

national identity?

To find answers, I looked at history. After the 14th century, Armenia lost its
independence. For six hundred years it was ruled by empires. During that time, the Armenian
Church became the main force preserving national identity. People gathered around it and

accepted its authority.

Even today, the Church holds power. It influences not only faith but also family life by
taking political positions. According to them they are trying to defend “traditional Armenian

values.” Yet these often include ideas that limit women’s rights and freedom:s.

I am doing this capstone to answer a question that I saved for many years. I explore the
role of the Church in shaping gender roles in 19th-century Armenia, before the first independent

republic. This project focuses on newly formed families and young brides. I started writing this



by asking myself questions like, did the Church always have these values? Are today’s problems

new, or old? Did independence change anything?

Key terms and definitions

Catholicos (Gupennhljnu) - The title of the supreme spiritual leader of a number of
Eastern churches [Armenian, Georgian, Assyrian, Malabar (India), Nestorian Assyrians]. In
Armenian reality, Catholicos is considered the legal successor of the apostles Thaddeus,
Bartholomew and Gregory the Illuminator and the heir to their authority. The term Catholicos

began to be used in the middle of the 5th century. (Malkhaseants, 1944)

Harsner (Smpublilip) - The plural form of hars (hwpu) (meaning "bride" in Armenian).
The term harsner is used in the title of this capstone and carries cultural, social, and symbolic

significance within Armenian traditions and narratives.

Kondak (4nfinquly) - In church usage, it means a Catholicosate document, letter,
message, circular, testament. It has historical, political, socio-economic, legal-administrative,
national-social, cultural, educational, and other content. Accordingly, the kondak is sometimes an

important historical source. (Malkhaseants, 1944)

Patriarch (“Muunphwupp) - In the Armenian Church, the Catholicos is considered the
Supreme Patriarch of Armenia. Patriarchs are the spiritual leaders of Constantinople and
Jerusalem, who differ from bishops in their primacy (their title is retained even after they resign

from office). (Malkhaseants, 1944)



Literature review

This literature review discusses the key theories and historical texts about this research project.
First, I explore feminist epistemology which explains how women’s experiences can offer
important views on power and knowledge. Then, I examine how the Church shaped gender roles
in late 19th-century Armenia. Together these ideas help to understand how religion and gender

were connected in that time.

Feminist Epistemology

This section discusses the core theory of this capstone. This research relies on feminist
epistemology, especially the standpoint theory. This theory helps understand how knowledge is
shaped by our social positions. The goal is to examine how standpoint theory applies to the

Armenian Apostolic Church’s influence on women’s roles within the family.

American philosopher of feminist and postcolonial theory, Sandra Harding (1991) claims
that knowledge is linked to social positions and that marginalized groups such as women have a
unique advantage in understanding power structures. She writes, “The conceptual frameworks
themselves promoted historically distinctive institutional and cultural interests and concerns,
which ensured that the knowledge produced through them was always socially situated”
(Harding, 2004, p. 5). This view comes from Marxist theory, which says that just as the working
class has a clear idea about capitalist oppression, the same way women, especially those who are
affected by patriarchal systems can provide critical insights about mechanisms of gender control.
(Harding, 2004, p. 7). Moreover, Lorraine Code (1991) points out that “Knowledge produced in

seemingly objective ways carries an authority that mirrors, reinforces, and probably also derives



from masculine authority” (p. 25), which helps contextualize the Church’s authority both

spiritual and gendered.

Harding (2004) quotes feminist studies scholar Dorothy Smith (1987) who expands on
this idea by highlighting that women’s experiences, often ignored by dominant epistemic
frameworks, are important for analyzing institutional power. Smith states that “women needed to
understand the conceptual practices of power through which their oppression was designed,
maintained, and made to seem natural and desirable” (as cited in Harding, 2004 p. 6). This is
especially relevant when analyzing historical contexts where religious institutions, like the

Armenian Apostolic Church, played an important role in defining women’s role in society.

Standpoint theory faced some critiques as well. One of them is that some critics argue
this theory assumes that all women share the same experiences and ignore differences. Theorists
like Patrica Hill Collins (1990) and Chela Sandoval (2000) speak against this claim, arguing for
intersectionality that identifies differences shaped by race, class, and sexuality. Collins argues,
“Knowledge validation processes controlled by elite white men suppress alternative standpoints”
(Collins, 1990, p. 234). I see this debate relevant when applying standpoint theory to the
Armenian Apostolic Church because not all women in Armenian families were treated the same.

For example young brides often had less power and more pressure to follow Church rules.

Another critique claims that standpoint theory leans toward relativism. If all knowledge is
socially situated, does that mean that no knowledge can be universally valid? Harding (2004)
opposes this by arguing that standpoint theory strengthens objectivity. She writes, “We need
not—indeed, must not—choose between 'good politics' and 'good science,' standpoint theorists
argued, for the former can produce the latter” (Harding, 2004, p. 10). This shows why standpoint
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theory is useful for studying how religious ideas are formed, for understanding how the
Armenian Apostolic Church stated religious narratives as absolute truths and marginalizing the

perspectives which are different.

When applying standpoint theory to the Armenian Apostolic Church’s role in shaping
women’s role in society, it is important to look at religious leaders’ writings as knowledge
systems that strengthened patriarchal expectations. By examining the Catholicos’s writings from
the end of the 19th century through a standpoint lens, I want to find out how the church framed
women’s social role and eliminated them from theological and civic discourse. This also
supports Code’s idea that “Knowledge is neither impartial nor objective but ‘a construct that

299

bears the marks of its constructors’ (1991, p. 55). Thus, these writings reflect not just theology

but also the patriarchal view of their authors.

I also consider Harding’s (1991) emphasis on studying power from below, which means
instead of analyzing the Church’s doctrine in detail, I should also study counter-narratives from
women’s lived experiences. This connects with Smith’s call for “study up”, which Harding
mentions in her text (Harding, 2004, p. 6). “Study up” refers to examining how institutions
exercise control over marginalized groups. Smith says that “standpoint projects must 'study up';
they must be part of critical theory, revealing the ideological strategies used to design and justify
the sex-gender system” (as cited in Harding, 2004, p. 6). The Armenian Apostolic Church’s
produced expectations, inserted in religious texts and policies, can be studied as mechanisms of

both oppression and social structuring.

Standpoint theory gives me a valuable framework for studying how the Armenian
Apostolic Church set social expectations for women in the end of the 19th century. By having in
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mind that knowledge is always situated within power structures, I can critically analyze religious
authority and existing gender norms. Addressing critiques of essentialism and relativism,
standpoint theory helps me to awaken marginalized silenced voices and challenge dominant
historical narratives. Through this research, I aim to apply these theoretical insights to historical
texts and kondaks (official orders), ensuring that perspectives of women affected by church
policies are not lost to history. As Haraway (as cited in Harding, 2004) states, “The prisonhouses
of knowledge production... can become toolboxes offering new perspectives... and a better life”
(p. 5). By revisiting religious texts through feminist analysis I hope to transform them into

sources of critical reflection and empowerment.

The Armenian Apostolic Church

When I am trying to understand what was the role of the Armenian Apostolic Church in
shaping societal expectations from Armenian woman in the end of the 19th century, I find myself
on both sides of the scale, between admiration for its figures’ thoughts and the rigid imposed
expectations. Was the church only a force of patriarchal oppression, or did it also serve as a
space where women could find their voice and could be heard? The answer is not simple. The
real picture, as I explore key historical texts, is a complex connection of faith, tradition and
social norms which limited and at the same time empowered Armenian women. This literature
review explores how existing religious discourses, education, traditions, marriage and legal
systems defined women’s roles, by looking at this complex relationship between oppression and

resistance.



Religious Figures and Women's Roles

Garegin Srvandztiants was a prominent religious figure at the end of the 19th century,
and by looking at his writings, we see how his thoughts helped shape ideas about women’s role
in society. Srvandztiants described women as moral anchors of the family. He wrote that
women’s duty is taking care and managing the household with modesty, also portraying women
as helpers to their husbands. (Srvandztiants, 1982, p. 469). His thoughts show the tension

between respect to women'’s role in the family and the pressure placed on their societal role.

One of the opinions about Armenian women’s roles in the end of the 19th century comes
from Armenian ecclesiastic ethnographer Garegin Srvandztiants (1982), who wrote about
Armenian family values in Trabzon, where he was serving as a priest. He wrote “Uwypb £, np
Jnip npptiht puipwd Jupht htim™ §p pwdpt wbnp dwle pupnjujubtinipyui Jud
whpupnyujutnipyub Ypenipmnidh jnip duypuljub inuptipny U jnip wbaht ophtwany” [it
is the mother who, along with the milk, gives to her child morality or immorality and teaches
through her maternal words and from her own personal example.'] (1982, p. 469). This
perspective, deeply shown in religious thought, positioned women as the first moral guides
within the home, the only person who is responsible for shaping the character of future
generations. However, while this ideology raises women’s importance in the family, it also limits
women’s influence in the private spher, pushing forward the idea that woman’s primary duty was

to her family rather than to bigger societal engagement.

! All translations from Armenian to English are my own.
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Moreover, Srvandztiants writes about the expectations from women, saying that
“Yhittiptt Yp yuwhwbeyh hwditunnigynil, huniptipniegynih, qquun b wipenih hitt,
Jwyuytiu mbnbuty, pbuy b, wytinpn dwhinig, wybinpn qupnnig qgniywbug, n's qpilg W n’y
nuyit: bp wdniubingt, hp duypnipyub, hp mbwnhyhtnegyub otipd hwjumwnhd dowy,
twbhuwstiiny ph htph oqgiiwud Ynsqud £ hp wnb. b hptiig whdbwud nt mbwub
wyuwpuptinp hwjuuwp Gh dhdjubg:” [a woman is required to be modest, patient, alert and
vigilant, to manage well, to save, to beware of unnecessary spending, unnecessary adornment,
not to deprive or to waste. And to remain warmly loyal to her husband, to her motherhood, to her
homemaking, recognizing that she is called to be her husband's helper; and their personal and
domestic duties are equal to each other.] (1982, p. 469) Here, while Srvandztiants writes about
domestic responsibilities should be equally distributed, the framework still is hierarchical, where
the woman is pictured as a helper. Also, the highlight of frugality, modesty and vigilance shows
that a woman’s worth was closely tied to her ability to keep a stable household rather than her
personal goals or intellectual pursuits. This creates the broader societal expectation that women’s

main role was to serve and help rather than to lead or create.

The views of Srvandztiants show how texts written by religious authority both uplifted
and limited Armenian women. Although his texts acknowledged women’s strength in the family,
they also claimed a framework that limited women’s roles to the private sphere. While this
perspective from the church shaped values in society, it also reflected the complicated struggles

between tradition and early understandings of equality.
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Education and Intellectual Independence

Vahan Artsruni and Levon Mkrtchian write about their concerns on how education can
challenge traditional family norms. Their texts also reflect questions about societal, religious,
and economic control over women’s independence. Their reflections help us to see how
education, while nominally encouraged by the church often played a role in strengthening gender

hierarchies.

The question of women’s education also explains the contradictions within church
supported social norms. Armenian Doctor, physician Vahan Artsruni was concerned about girls’
role in the society and he dedicated one whole book titled Aghjik (A girl) published in 1903,
where he discusses many controversial topics about girls in Armenian society. He was critical of
society’s attitude toward educating girls, writing that “Utip n’y pbinwitijub Yawbpp, n'y
nunpnguuib pppwitin b ny hwuwpwluyub Jtipwptipdwb aup ntiyh wnehYp pinnitwy skt
qupqugitint tpu Ut $hghjujuitl n1 hnglijub junniphrbbbtpp, npntp winhunwnbuyg G
el tpuw whatwljub pwpopniptwb U ph wggh pupgquuwtdwd” [neither our family life, nor
our schooling, nor our social attitude toward the girl child are capable of developing in her the
physical and mental qualities that are essential to both her personal well-being and the prosperity
of the nation] (1903, p. 3). Artsruni’s claim shows the tension between the church’s nominal

support for education and its indifference to providing women full intellectual independence.

Vahan Artsruni, also writes about the systematic nature of women’s subordination. He
says that even Christianity couldn’t free women from subordination, as the root cause was
economic collapse. Not only religious but also economic revolution could uplift families and
improve conditions for workers and peasants (1903, p. 56). Here, Artsruni goes beyond the

12



influence of the church, acknowledging the fact that economic structures played an important
role in keeping gender inequality. His argument offers that without broader socio-economic

changes, the subordination of women would continue regardless of religious teachings.

Armenian intellectual Levon Mkrtchian has three different research books on marital and
family issues in Armenian communities, all published in the 1890s. The final one from this series
is Amusnakan Khndirner (Marital Problems) (1894) which is about Armenian young women
and new brides from urban areas. Mkrtchian claims that young girls who are getting education
tend to delay their marriage, or they become more selective in choosing husbands. He claims that
this tendency brings a decline in marriage rates, especially in cities. For example, he writes that
in 1860, there were almost 1200 Armenian weddings in Constantinople, while in 1890, 1891 and
1892 combined, the number of Armenian marriages barely can exceed this number (1894, p. 5).
He connects this change with the rise of female education, arguing that it is keeping women
away from their traditional role as wives and mothers. He elaborates this by stating, “(Funihip
Juunuptjuytu hpwinibp niith Gpp winhwuwpuly dtip wnehyitipne Ypeniptiub Yypuy
funubiny Yp juywwpupt pt jupnuy gpb; sghuwgnn wnghljutipp wikjh wpdwithp nibho pub
utip hhdwyni pppwtiuiwpun ophnpntitipp, npnyhtintie pnpnpnyhtt wtniu wnehyutpn gke
htwumwydtip ppune yuwbgkh qtind G [The peasant has every right to declare, when
speaking of the education of our girls, that illiterate girls are more worthy than the young girls of
our time, who have graduated, because without education girls are free from the delusion of
being wise] (Mkrtchian, 1894, p. 18). This claim shows a deep anxiety that education might
redefine traditional gender norms, that women will not accept arranged marriages, subordinate

roles in the household, or they would challenge the patriarchal system and want to be leaders.
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However, Mkrtchian did not completely reject the importance of girls’ education. He claims that
the problem was not education but its direction, writing that “QL’, huyptip n1 Ywyptip,
nuunhwpwlniphrin atp wnehltpnid $pwbutiptd nr npuptwl] unynpightine dky
squywiiup, wy] wiing Ynwinp Jupnnniphrabbippn nnppuihn ninnniphiing dp dywltnid no
qunpqugttinili ke: (Fnn dtip winehyp nuptwly ni ppwbutipntt sghmbiwy, puyg pn'n
touwupumuy bu qupgqugud thnp nibkiig” [No, fathers and mothers, education does not
consist in teaching your girls French and the piano, but in cultivating and developing their mental
abilities in reasonable directions. Let your girl not know the piano and French but let her have a
truly developed mind.] (Mkrtchian, 1894, p. 18). So, his concerns were not with women
becoming more educated, but the type of education they got, the one that in his opinion, should
be practical and connected with family and societal stability rather than directing them toward
westernized elite culture. This opinion stresses a broader debate in 19-th century Armenian
society. Should education serve as a tool for managing traditional gender roles, or could it be a

way toward larger autonomy for women?

Through the books of Artsruni (1903) and Mkrtchian (1894), we see that the problem was
never just about women's education, but it was about what kind of women was education
supposed to produce. Even though it was seen as a threat to family stability or as a missed
chance for women's empowerment, education became a topic of debate about gender, tradition,

and progress in Armenian communities.

Marriage and Family Life

The role of marriage and family life in 19th century Armenian communities was deeply
shaped by traditions and the church. Prominent intellectuals such as Raffi, Fr. Arstakes
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Sedrakian and Ervand Lalayan observed and often challenged the societal norms that controlled
gender roles, education and the expectations placed on women in the family. Through literature,
ethnographic reports and social commentary these figures provide a view into the contradiction
between tradition and change, especially about women’s autonomy and the changing nature of

marriage.

Marriage remained an important part of social order, and the church played a pivotal role
in controlling marital expectations. Armenian writer and leading figure in 19th-century
Armenian literature Raffi, in 1879, in Mshak Armenian weekly newspaper started publishing his
anthropological research called Hay Kin (The Armenian woman), which had several units. Raffi
begins this series of articles by describing how the birth of a girl was met with “deaf discontent”,
in contrast to the birth of a boy, which was celebrated. This economic and cultural preference for
sons formed marriage customs, highlighting the idea that girls were financial burdens who
needed to be “given away” in marriage rather then seen as independent individuals (Raffi, 1979).
He also writes that the Armenian woman, from the moment of her birth, is taught that she is born
into this world to serve, to be obedient, and to sacrifice herself for others (Raffi, 1979). This
claim shows the societal expectation that women’s lives should be completely dedicated to their

families, leaving very little place for personal goals.

In another article of this series, Raffi highlighted the limitations placed on girls’
education and intellectual growth, he writes that a man is free to learn, to read, to develop
himself, while a woman must always remain in the shadows, lest she forgets her primary duty: to
be a wife and mother (1879). Similarly noticed by Vahan Artsruni and Levon Mkrtchian that

were mentioned above. There was education for women, but that education ensured that their
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learning was kept under control, within limits that would not challenge patriarchy. Moreover,
Rafti shows the double standard of how morality was applied differently to men and women.
Raffi describes that a woman’s honor is guarded as though it is the only valuable thing she
possesses, while a man may sin, may wander, and no one questions his worth (1879). This
argument lines up with broader discussions on how the church and society together expected
from women to be guardians of family honor, putting on their shoulders a level of moral

responsibility that men were expected to take very rarely.

Fr. Arstakes Sedrakian’s “Has and Chhas” (Mature or immature) suggests another insight
into marriage through his documentation of over 200 divorce cases. He writes that “ tipk
dnnnynipnb ujunid £ jwbph tnp pppwlt iput hwiwwyumwupiwt wyhnh thnputht
wnweht pppwdih huniwp gprwd optiiplitipp, npwtu gh dipnutwniphrin’ optiiunpnn
hwunwwnni pliwb L dnnnypnh dtie” wyywhiwd (hth:” [if the people begin a new period of life,
the laws established for the first period must be changed accordingly so that harmony is
maintained between the legislator and the people] (Sedrakian, 1891, p. 8). He also says that
divorce was strongly discouraged, but the church sometimes tried to be as a mediator, rather than
an enforcer, acknowledging that marital life was not always sustainable. This challenges the
perspective of the church as completely oppressive and emphasizes the difficulties of church’s
role in managing marital life. This view contrasts with Mkrtchian’s (1894) perspective, which
says that marriage as an institution is threatened by modern developments such as women’s
education. While Fr. Sedrakian (1891) saw the need for legal and social adaptations in family

life, Mkrtchian (1984) lamented the decrease of marriage arrangements, by blaming the rise of
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female autonomy. We can see that one side accepts that societal expectations must evolve, and

the other is against these in fear of losing already established norms.

Ervand Lalayan’s ethnographic research, conducted between 1896 and 1916, provides
valuable information of how finance and economic necessity played an important role in
marriage. He wrote that “ Jun wquwjtnil byyuumnid £ wyd hwbquidwbpp, np winelju
otinnitipp wnpuwn hitny, wphuwmnid G Juptpynyt swith ynin wquunytp bh “ninnn

9999

plipwiihg™” [what contributes to marrying off a very young is the fact that the girl’s parents,
being poor, are trying to get rid of “one more mouth to be fed” as soon as possible] (Lalayan,
2004, p. 121). Lalayan’s findings are very alike Raffi’s research, because both did their work
almost the same period of time in the end of the 19th century. In this context, marriage was less
about love or religious sanctity and more about survival. Richer families, on the other hand,
sought young brides to secure a labor force in their family. Lalayan also documented a marriage
tradition, where the new bride had to wear the clothing of her husband’s first dead wife during
marriage ceremony, and the idea of it was to "bring the ex-wife back to life and restore her
memory" (Lalayan, 2004, p. 126). The Armenian Apostolic Church condemned such things as
remains of pagan belief, yet they continued, demonstrating the gap between religious principle

and local customs. This raises some important questions. To what extent did the Armenian

Apostolic Church truly form marriage practices, and to what extent was it shaped by them?

Raffi, Fr. Sedrakian, Lalayan and others emphasize the interplay between traditions,
economic pressures and religious expectations in framing Armenian marriage and family life.
Although Mkrtchian was against reforms, and was afraid of losing traditional norms, on the other

hand, Raffi and Fr. Sedrakian highlighted the need for change and justice. These views highlight
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the strugles faced by Armenian women and the societal debates over progress, equality and the

role of the individual in the family.

The Armenian Church played an important, but also contradictory role in shaping
expectations from Armenian women at end of the 19th century. The church was one of the
providers of education, which in turn reinforced patriarchal structures, and they also had
elements of moral reciprocity and adaptation. Figures like Garegin Srvandztiants supported more
healthy and equal marital relationships, while others like Levon Mkrtchian exposed the failures
of the system that refused women's educational opportunities. At the same time marriage
remained a site of social control, where purity, duty and economic challenges affected women's
lives. While the church baned certain oppressive practices it also mediated conflicts and adapted
to evolving realities. The historical debates over women's education, marriage, and moral
responsibility remain relevant. The discourse of these 19th century debates can still be seen in
contemporary Armenia where the role of women continues to progress at the crossroads of faith,
culture, and modernity. By looking at these historical texts, I see not only a story of restriction,

but also one of resistance, adaptation, and the continuing struggle for gender equity.

Religion and Feminism

“Religion is one of the most important sites for social and individual construction of

gendered roles and meaning.” (Wessinger, 2020, p. 2)

Religious teachings are not neutral. They are shaped by historical and social conditions.
Wessinger (2020) writes “religious myths, scriptures, theologies, ethical norms, and religious

law codes reinforce unequal gender arrangements, class hierarchies, and other social
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inequalities” (p. 3). These arrangements become especially visible in patriarchal religions where
gender roles are very separated. When analyzing the influence of the Armenian Apostolic
Church on women's rights it is necessary to ask how such texts and traditions defined gender

and justified male authority.

Even in patriarchal systems religion contains contradictions. Wessinger (2020) argues,
“every religious tradition is internally diverse and contains resources that can be used to support
gender equality, as well as other resources that can be used to support the subordination of
women” (p. 3). This duality is important when reading the church’s writings from the 19th
century — while it can present conservative views, it can also hold overlooked openings for

feminist re-interpretation.

Classical patriarchy many times enforces obedience through both religious and social
pressure. Wessinger (2020) notes, “religious scriptures, law codes, and customs are frequently
invoked to make members of society conform to patriarchal gender roles” (p. 161). These tools
were used to control not only behavior, but also belief. Feminist epistemologies challenge
researchers to look at who wrote the texts, for whom, and whose perspectives were silenced in

the process.

Religious authority is tied to gendered power. Wessinger (2020) writes “women are
excluded from being full participants in religious institutions, because of patriarchal
interpretations of scriptures” (p. 103). This exclusion has long-term effects. It shapes who is

allowed to speak, teach, and lead in a tradition.
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The subordination of women is not just theological, it is also psychological. Wessinger
(2020) explains, “patriarchal societies shape the self-esteem of girls and women through
religious teachings that devalue them” (p. 89). This internalized devaluation keeps women in
roles of obedience and silence. In religious texts, it may appear as humility, modesty, or purity.

Feminist critique uncovers the control behind those ideals.

Feminist theories show that religion is not only a spiritual space, it is also a political one.
It forms and enforces gender roles. Wessinger’s work offers tools to question religious traditions
from within and outside. In studying the Armenian Church’s late 19th-century writings, these

feminist insights help expose how power and gender shaped the faith.

This literature review discussed the intersection of feminist epistemology and the
Armenian Apostolic Church’s influence on gender roles in late 19th-century Armenia. It
reviewed the situated nature of knowledge through standpoint theory, the Church’s dual role in
both reinforcing and adapting patriarchal norms and the tensions between tradition and women’s
rights, education and marriage. These insights provide a foundation for understanding how faith

and feminism intersect in shaping historical and contemporary gender dynamics.

Mkrtich Khrimian (Hayrig)

To understand how Armenian Apostolic Church discourse frames women’s rights and
living experiences at the end of the 19th century, I decided to look at the writings of one of the
leaders of the church at that time, Catholicos of All Armenians Mkrtich Khrimian (Hayrig).
Notably, he was one of the Catholicos who was married and had a daughter. However, after their

unfortunate death, he dedicated his life to the church. In 1848-1850, Khrimian taught at the girls'
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school in the Khasgyugh district of Constantinople. In 1869 Khrimian, who was a bishop in
Etchmiadzin, was elected Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople, and fought for the reform of the
National Constitution, especially to increase the number of delegates of the provincial Western
Armenians in the National Assembly. In May 1892, Khrimian was elected Catholicos of All
Armenians and remained committed to his position in the national liberation and human rights

movement, continuing his activities until his death, 1907. (Asatryan, 2020)

Research question

This capstone project aims to answer whether Mkrtich Khrimian's writings on marriage
created the base for certain societal expectations of women in the late 19th century in Armenian
communities. The research also explores the ways in which the Armenian Apostolic Church
discourse frames women’s morality, labor, and education as tools for both family stability and
systemic subordination in late 19th century Armenia. In addition, it examines the extent to
which Khrimian’s writings reflect or challenge broader socio-economic pressures (dowry

systems, emigration) that shaped Armenian women’s agency within marriage and family life.

Methodology

This research explores marriage-related kondaks (official orders) and the Drakhti Yntanik
[family of paradise] book of Armenian Catholicos Mkrtich Khrimian from the lens of feminist
theory. I used qualitative methods including archival research, feminist critical discourse
analysis, feminist standpoint theory and thematic mapping to study how Khrimian’s kondaks
reflect power relations, gender norms, and institutional authority in the Armenian Church and

broader society. Archival research involved examining historical church documents and feminist
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critical discourse analysis was used to analyze how language defines and maintains gendered

power structures.

Archival Research

The primary data for this research are official kondaks and the “Drakhti Yntanik” (1887)
book by Khrimian. I conducted this research using “Documents of the History of Armenian
Church: Book XXIV: Kondaks (1893-1896)” (2021) published by the Mother See of Holy
Etchmiadzin Publishing House, which contains many kondaks by Khrimian from the first three
years of his reign. Additionally, I visited the Mesrop Mashtots Institute of Ancient Manuscripts

(Matenadaran) to read unpublished ones.

Barbara L’Eplattenier, who advocates for transparent and detailed archival research
practices, in her article "An Argument for Archival Research Methods: Thinking Beyond
Methodology" (2009) writes, “Methods are about achieving access to information, about finding
aids, about reference materials, about archive locations and restrictions” (p. 69). By having this

in mind, I focused on the conditions and contexts of each document.

I sorted each kondaks chronologically. Also, I recorded the location of issuance, the
intended audience, and the socio-political context of the kondaks when it was available. This
process was important for understanding how Khrimian’s views and approaches evolved over

time.
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Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis

“To speak from the position of a ‘woman’ is not the same as speaking from the political

perspective of a feminist.” (Lazar, 2007, p. 145)

Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) is a methodological tool that connects the
insights of feminist theory with the Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). A gender studies scholar
Michelle M. Lazar in her article “Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis: Articulating a Feminist
Discourse Praxis” (2007) focuses on discourse, politics and the ideology of gender. She
describes how FCDA seeks to discover and challenge the discursive reproduction of genderbased
power imbalance. FCDA also looks closely at everyday language and how it makes patriarchy
seem natural or normal. FCDA asks; who is allowed to speak, how they speak, and what values

their words carry.

Lazar (2007) explains FCDA as “concerned with critiquing discourses which sustain a
patriarchal social order—relations of power that systematically privilege men as a social group,
and disadvantage, exclude, and disempower women” (p. 145). In contrast to general CDA which
addresses power and ideology often more broadly, FCDA positions gender at the center of the
analysis. It presents gender as a socially constructed, omnipresent and relational category that

intersects with other parts of power such as class, religion and ethnicity.

FCDA has a purpose not only to analyze how patriarchal ideologies are embedded in
language and discourse but also to identify moments of resistance and transformation. Lazar
describes this as “feminist analytical activism” where discourse analysis becomes a feminist

political tool with a purpose of picturing a more equal society (2007, p. 145). By doing that
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FCDA questions both openly sexist narratives and more subtle forms of gender inequality that

are embedded in normative or institutional discourse.

In this research FCDA provides a framework to analyze the writings and official orders
of Mkrtich Khrimian. As a priest and a public intellectual Khrimian’s discourse occupies a

significant ideological space where religion, nationalism and morality intersect.

By using FCDA this study questions how Khrimian’s texts impact on gender roles,
reproduce or resist patriarchal norms and use religious authority to define women’s morality and
rights, education, and economic agency. This approach allows for a critical reading that
discovers the complex ways in which his religious and moral discourse supports but also

critiques the gendered societal norms.

Positionality and Reflexivity

While standpoint theory often encourages researchers to reflect on their own social
positions, this research also critically considers Khrimian's positionality as a male priest speaking
from a place of institutional authority. Following Rolin (2009), this paper treats knowledge not
as neutral or universally valid, but as constructed through relational and often asymmetrical
structures of power. Therefore, my own interpretive position (as a contemporary researcher
engaging with nationalist and patriarchal archives) is reflexively acknowledged throughout the

analysis.

This research combines historical and critical approaches to explore how Mkrtich
Khrimian's kondaks and Drakhti Yntanik book reflect structures of power and ideology,

especially around marriage. Archival research with feminist critical discourse analysis allows for
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a detailed reading of Khrimian’s writings. By using standpoint theory as a guiding framework

this study examines how religious discourse reinforces dominant perspectives.

Research findings and analysis

Guun puip L uyl wqq b plhwwbhp, np gnopi hp pnngne b jup wfuloulpud Yliwbphi jun b
mnhn dwul whim Yp pnik: [The nation and family is very brave, that leaves behind the past and

holds the good and upright part of its original life.] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 61)

In 1873, when Khrimian delivered a speech at the General Assembly in Constantinople
regarding the resignation of his role as a patriarch, in that speech he also mentioned a 13-point

proposal for changes in the society. In the final, 13th point he stated:

<wyng wqquyhbl phnwbtjub Yawbph, wyb ' wintubwub b pupnjujui juwtipp
wipwybnly, qtindnuittind puntwy, Wuinhuinniptwh wnweph wntniy, b Uqqp vh
hwtipuub pbumwthp Juqutine npnipbwb Jtpdwbt): Gtinpht L wipmwpht
hwpunmwhwpni phibiitint puptwnt hwdwp puptjutdwt mtipnettkbh wtih qopwinp
dhonglitip utinply, qunpujutniphiib wipgbny, wgquyht wthwnuwb
hpwinibpbtint upwmuuwiity, npny b Wggh wdpnneniphitlt wmyywhnyty: [To strengthen
the Armenian national family life—namely, marital and moral ties; to eliminate corruption;
to prevent migration; and to transform the Nation into a unified public family. To request
from the benevolent authorities stronger means to eliminate both internal and external
exploitation; to prevent emigration; to protect individual national rights, and thereby ensure
the integrity of the Nation.] (Official Publication of the National Patriarchate, 1873, p.

892)
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Three years after this speech, in 1876 he published Drakhti yntaniq ( Family of Paradise).
The book aimed to be a warning alarm for Armenian families who had moved away from human
rights, family values, and moral principles. Consisting of 18 chapters, this book had a purpose to
serve as an educational manual, a call to action, and a moral guide, which Khrimian addressed to

the Armenian people.

Khrimian’s Drakhti Yntanig (family of paradise) book and his official kondaks provide
valuable insight about his religious views on many issues concerning women, such as access to
remarriage, marriage between relatives (prohibited by the Church unless separated by seven
generations), underage marriage, women’s education, economic conditions, morality, and
women’s basic rights. Khrimian often showed progressive views for his time, openly criticizing
patriarchal norms that were deeply rooted in Armenian society. In this project I mostly focus on
Khrimian’s perspectives on women’s morality and rights, their economic capabilities, and access

to education within the family.

Women’s morality and rights

- Ybmp wquannipppiiip punn hhli hpuwinihp L Gipnwhng ppuouwgpinnigepiip quyh Gnp sh hfnuplig,
wyy huyh Yhpuwbnpnglg: [...women's freedom is a very old right. European jurisprudence did

not invent it, but only renovated it.] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 75)

In Christianity, one can often encounter discourses on morality, the rights and obligations
of individuals. Religion itself is a guide for the virtuous life of followers. Khrimian, being an

influential servant of the Armenian church, but also a leader devoted to the Armenian nation,
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often refers to all this in his texts too. In essence, he contracts a moral binary of good and bad,

rooted in religious principles.

The main consideration that is often repeated in Khrimian’s discourse is the obedience of
women. A woman’s obedience not only to her husband, but also to the older members of the
family. According to Khrimian, a family will be strong if “quiuljug wljiwdnipheb tic
Utdwpubp wn 6tnnu, hwpubitipug hint htwquiinnihid” [...sons show reverence and
respect for their parents, and the brides complete obedience...] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 60). In
addition to the fact that here he expects only absolute obedience from the bride, he also calls a
man ‘a son’ and a woman ‘a bride’. According to Lazar (2007) “asymmetrical gender relations
cannot merely be explained by individuals’ intentions” but institutionalized discourse practices,
in this case the Armenian Church (p. 147). That is, Khrimian's repeated use of certain language
and moral teachings helps justify gender inequality, even if reproducing them does not
consciously intend harm. Describing the man in the family with an intimate lexicon, not calling
him a groom, he alienates the woman in the family by calling her a bride, giving her the status of
someone who is not as dear to the family as man, but an outsider who came into the family.
Similarly, he also often uses “tiphnnuuwnpn” [young man] to describe a boy getting married and
Unju [virgin] when talking about a girl getting married, putting clear expectations from women,

but nothing from men.

Khrimian’s texts give the impression that morality is the greatest burden of a woman in
the family, and she is forever condemned to be alone with the fear of defending her moral love
from other men. He writes “<wipuh@t tinthpuwjud wwpwhpt t, np Ghipwljub odhnkh witih

hult hip pupnyujub uhpny odhwhb Yytipwy, sy tippkp quy™ Ynnnuyniw, bpk thubqud
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Unnnuunitigun, wyinthtimbir un ndniwphi Yp jhth quyt nuipatity ytpunmh” [it is the duty
of the bride to guard her dowry of moral love more than her material dowry, never to give it
away, for once it has been stolen, it will be very difficult to get it back] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 106).
Ignoring the fact that this may be a systemic problem, he blames the woman for the failure, so
that other men will steal her moral love. It is here that relations of power are discursively

reproduced as the result of individual failings (Lazar, 2007, p. 149).

In the second half of the 19th century, Khrimian was in Constantinople and Armenians
were subjects of the Ottoman Empire, and therefore it was Ottoman law that regulated the human
relations of Armenians. But the marital relations and family disputes of Armenians, including
divorces, were in the hands of the Armenian Apostolic Church. In Khrimian’s official kondaks
and various texts, he writes about women’s rights in the family and emphasizes the equality of
men and women, because according to him “wdkl Lphunnitivy hurwwmwugtiing wwpwnp tio
hpwiniipp dhtithingt £, hunwuwp £ Witmwpwith wquum Ypotihtt winwe” [the duty and right of
every Christian believer is the same. They are equal before the free religion of the Bible]
(Khrimian, 1887, p. 115). However, he also adds that “Nonnuhti wyu pwiipn npswith np hoip pip
hhtt unpyniptibth Yp hwik. wy) sh otigtip tnpu htwquitinniptiwl wwpumpp, np pbwljuib b
pwpnjuljub £ [this thing of Paul, insofar as it frees the woman from her old slavery, does not
erase her duty of obedience, which is natural and moral] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 116). While
acknowledging that all people have the same rights, he also notes that, nevertheless, only women
have a duty of obedience. When he speaks of equal rights, the ideas are quite contradictory, as he

gives advantages to men in this equality.
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For a long time in the traditional Armenian family, when the boy’s parents came to the
girl’s house with a marriage proposal, it was the father of the family who would give consent for
his daughter to marry that boy. The girl would often see the groom for the first time on the day of
the engagement or even the wedding day. Khrimian strongly condemns this phenomenon and
writes that “hwpull unpniy sk, wy) hppbie wqun paytip hip thtuwyht, nyt hwewuwp
hpwiniiph niLtih, np hip wquumuud hwrwimiphiin tw Gru Gnihpk htiuught'” [the bride is
not a slave, but as a free companion of her groom, she has the same equal right to gift give her
free willed consent to the groom] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 75). From the FCDA lens this is a
discursive activism where the text is used as a transformative tool of social norm. Lazar explains
“a feminist political critique of gendered social practices and relations is aimed ultimately at
effecting social transformation. The social status quo is contested in favour of a feminist
humanist vision of a just society” (Lazar, 2007, p. 145). By restoring women's voice and making
them a full part of this decision-making process, Khrimian supports the creation of a social order

with equal rights through this critique.

According to the church, there are several preconditions for marriage that couples must
keep. One of them is compatibility, according to age, condition, behavior, and other
circumstances. However, one of them, “widower to widow,” was not observed for a long time;
widowers married virgins, and widowed women were condemned to remain widows until death.
Khrimian strongly opposes this social norm that a widowed woman should not marry a second
time. He questions “tipl injiiytu wywdwd dtntth thtuwy@® wyph dtwy hip hwput, npny
Jtwbp Gnp pugniwd quplwd whu ntin Swnuhwuwy, unustd, np fuouhu )ty £ pn

wpnup nuunuwunwibap, nni np juhné §’potu tnpunp thtuughtt hwdwip. tnyt phné s68"u qqup
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tnpudwnhy hwpuht hwdwp, G §'niqtiu, np tw wbwdniuht, wbwumnin utitwpnn tippuy
vhisbie h glipiqiwb” [if the groom dies untimely, his bride remains a widow, whose life is still
as blooming as a newly opened spring. I beg you to speak, what is your just judgment, you who
feel pity for the newlywed groom? Don’t you feel the same pity for the newly blooming bride,
and would you wish that she would go unmarried, barren, and black-veiled to the grave]
(Khrimian, 1887, p. 80). He considers this approach very unfair towards widows. He challenges
the gendered double standards that existed in the society. This critique humanizes the widow,
positioning her as a subject with emotional and reproductive life, not a victim of an unfortunate

marriage.

Khrimian shows his intolerance against underage marriage in kondak No. 1153, where a
girl is described as “qutjuitipniphib wuwlyh tnphtt h mwubwdbth hwuwyh, npytu
wbpenjuwpth h jubtntu Utp Juub yuutn quybuyhuhud” [Her marriage is invalid from
the beginning, as she was married at the age of ten, which is impermissible according to our
laws.] (1895). And at the end of the kondak the girl’s later suffering and departure are met with
Khrimian's compassion, recognizing the invalidity of the original union, and blessing her new
marriage. Here, the Church constructs childhood marriage not only as immoral but also
linguistically illegitimate. He uses authoritative language to label child marriage as
“quiijurtipniphLd” [invalidity] by denying it the recognition typically granted to lawful unions.
This labeling of underage marriage as a violation contributes to the deconstruction of the

dominant gender ideology that would otherwise naturalize the early union.

The basic rights of the bride and groom in a patriarchal family are very well described in

Yervand Lalayan's ethnographic research. Here it is clearly seen that the man was the head of the
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family, the breadwinner, the earner, the last word in decisions belonged to him, while the woman
had a secondary role in the family, she was responsible for the entire household, cleaning, caring
for children, upbringing, absolute obedience to her husband's orders, her word and opinion were
unimportant in decisions, she did not even have the right to sit at the same table with men

(Lalayan, 2004). Khrimian is not at peace with these patriarchal social norms, for him:

Uhtt ny hyjuunw £, ny ghtininp E G ny unpnily Swinwy: Uhtt hip wdniubingt wmqun
piytp ni hwwuwp dwghgh £ wdbbuyb hpuudp: Qrunh Jht winuipuhi sk, wyp b
wmhyht tr pugnihh. phybn G wp Ywpn puquinp hth, hphawb hth, mkp Ge goija
thtth, plwe hpunnebp snibh b upnn sk wybwbu hpputy, htwwtu Yhohutii wzpuwphhu wyy
tir wy] mhpnn gijudipp pyuwbwljub quuuquiting, yuubd gh pmwatjub jewbpht
n1 Jupsniptiwb dky hyhuwbwlub unip nunhjuitiniphid b quruquit squy. wy thuyh
ulbp, pubundp G Whniphil: [A woman is neither a subject, nor a soldier, nor a slave. A
woman is her husband’s free companion and equal partner in all rights. Therefore, a
woman is not a maid. But a lady and queen of the house. Even if a man is a king, a prince,
a master and a head, he has no right and cannot rule in the way that other ruling heads of
the world rule with a scepter of power, because in family life and administration there is no
sharp police and scepter of power. But only love, care and unity.] (Khrimian, 1887, p.

116)

This is an example of resistance discourse, where dominant ideologies are deconstructed
and re-signified. As Lazar (2007) writes “A feminist political critique of gendered social
practices and relations is aimed ultimately at effecting social transformation” (p. 150). Here,

Khrimian challenges the model of male dominance that also shows state power (“police sword
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and scepter”), saying that it is inappropriate for family life. This is an important point that breaks
down the notion that authority in marriage is similar to authoritarian control. Instead, he presents
a new foundation for family, “love, care, and unity” and this aligns with feminist values of

mutuality and shared responsibility (Khrimian, 1887, p. 116).

Similarly in Khrimian's kondak No. 299 which dissolves the marriage of Gaspar Bezirian
who left his wife Khorsik for ten years, describes the man’s life as “qynnh b qiyunp” [indecent
and impudent] (1895). Yet, regarding the wife the kondak states “mundp hpwinitiu Ynbeh
funpuhh dnwbt) b Gnp widiniubiniphih pin nud b judtigh” [We grant Khorsik the right to
remarry whomever she wishes] (1895, p. 392). By using this linguistic act Khrimian not only
grants Khorsik agency but performs a radical redefinition of women, as subject, not possession.
From FCDA's view this is constitutive of gendered subjectivities, where power can be rewritten

through institutional texts.

In the New Testament, the First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians states, “the head of a
wife is her husband” (Armenian Apostolic Church Version Bible, 2016, Corinthians 11:3).
Religious texts were written at a time when the concept of law was completely different, religion
itself was designed to not only guide but also to control people, and that is why Paul considers a
woman to be headless, and therefore she needs a husband to fulfill the function of her head.
Khrimian notes that times change and we cannot remain forever blinded by the ideas that keep us
behind from the modern world. He responds to these ideas about the weakness of women in the
following way: “Niptdt wkwp ok pnnpnyhtt mup hwdwipty qyht, Yupdtyny' pk tw dh
hnnujtipn n1 nhipwptl wbope k. tpptidt hpugbuy Gpue 4p nuntwg tipp Unipp Upotipd,

winiubingh i quuujug ukp ghtipl Yp pngugunt; ni Yp dnk wn wditiuyt yuwtig” [One
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should not consider a woman completely weak, thinking that she is an earth-made and easily
broken vessel. Sometimes she becomes a fiery iron when the love for the Holy Faith, her
husband and children ignites her and pushes her against all dangers] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 118).
Then he adds, “0y, Yhh wyp dwpnnyt Gniwunwgny dwub sk, wy) Gtnpua Ynnh pnct dhowybnb
L. tinpw upunhtt hnginy@t dowm. jnpit Upwpswytimht hdwuwmniphirip unphpnny dh nujp
wnwi bt wintubwui dwpdhbp jpugnig” [No, a woman is not the lowest part of a man.
Rather, she is the very center of his ribs. Near the soul of his heart, from which the wisdom of
the Creator wisely took a bone and completed the marital body] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 118). Here,
Khrimian does not reject religion altogether but re-signifies its meaning in a progressive,
inclusive way, showing that religion can coexist with gender equality. Also, he uses emotional

9 ¢

language such as “fiery iron,” “near the soul of his heart” to redefine the identity of women from

a passive position of defense to active, moral, and spiritual agents.

Even though Khrimian’s discourse is shaped by traditional Christian morality it also
holds powerful possibilities for change. While he often reflects the dominant gender norms of his
time, he also wants to challenge them. He speaks to women not only as obedient wives, but also
as strong, spiritual, and moral beings. He redefines the understanding of family not as a place of
control but as a space for love, care, and unity. His belief in equality before God becomes a tool
to question injustice and uplift women’s rights. By using the language of religion he opens space
for more inclusive ideas. He gives women a voice in marriage, a right to choose, and dignity in
widowhood. These moments in his work are not minor. They show how deeply rooted beliefs

can be changed. Khrimian’s ideas help to see faith and feminism not as opposites but as allies.
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His writings remind that even in a conservative society positive change is possible and already

beginning.

Economy: Women’s Labor

Marriage was closely related to the family economy. Raffi describes the approach of the
parents of a girl getting married the following way “Uh ninnn ptipwithg £ wmquuytightip” [we
got rid of one more mouth to feed.] (Raffi, 1879) In Lalayan’s and Raffi’s ethnographic research,
we can see a basic line about the economic status of the girl in the family. She is considered an
incomplete member of her parents’ family, who after some time must leave to get married. And
boys, in contrast to this situation, were considered a great contribution to the family, a working
force, an income generator. After marriage, the woman had to give birth to boys in order to once
again provide her husband’s extended family with a working force and income generator. It is
also important to note here that the girl getting married was considered a monetary income with
her dowry. The value, items, and size of the dowry were important. Also, the boy's family would
give a certain amount of money to the girl's parents after the marriage proposal, which was also a
source of motivation for the poor peasants to marry off their girl as soon as possible and have
that money. Although researchers and ethnographers of that period mention very little about the
work capacity of women, it is very rare to see stories about women engaged in agriculture,
farming, and babysitting. Women were largely ignored as economic subjects in the patriarchal
family, and their main activities were limited to the four walls of the house. And if the husband
went for work abroad, away from the family and did not return for many years, the wife would

remain in poverty with the children within the four walls of the house. We learn about these
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cases from Khrimian's official kondaks, where he allows these women to start a new family and

save the family from poverty.

The right of a woman and a man to work and to earn equal money for the same work is
one of the basic human rights, which has been widely discussed in Western societies only at the
beginning of the 20th century. Economic empowerment is a key to improve the role of women in
society. In this regard the Armenian Apostolic Church does not separate its discourse from the
customs of the patriarchal society, since the clergy themselves come from that same society.

Khrimian approaches this issue from the perspective of natural law.

Bpp Yp mtiubwd hnnugnpdh wipnh dke, np th qnjq uninquyhg tiqiitipp [dnLtny gtimhb
Up htinytib, tipp Yp mtivbud, np dhuunip ghuthuwyn” iqhtipn Ygh ytipuwy hwowuwp
nnniwd £ npyku gh hwwwuwn puytitt e hunwuwn nidny hwponpp puptiny Juinpti
wnpub. 6hpn wyu phwlul ophtwytd” pupnyujut ophtiwy hwtitny, fuph” yuwmpwé k
phunwbtijub Yhwbpht dke plk wind ti pl §ing wpuwmn pliwd wuwydwbitpp npnpti nu
swithti):” [When I see in a farmer’s field, that a pair of companion unpaired oxen are yoked
and plowing the land, when I see that a single yoke is placed equally on the oxen’s necks,
so that they walk equally and pull the plow with equal force to plow the field, it is precisely
from this natural example, drawing a moral example, that it is appropriate to determine and
measure the conditions of work of both men and women in family life.] (Khrimian, 1887,

p. 125)

Khrimian defines gender as relational and cooperative, rejecting the patriarchal discourse that
man should lead while the woman follows. He continues “Chmnwitljul wqupuht dte tpynt
gihuwinp wppuwnwinpitip Juitt. npnag hwdwip dwhg punht iywbwniphibp yun

35



Jupdwnp nt 6hpn k. np gnyg Yninwy winh tir Yang hunwwuwp Ytwbp tie nipwgpn:” [There are
two main workers on the family farm. For them, the meaning of the word “yokefellow” (or
partner) is very appropriate and accurate. It shows the equal life and course (process) of men and
women] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 125). As a representative of a church he speaks for equal labor and
shared responsibility by writing “equal life and course” he reconstructs gender identity as shared

and balanced rather than a hierarchy.

Khrimian’s example of yoked oxen suggests equality in burden, but not in status. His
romantic description of household work as craft hides the structural injustices that abandoned
women face. Kondak No. 688 acknowledges this gap. It recounts “ghwljtiuy £ poniwnwgting,
nnningt wubidp, <uywumwd whuwphh, jnpng pugnidp ny thuyt jin punuitivg Jud witijh
Jthwlgniptiwbh pon tnpuhwpuhi, pnnnit ghuyptith mni” [It is the fate of the unfortunate, I
speak of the sons of the land of Armenia, many of whom, not only after four years or more of
living with their young bride, abandon their ancestral home] (1896, p. 597) In this framing,
women are left to manage households, finances, and social stigma alone. Khrimian encourages
women who want to remarry after their husbands left them, “<uwypuytimujutn Ynimujue
wyuwunniptidp pinnial) yipunht qUupquinpt Ohwbttwb, qyhtt hip Gypne b gnpudhta h
tingnitig h 0ting U. Gltintigin) dkipn), Gwmbwst ophtuinp quiniubiniphit inghtt pnnny
tingu qquigwtiu” [By patriarchal kondak, we order that Margar Ohanian, his wife Yeprou, and
their newborn children be once again received into the bosom of our Holy Church, recognizing

their marriage as lawful and absolving them of their transgressions] (1896, p. 597).

In contrast Khrimian provides a detailed description of the labor obligations of women

and men in the family. His interpretation, saturated with religious discourse, nevertheless
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considers that women should manage the household and try to manage the family income wisely.
He writes that women’s duty is fair and faithful economy, elaborating that “{jing ko n1
wnwidhtt wphtiunb £ b junuwjwpniphil, hdwuwmntt mbntiuniphi b, tie dwypujub
nuunhwpwlniphil” [the great and special craft of women is the management of the house,
wise economy, and maternal upbringing](Khrimian, 1887, p. 124). By using words to describe
household work, Khrimian uses “duty” and “craft”. He tries to elevate the domestic sphere
rhetorically but at the same time limiting women in it. He considers that in that society men’s
work is “very extensive, heavy, difficult, and painful” compared to women’s. However, he
justifies this inequality by linking it to the severe pains of childbirth for women, and considers
that this suffering is already an equal hardship compared to the work done by men. “hip wyu
wlthwhuniun guiing wwpwhpp' wyp dwpnnid pnjuiimuy wphuwwnni phiwbd nkd hwwwuwn tio
pwin £ [Her debt of this inescapable pain [childbirth] is equal and great againsst the
comprhensive labor of men] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 125). Lazar (2007) might call this discursive
strategy of balance or justification. Women’s biological pain is considered here as their
contribution to labor. Inequality is justified by biology. Khrimian tries to justify equality through
suffering, not equal agency or opportunity. The pain of giving birth is involuntary but men’s

work, though “painful”, gives them access to the public domain.

Religion plays as a conservative force which supports patriarchal norms even when
women are getting economic empowerment in society. “They (religions) contain resources that
can be used to support women’s equality as well as those that can be used to support the
subordination of women” (Wessinger, 2020, p. 87). This stratification and contradiction are not

absent from the discourse of the Armenian Apostolic Church too. Khrimian tries to show that the
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rights of women and men are also equal in the matter of family economy. He asks questions that
seem to be in the interest of women’s rights. For example, he writes, “GpL uwyp dwpnng
hpwiniopt E pinmwdtljub ni win mbhtt gnpong Ytipuwy putjudnim (hot). Uhpe Jang hpuinitp
sE” wpumwpht hpwg Yyepuwy intintyniphih unwtiug ni ghwmbwy pk wyp dwpnhy p°os Yp gnpdtta
wphuwphhu unwjwpniptiub ni ywhwujutwnn phiwb dke:” [If it is the right of men to be
wise in family and household matters, is it not the right of women to receive information about
external events and to know what men are doing in the governance and commerce of the world?]
(Khrimian, 1887, p. 127). He acknowledges existing inequality but he does not challenge it
structurally. Then he adds, “Qiptid yuwpumwquig £ wyp, np hip Yawbph ni gnpdng yhwyp
pPwgnigubitiny, sh pnnnip np hip Jhbmyhgt' hip htim hwwrwuwp pnwbtlub Jawbpht
Jtpwy hnquot: Mupunwquibg t htp, np hp wdniutingt hngudni ptiwb pudwinpn sh ththp”
[Therefore, it is a sin for a man who, concealing his own life and affairs, does not allow his wife
to care for the family life she shares with him. Undutiful is a woman who does not share her
husband’s care] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 127). Making this separation between genders Khrimian
does not recognize it as a social problem but moral failure, at the same time increasing
patriarchal control over women’s behavior. He is creating the illusion of equality by mutualizing
family responsibilities, but never questioning the existing discourse which positions men in

powerful and women in a supporting role.

At end of the 19th century in Armenian society, women’s labor was shaped by patriarchal
norms. Their work was often invisible or limited to the domestic sphere. Khrimian’s discourse
tries to present equality through shared responsibility. Yet, it reinforces gender roles by tying

women’s value to biology and moral obligation. His words show both a wish for fairnes and the
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limits of his time. He does not challenge inequality structurally, only justifies it morally. These
contradictions matter. Those help to see how religious and social norms worked together to
shape gendered roles. But they also give us space to question them. Equality should not be built

on pain or sacrifice. It should be based on agency, opportunity, and shared dignity.

Women’s Education: Enlightenment and Motherhood

“Gpowlihly oplip Gl wyl oplipp lipp <ugng whlhup m uwbugp hhi wwanlpunwboug pbnphhb
hlanp” bnp nuonpupudmalwd pnpuny ki hp shughle fn jugbicduwnd dhugl upnn B ulpuoybu
dwihy Gipnwhn el ln dpugnifu Yhilpnii:” “Happy days are those days when Armenian
ladies and women, along with the grace of old dignities, shine with the light of new upbringing,

and only then can they truly resemble the educated and courageous (bold) women of Europe.’

(Khrimian, 1887, p. 197)

Women for a long time have been controlled by patriarchal societies by depriving them
of the opportunity for education. Women's education has always been a problematic topic in
patriarchal societies. Levon Mkrtchian, who wrote about family rights in the 19th century, sees a
great danger in women's education, he believes that it is a threat to the collapse of the traditional
Armenian family. According to him, if a woman gets an education, she will forget about her
family and focus only on her career (Mkrtchian, 1894, p. 18). This discourse has been dominant
everywhere, fearing that if a woman receives an education, it will be impossible to influence her.
And this is indeed so, and it is crucial. The education of an individual is one of the important
pillars of their development and progress. Although at the end of the 19th century there was
already talk about equal education, it still separated the types of education for men and women.
For example, Vahan Artsruni, who was a prominent doctor at that time, notes in his book Aghjik
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(1903) that a woman’s education should be worthy of a woman, her education should not be
similar to a man’s education. It is noteworthy that the Armenian Apostolic Church was already
making efforts in the 19th century to create co-ed schools. And already at the end of the 19th
century, we learn from Khrimian’s kondaks that in Armenian communities, single-sex schools
were being transformed into schools with co-ed classrooms by the decision of the church.
Khrimian condemns biased and unequal education, considering it unbalanced, “dupnnj Ytup
Inju iy, G npu dhru Eu dwub pnnnyy Ynyp” [giving light to one side of humanity and
leaving the other blind] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 59). According to Khrimian, Armenians can never
achieve Western freedom in that way, only educated men and women can correctly manifest
their freedom and not abuse it. Thus, the Armenian Apostolic Church, led by Khrimian, was in
favor of full equal education, but sometimes, as a result of the oppressive public discourse, they

also express contradictory ideas, which we will discuss below.

Khrimian's observations on women's education awakened optimistic hope for radical
reforms in society. Education not only makes people knowledgeable but also provides freedom,
equality, tolerance and legal awareness. Khrimian, speaking about the general right to education
for women, shows radicalism but at the same time there is an inevitable conservatism in the
discourse. He writes “Unwohtt mbiquid tipp Jhtip wyp ghpp wpmwuwbtg htipbht ;nidtg hip
hwdpniphiip, §hop qupnug ni Gubsgun hip hpuinitipl, pnnnptig ni hnswjtig wiyhauphht
wnwy L huph tru hip plinwbdtiug duypt £, wbnp £ fuouh G wyp dwpnng pijinniptiwi dky
huwiwuwn wpenn nibkbiuyg” [The first time a woman recited the first letter of the alphabet, she
solved her own muteness, the woman read and recognized her rights, protested and declared

before the world that she is the mother of her family too, she must speak and have an equal seat
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in the society of men] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 195). Khrimian recognizes that the silence of a
woman in society is socially constructed and gendered, not that a woman has little ability, but
that her access has been very limited and she has been silenced in society by not providing
education. He takes a general view of material and institutional barriers to gender equality. And
he is not showing here empowerment of women systematically but discursively and individually.
However, mentioning that “she is mother of her family too” he justifies women’s entry to the
public discourse using gender normative identity. Recognizing the importance of education in
the context of women’s voice, protest and rights, he nevertheless tends to maintain his
conservative discourse by mentioning women’s identity only as mothers. And in contrast to this
he also recognizes the full potential of an educated woman who is absolutely equal to a man, he
notes that if a woman receives an education that “wtninnity Jht' jpounit puwbunun nuipau.
Jupnuy gnpt unpybny, jLgniwugbn jhbotny, dw Yp 6qdh dtiq htim punphppujuib hot,
wphuwph Junwjunly, optip mw), Uwhdwbwunpniphih gnsly)” [silent woman will become an
eloquent critic. Having learned to read and write, being literate, she will strive to be an advisor
with us, to govern the world, to make laws, to proclaim a Constitution] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 196)
This is what Michelle Lazar (2007) calls feminist analytical activism. This shows the will for
radical social transformation. He goes beyond access or symbolic inclusion and recognizes the

structural impact of women's literacy.

Khrimian acknowledges that the education of his time is biased and incomplete. Women
do not receive the education they need. Most women learn French and piano, most of them lack
proper and equal education. According to him, it is unacceptable to “give light” to half of

society, and to keep the other half, “abandoned, blind, poor, slaves and idiots.” With such
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unequal education, “Armenian family life will be suffocated.” (Khrimian, 1887, p. 198) By
receiving proper education, “plwnwiitiug dth dh wlnuip, hip hpwinip, hip ywpuhpp
twbsbwy, hpupnt ppoupp hwujowd, thwpwt junphht, thwpwb phpwiut wnwbg funun).
wyp Jud Yhi, dtinnp Jud quuwljittipp, hwput jud ujtunipt’” [each member of the family
will know their right, their duty, understand each other’s words, think together, walk together
without any hesitation] husband or wife, parents or children, daughter-in-law or mother-in-law]
(Khrimian, 1887, p. 60). He displays emotional anger towards men and accuses them of “htiy np
Jung wtwp stp’ nnip quyb nrunighp, b hiy np wiwp tp' noip jud sghngup fuud wirbinpny
nuwnbghp, thuyl winom Jhuwhiwiwp nju wmnthp Jang i wipdwjtighp ghtipli” [what you
didn’t need, you taught women and what they did need you either didn’t know or judged useless,
you only gave women a dim, half-dark light and let them go] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 198) And that
is why freedom is exploited and misunderstood in society. It is obvious from the Khrimian text
that the education providers are men, that is why he criticizes them. Khrimian's point that women
got “what they didn’t need” shows this epistemic injustice, where knowledge is produced about
women, but not for or by them. His criticism supports the feminist standpoint theory that once
women are educated and articulate about their experiences, they become not only just speakers
but agents of institutional change. The educational system acts not just through isolation, but

through misguidance, by teaching women in ways that disable them rather than empower them.

Women's intellectual limitations are a result of a patriarchal society. Khrimian critiques
the societal expectation that men should never rely on women, stating “(1runh Yhbtp hip withng
Jhtwyth hwbtny phmwbtljub hnquoniptwb dky Ypptint hwudwp, wp dwpnhy wtwp £

quylt wipdwtih hwdwiphtt hptitg panphpnugniptiub, wdope it tntwunniphil shwdwiphi
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hpwg yhbwlp unnignipliunip huoupy ni jununnywitihy” [In order to lift the woman out of her
carefree state and educate her in family care, men should consider her worthy of their
consultation, and not consider it shameful or humiliating to honestly speak and admit the
situation of the issues.] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 126) This statement highlights how the ignorance
imposed on women was the result of being systematically denied participation in family
decision-making processes. Khrimian does not accept this approach and considers this behavior a
harmful norm. This is interpreted by the FCDA as how considering women or asking for advice
has been perceived by men as weakness. Khirmyan’s recognition that women are intellectually
limited by the society, saying they must be “considered worthy of consultation” shows a
protofeminist critique emerging from within a patriarchal, religious perspective. Again,
Khrimian's position here is not completely liberating but represents a transitional voice that
challenges the existing norms without completely departing from it, using the authority of

religion in a careful way to redefine gender relations.

The education and upbringing of children, family harmony and the enormous burden of
morality are carried by women alone in a patriarchal society. Khrimian’s observation that an
illiterate woman raises illiterate children is not irrelevant to this. First of all he believes that
women should receive education in order to create an intelligent and knowledgeable society. He
blames the ignorance of society entirely on women in the following way: “twpu duyptipn.
Juptdunniphid Yppt ni pdoyt nuumhwpuniptiudp. npytu gh npu junmwptiug G
wnnnowihwn quiwl dtwbthti” [First, educate and cure the short-sightedness of mothers, so that
they give birth to perfect and healthy children] (Khrimian, 1887, p. 121). From a FCDA

perspective, this represents a characteristic ideological contradiction.. Khrimian first supports
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traditional norms that put down women in the family as the only bearers of children's education,
but also he hints at the transformative power of education in empowering women. However, only
to the extent that they continue to serve the society’s and family’s collective good. Thus,
Khrimian both challenges and reinforces patriarchal hierarchies. As a religious leader he gives
his views a moral and authoritative weight that hides the structural inequalities. Eventually he is
implementing a system where women’s education is valuable only as it produces better children
and improves socity's condition, rather than encouraging women’s independent agency and

rights.

Khrimian's texts about women's education give a recognition of the potential of reform.
He understands that educating women can break the silence forced by society. He encourages
women to actively participate in public life and contribute to societal progress. Although his
views still tie women's education to patriarchal norms, however there is a clear optimism in his
writings that education can lead to equality and freedom for everyone. Khrimian supports a more
balanced education system, critiquing its shortcomings and pushing for changes that could help
create a society where both genders are educated and empowered. Though his ideas are rooted in
his time, he suggests the beginnings of a shift towards greater gender equality in Armenian

society.

Limitations and avenues for future research

In this capstone I focused on Catholicos Mkrtich Khrimian’s marriage-related writings
and their impact on shaping expectations of young Armenian women in families in the late 19th

century. However, there are several limitations that frame this study.
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Khrimian’s texts offer valuable insights into how the Armenian Apostolic Church defined
women’s rights, morality, labor, and education, and this still reflects the institutional and
patriarchal norms of the Church. Though Khrimian brings progressive ideas for his time, such as
being against child marriage and advocating for women’s right to education and remarriage, his
writings still have expectations of obedience, sacrifice, and maternal duty that reproduce
patriarchal gender roles. This duality of liberation and limitation shows how even progressive

discourses can reinforce dominant power structures.

I mainly centers on Khrimian’s Drakhti Yntanik (1887) book and his kondaks, without a
comparative analysis of other Church leaders’ views. Future studies could analyze whether
Khrimian’s views were unique or part of a wider current within the Church. Similarly, a more
critical exploration of why Khrimian adopted such views, possibly influenced by his personal
experiences, such as teaching at girls' schools or the loss of his family, was beyond the scope of

this paper and remains an important direction for further research.

Another limitation is the lack of direct voices from women of the time. I analyzed how
about women were spoken in official Church discourse but not how women got these messages
or resisted them. Studing the lived experiences of women in 19th century Armenian communites
through memoirs, letters, oral histories or ethnographic data would provide a more grounded

understanding of how religious gender norms were internalized, negotiated, or challenged.

This capstone explored Khrimian’s writings from the standpoint of family and gender
roles. But his writings including theological, nationalist, and cultural meanings which remain

unexplored in this project. Future research could analyze how Khrimian’s ideas on women’s
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roles intersected with the Armenian national liberation movement or how he used gender to

speak about national unity and reform.

This study includes feminist theories and historiography, the conclusion could more
explicitly challenge existing historical narratives about Armenian feminism. By showing how
Church leaders like Khrimian both empowered and restricted women, this research opens space

to think again about the relationship between religion and early feminist ideas in Armenia.

Avenues for future research can include a comparative study of Khrimian’s views with
other Armenian Church leaders of the 19th century, such as Garegin Srvandztiants. Also deeper
research into Khrimian’s personal biography and its influence on his gender discourse. An
analysis of women’s lived experiences during this period through ethnography, letters, or
memoirs. A study of how Khrimian’s discourse may have influenced the first wave of Armenian
feminists in the early 20th century. A critical exploration of how Khrimian’s gender discourse

functioned not only theologically but also politically, as a tool for national and moral reform.

Conclusion

Mkrtich Khrimian's writings tell us a complicated and sometimes conflicting story about
gender and religion at the end of 19th century Armenian society. On one side, he supports the old
patriarchal rules, demanding women's obedience, keeping their work and education tied to the
home, and seeing their economic and moral struggles as just part of balancing male power.
However, on the other side, he uses powerful language about equality before God, love, and
unity to argue that women deserve real rights — the freedom to choose their marriage, to remarry

if widowed, to take part in family decisions and public life, and to get an education that prepares
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them for more than just motherhood. These opposing ideas between duty and freedom, biology
and spirit, authority and personal rights show how a traditional religious leader could still spark
important changes in how people think and how laws work. Khrimian didn't tear down the old
system, but he carved out new spaces where faith and the idea of women's rights could meet and
even support each other. By turning obedience into mutual love, by giving value to housework
while calling for shared responsibilities, and by saying literacy and legal knowledge are just as
important for women as men he set up the base to build on in the future. Khrimian's work is not
about being perfectly progressive, but about questioning the rules of his time. He shows us that
traditions are not always simple or fixed and religion can both hold people back and set them
free, and that the fight for gender justice is complex and full of contradictions. His work calls on
us today to follow those steps, celebrate the progress, and keep breaking down the walls, whether

moral, legal, or cultural, that still hold women back from their full humanity.
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