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higher than the number of calls they receive.75  A prosecutor reported that approximately 
80% of the cases he sees in which women are victims involve violence by a family 
member.76  A district judge estimated that approximately 20-30% of her criminal cases 
involve men beating women.77    

 
Cases often reach the legal system when neighbors intervene in a violent 

situation.  A judicial clerk reported two cases in which men beat their wives and the 
police came in response to calls from neighbors.  In one of the cases, the man hit his wife 
after seeing her with a female friend he disliked.  Neighbors called the police, and he was 
fined.78   
 

Many cases that involve elements of violence are not immediately obvious as 
domestic violence cases because they are brought to the court on other charges.79  For 
example, a case may be registered as a man disobeying a police officer when the initial 
conflict actually involved a fight with his wife.  Taking account of this fact, a judicial 
clerk estimated that 30% of the cases in his court involved domestic violence.   
 

Cases reviewed at a prosecutor’s office revealed a number of instances of serious 
abuse by current and former husbands.80  In one case, a man threatened to burn down the 
house when his wife would not let him enter.  He ultimately did set the house on fire with 
his wife inside it (she survived).81  In a second case, a man whose ex-wife had divorced 
him while he was in prison brought a grenade and knife to her house and threatened to 
kill her.  He was ultimately convicted of criminal hooliganism and illegal weapons 
possession. 

 
Members of the legal community also told of cases they had seen in which 

Armenian women were killed by their abusive husbands.  A forensic psychologist told 
Minnesota Advocates that she sees many domestic murders in her practice, including a 
woman beaten to death when she came home too late and one whose husband murdered 
her because he was “delirious with jealousy.”82  A district judge described a case from the 
                                                 

75 Interview, February 16, 2000 (Ministry of Internal Affairs official, Yerevan). 
 
76 Interview, February 16, 2000 (prosecutor, Yerevan). 
 
77 Interview, February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan).  (A review of some case files, however, revealed 

that of the 67 cases heard in the final four months of 1999, only three were described as cases of domestic 
violence.) 

 
78 Interview, May 3, 2000 (judicial clerk, Yerevan). 
 
79 Id. 
 
80 Interview and review of cases, February 16, 2000 (Yerevan).  Of 290 criminal cases that came to 

court in a population of 140,000, 23 involved female victims.  Of these 23, twelve were cases of family 
violence (in one case, a dispute between sisters-in-law). 

 
81 Review of files, February 16, 2000 (Yerevan). 
 
82 Interview, February 18, 2000 (forensic psychologist, Yerevan). 
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end of 1999 in which a husband who habitually beat his wife stabbed her twice and killed 
her in the presence of their children.83  The husband’s statement was included in the case 
file: 

 
[My wife] began to drink.  . . . I used to beat her and accuse her of drinking a lot.  
I argued with her.  The neighbors knew about the arguing.  I was ashamed of her 
behavior.  [Then she] began to go out and stay out.  . . . I became suspicious of 
her unfaithfulness but had no proof.  . . . Because of jealousy and drink, I beat 
her.  . . . I took the knife only to threaten her, but stabbed her by accident.84 
 
The forensic doctor’s report indicated that the woman had stab wounds, as well as 

a broken nose, bruises and a black eye.  The man was charged with murder and sentenced 
to nine years in prison.  According to the judge, the children believed their mother was 
unfaithful and took the father’s side.  The judge explained that she imposed a less severe 
sentence on the man than the law permitted because he was the only parent the children 
had left.85   
 
 Sometimes women also kill their abusive husbands during a violent episode, often 
after years of abuse.86  Even when a woman kills a man who is attacking her, she may be 
convicted of murder under the statute that criminalizes murder when excessive force is 
used in self-defense.87  A judge described a recent case in which a man attacked his wife 
with a knife.  During the altercation, the woman wrestled the knife from the man’s hand 
and stabbed him to death.  According to the judge, the prosecutor charged the case as 
premeditated murder and it was still pending before the court.88  Another judge described 
a 1998 case in which a 65-year-old woman killed her 73-year-old husband after he 
continually beat and sexually abused her.  She was sentenced to seven to eight years in 
prison.89 

 
In a case described by a prosecutor, a man threw a chair at his wife and threatened 

her with an ax.90  The assault took place in the kitchen.  The woman picked up a knife 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
83 Interview, February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan). 
 
84 Review of files, February 22, 2000 (Yerevan). 
 
85 Interview, February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan). 
 
86 Interview, February 18, 2000 (criminologist, Yerevan). 
 
87 Interviews, February 17, 2000 (prison, Abovyan); February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan); February 15, 

2000 (prosecutor, Yerevan).  See also Criminal Code Article 102. 
 
88 Interview, February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan).   

 
89 Interview, May 10, 2000 (judge, Gyumri). 
 
90 Interview, February 15, 2000 (prosecutor, Yerevan). 
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from the counter and stabbed the man in the heart.  In this case, the prosecutor proved 
that the man had intended to kill his wife and therefore the woman had acted in self-
defense.   
 

Because of the difficulties in obtaining a legal remedy for domestic violence, 
many women turn to divorce as a solution to their abuse.91  The president of a lawyer’s 
organization that provides free legal services estimated that 25-30% of the divorce cases 
he sees involve violence against women.92  Judges and lawyers confirmed that many 
divorce cases involve elements of violence.93 

 
In Armenia, forensic experts are involved in every criminal case in which the 

victim is injured.  They are medical professionals who work in the criminal justice 
system and are specifically charged with classifying the degree of physical injury.  The 
forensic experts with whom Minnesota Advocates spoke claimed to have seen very few 
cases of violence against women in the family.94  One forensic expert who had been 
practicing medicine for over 30 years estimated that he had only seen roughly ten such 
cases in his career.95  In an article published in an Armenian newspaper concerning 
domestic violence, however, national forensic experts reported seeing between two and 
eight cases per month.96 

 
In one case described by a forensic doctor, a husband beat his wife while she was 
pregnant, causing her to lose the child. 97  In another case, a man assaulted his wife after 
finding her with a lover.98  Forensic experts were also able to recall many instances in 
which women were sent for forensic examinations with suspicious injuries and appeared 
to be hiding the real cause, claiming, for example, that they had fallen. 

 
2.  Evidence from the Medical Community 
 
Many members of the medical community are likely to see victims of domestic 

violence, including emergency medical personnel, gynecologists and psychiatrists.  
Members of the medical community interviewed by Minnesota Advocates, however, 

                                                 
91 See infra Section III D. 
 
92 Interview, February 15, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
93 Interviews, May 10, 2000 (judge, Gyumri); February 15, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
94 Interview, February 22, 2000 (forensic expert, Yerevan). 
 
95 Interview, February 21, 2000 (forensic experts, Gyumri).  
 
96 Asya Tsaturova, Molilas li ti na noch, Dezdemona? (“Have you Prayed Tonight, Desdemona?”), 

NOVAYA VREMYA at 3 (February 22, 2000). 
 

97 Interview, February 21, 2000 (forensic experts, Gyumri). 
 
98 Id. 
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reiterated that women rarely seek medical assistance for injuries received in the home, 
unless they present a serious health risk.  Even then, many attempt to conceal the cause of 
their injuries in the belief that family issues should remain private.99  Both emergency 
doctors and specialists emphasized their view that when women lie about their injuries, 
the doctor has no right to investigate further.100 

 
By law, doctors are required to report suspicious injuries to the police,101 

including injuries resulting from domestic violence.  Some members of the medical 
community nonetheless believe that domestic violence is a private matter and not one to 
be discussed with patients.  Doctors from out-patient clinics and the ambulance service 
maintained that they do not report such injuries because they are “family problems”102 
and doctors can do nothing about them.103  Because they do not question patients further 
as to the causes of their injuries, the doctors may not even be aware that they are treating 
cases of domestic violence.   

 
Representatives of the emergency health service and clinic doctors said that they 

see very few patients with domestic violence injuries.  Ambulances are typically only 
called to family conflicts in order to treat secondary symptoms such as rise in blood 
pressure or alcohol related problems and not because of injuries directly related to the 
conflict.104  An emergency doctor also explained that women know the incident will be 
reported to the police if they call for an ambulance or come to the emergency center, 
suggesting that women will therefore forego treatment rather then risk publicizing 
domestic violence.105   

 
Abused women who do not seek help from the legal system may still confide in a 

psychiatrist or psychologist.  While women do not generally visit psychiatric clinics 
(known as neurosis centers or stress centers) for this reason, doctors acknowledged that 
stories of violence frequently emerge during treatment.  The director of such a clinic 
outside Yerevan estimated that 80-90% of the clinic’s cases (approximately 400 in-
patients, 60% of them women) were family conflicts and that 30-40% of these included 

                                                 
99 Interview, February 17, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan). 
 
100 Interview, February 17, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan). 
 
101 Interview, February 21, 2000 (forensic expert, Gyumri).  This duty is established under Decree C-

240570 of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Internal Affairs, dated August 5, 1996, on doctors’ 
obligations to report to the police cases that involve symptoms of violence (beating, bruises, etc.).  
Violation of this duty incurs criminal liability.  A more general prohibition on concealing crimes against 
life and health is found in Article 206 of the Criminal Code.  

 
102 Interview, February 17, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan). 
 
103 Interview, May 4, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan). 
 
104 Interview, May 4, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan). 

 
105 Interview, May 4, 2000 (doctor, Yereven). 
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an element of physical or psychological violence.  The same doctor described five cases 
involving domestic violence, including one in which a man hit his wife because she 
complained of his inattention to the family.  In another case, a woman was abused 
because she “didn’t iron and cook well.”  This woman was afraid to seek a divorce 
because of her husband’s threats to keep the children.  The doctor also described a third 
case in which a woman began to spend time with another man because her husband 
routinely beat her:  

 
[When the husband] saw his wife with another man, he beat her.  . . .  Then the 
husband began to torture the wife.  Whenever there were small quarrels, he 
constantly reminded her of [the infidelity], saying she was immoral.  He also hit 
her.  . . . Whenever he saw his relatives mocking him, he beat her.  He was 
drinking to forget and was forcing her to have sex.  The wife didn’t want sex and 
she was beaten again.  . . . This lasted about two years.  The wife was brought to 
the clinic in a heavy depression.106   

 
A doctor at a stress center in Yerevan said family conflicts are common, giving an 

example of a case in which a man with a sexual dysfunction beat his wife because she 
wanted to have sex.  She added that psychological pressure on women is even more 
common, explaining that people believe “since the man is the head of the family, he has 
the right to make any decision and the woman must obey.”107   
 
E.  Police Response to Domestic Violence 
 

Police are usually the first within the legal system to encounter victims of 
violence, either when a woman submits a complaint or, more commonly, when the police 
are called to the scene of a domestic dispute.108  The police officials most closely 
involved in dealing with domestic violence incidents are local district inspectors 
(uchastkovii inspektor).  These local inspectors, most often men, are responsible for 
“preventive work,” including information gathering and communication.  Local 
inspectors are first on the scene when police are called to a domestic violence incident.  
They are expected to reprimand the man involved in cases where no criminal punishment 
is imposed.  Inspectors are assigned to specific districts, each having several thousand 
families, where they monitor and exercise control over “problem families.”  Lists of 
problem families are kept on file at the police station.  

 
According to some interviewees, police are willing to take the initial step of 

registering cases in certain circumstances.  A district police chief told Minnesota 
Advocates that telephone calls to the station are also tape-recorded.  Other people 
interviewed, however, said that police generally do not take domestic violence as 

                                                 
106 Interview, May 6, 2000 (doctor, outside Yerevan).   
 
107 Interview, May 5, 2000 (doctor, Yerevan).   
 
108 Interview, May 3, 2000 (judicial clerk, Yerevan). 
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seriously as other crimes.109  Accounts by women who have contacted the police indicate 
that the police attempt to dissuade women from pressing charges against abusive 
husbands.110  One woman reported that she felt she could not go to the police to report 
abuse by her husband because it would not be kept confidential.  She feared the negative 
effect on her child’s life if other people learned about her situation.  Furthermore, she 
said police will not pursue a case because they believe that if the abuser is a woman’s 
husband “he can beat [her] once [and] this is nothing extraordinary.”111  A lawyer 
recounted the story of a client who went to the police to initiate a criminal proceeding 
after her husband threatened her with a knife and kicked a glass door that broke over her, 
causing injuries.112  The police refused to take the case when the woman went to the 
station alone, saying it was a “family matter.”  Only when she returned accompanied by a 
lawyer was the woman able to start a criminal proceeding.  

 
In another case, a woman who was being beaten by her husband, a policeman, 

tried to get help by speaking with his superior.113  Even though the husband threatened 
his wife with a gun, the police chief took no action beyond talking with the man.  A staff 
member of a women’s NGO explained this lack of response by the fact that the police 
consider beating normal and feel that since everyone is experiencing it, women should 
tolerate it.114  Others suggested that police think that if women are being abused, they 
have done something to deserve it.115 

 
An instructor at the police college in Yerevan acknowledged that police were less 

interested in domestic violence than in what are seen as more serious crimes.116  Police 
justified their inaction by pointing to the women’s behavior when they intervene in 
conflicts.  For example, a police chief in Yerevan noted that women sometimes criticize 
the police for interfering in private matters.117  He also said that women frequently 
withdraw complaints after they have been made.118   

 

                                                 
109 Interviews, May 3, 2000 (judicial clerk, Yerevan); May 4, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan), May 9, 2000 

(victim, Gyumri). 
 
110 This was also noted by a court clerk, interview, May 3, 2000, Yerevan. 
 
111 Interview, May 9, 2000 (victim, Gyumri). 
 
112 Interview, February 19, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
113 Interview, May 9, 2000 (NGO activist, Gyumri). 
 
114 Id. 
 
115 Interview, February 24, 2000 (sociologist, Yerevan). 
 
116 Interview, May 6, 2000 (instructor, police college, Yerevan). 

 
117 Interview, February 22, 2000 (police chief, Yerevan). 
 
118 See discussions supra Section II D and infra Section II G. 
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A police representative stated that women should be ashamed to report cases of 
domestic violence because such reporting could lead to divorce.119  A judicial clerk noted 
that a policeman also “feels shame for his nation” when registering a case of domestic 
violence,120 another reason police may prefer not to accept complaints from women in 
such circumstances.   

 
Local inspectors work with perpetrators of domestic violence as part of their 

crime-prevention duties.  In the case of first time offenders, the local inspector may ask a 
man to sign a statement promising not to disturb his wife again.121  The paper functions 
as an alternative to criminal or administrative penalties and carries no specific legal 
sanction.  Local inspectors take abusers to the police station to sign the statement.  The 
men are then supposed to be closely monitored.  The signed statement is used both in 
cases where arguments occurred but no beating was recorded122 and in cases of physical 
violence.123  

 
Police suggested that they use the signed statement in cases where the wife 

withdraws or refuses to lodge a complaint.124  Since one reason women are often afraid to 
complain to the police is the risk of fines or imprisonment for their husbands, the signed 
statement may be a preferable alternative for some women.  In some cases, however, 
local inspectors may actively influence women to use this method rather than lodge a 
complaint.  Further, whether due to lack of resources or lack of interest, local inspectors 
do not always monitor the families in which domestic violence has occurred.125  It is not 
clear whether the signed statement serves as a deterrent or performs any other useful 
function in the handling of domestic violence cases.  Its effectiveness appears to depend 
heavily upon both the abuser’s response to moral persuasion and the conscientiousness of 
the individual local inspector in monitoring these cases. 

 
The signature procedure may delay punishment for repeat offenders because of 

many women’s reluctance to report domestic violence to the police.  Although this 
procedure is limited to first-time offenders, many perpetrators identified as first-time 

                                                 
119 Interview, May 10, 2000 (Ministry of Internal Affairs official, Gyumri). 
 
120 Interview, May 3, 2000 (judicial clerk, Yerevan). 
 
121 Interviews, February 15, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan); February 16, 2000 (judge, Yerevan ); February 

22, 2000 (police chief, Yerevan); May 6, 2000 (instructor, police college, Yerevan); May 10, 2000 (worker, 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, Gyumri). 

 
122 Review of police files, April 2000 (Yerevan); interview, February 22, 2000 (judge, Yerevan). 
 
123 Interviews, February 17, 2000 (Ministry of Internal Affairs official, Yerevan); February 22, 2000 

(police chief, Yerevan); May 3, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
124 Interview, February 22, 2000 (police chief, Yerevan). 
 
125 Interview, May 4, 2000 (human rights lawyer, Yerevan). 
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offenders may simply be repeat offenders whose wives have not previously reported them 
to police.   

 
In addition to problems with police attitudes and insufficient penalties, material 

shortages also present obstacles to effective police response.  For example, local police 
inspectors, though responsible for serving several thousand families, often do not have 
cars.  Further, salaries tend to be low (though police are better paid than many Armenian 
workers126) and may not be paid on time.  To illustrate this problem, a lawyer described 
her experience in a theft case.  The police were unwilling to accept her complaint and an 
investigator explained to her that “low salaries lead to low motivation.”127   

 
There are no domestic violence units in the Armenian police.  At present, 10-15% 

of students at the police college are women.  Most women in the police force are 
employed in jobs such as passport control, car inspection and juvenile crime.128  Only a 
few women are investigators at the prosecutorial level.129  A police chief in Gyumri 
explained that it is “not typical” for women to work the 24-hour shifts required for most 
police work, and that police work is not seen as appropriate for women.130  
 
F.  NGO Response to Domestic Violence  
 

The Armenian government is not adequately responding to the problem of 
domestic violence.  As a result, NGOs have begun to address the issue.  These 
organizations generally depend on donor funding from foreign aid organizations.  Many 
have established crisis centers (sometimes referred to as “trust centers”) for women to 
provide support, advice and educational services.  These centers sometimes sponsor 
telephone hotlines for women, including women who are victims of domestic violence.  
Crisis centers favor reconciliation of families.  The centers may try to involve women’s 
husbands in counseling, although some men resist taking part.  Many victims of domestic 
violence fear their husbands’ reaction if they discover that they have spoken to someone 
outside the family about the abuse and do not want to involve their husbands in 
counseling.  Crisis center services, therefore, tend to focus on women.131   

 
Because these institutions have only emerged in the last few years, they are still 

developing effective procedures.  Statistics compiled from calls to telephone hotlines are 
not being kept systematically and they have not been published.  Hotlines themselves 

                                                 
126 Interview, May 6, 2000 (instructor, police college, Yerevan). 
 
127 Interview, February 25, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
128 Interview, May 10, 2000 (Ministry of Internal Affairs official, Gyumri). 
 
129 Interview, February 25, 2000 (lawyer, Yerevan). 
 
130 Interview, May 10, 2000 (Ministry of Internal Affairs official, Gyumri). 
 
131 Interview, May 9, 2000 (NGO activist, Gyumri). 
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face problems in a country with sporadic telephone service.  Some rural areas have no 
telephone service at all.  In addition, though crisis center workers agreed that hotline use 
increases when they are advertised, such advertising is often too expensive for struggling 
NGOs.  Even government-owned television generally will not broadcast such 
advertisements free of charge.  Consequently, hotlines have been able to advertise on 
television and radio only because of donor funding.   

 
Hotlines and crisis centers are highly professionalized and staffed mainly with 

psychologists, doctors and lawyers, rather than volunteers or survivors of domestic 
violence.  Minnesota Advocates was told of only one case in which a formerly battered 
woman was involved in creating a crisis center.  Currently, no battered women’s shelters 
exist, although some NGOs provide temporary housing to women on an informal basis.132   

 
A number of lawyers’ organizations offer free legal assistance to women seeking 

to prosecute or divorce abusive husbands, and some individual lawyers donate their 
services to NGOs working with women.  There is no consistent legal practice concerning 
advocacy for women who have been abused, and many women simply cannot afford 
lawyers to assist them in divorce or criminal proceedings.133  Further, NGOs that provide 
legal assistance in cases of general human rights abuses showed little awareness of the 
problem of domestic violence.  The directors of two such NGOs maintained that domestic 
violence was not a problem in Armenia, although lawyers at one of these NGOs later 
described several cases of domestic violence with which they had dealt.134 

 
Acting in part in response to donor interest, NGOs are working to empower 

women through legal literacy training, which includes seminars and lectures in schools 
and rural community centers.  Many people spoke of the importance of women “knowing 
their rights.”135  NGO educational work focuses on a woman’s right to be free of violence 
and the legal options available to her in Armenia.   
 

NGOs have succeeded in stimulating some media interest in the issue of domestic 
violence.  Newspapers have occasionally published objective articles on the problem,136 
and local television stations have broadcast films on the subject.  Also, radio and 
television have carried paid advertisements for crisis hotlines.  An article published in an 
Armenian newspaper in June 1998, however, denied the existence of a domestic violence 
problem and blamed women for triggering the violence.137  Likewise, a journalist who 
                                                 

132 Id. 
 
133 Interview, February 19, 2000 (sociologists, Yerevan). 
 
134 Interviews, February 15, 2000 (human rights lawyer, Yerevan); February 16, 2000 (human rights 

lawyer, Yerevan); May 14, 2000 (human rights lawyers, Yerevan). 
 
135 E.g. Interviews, February 21, 2000 (NGO, Gyumri); May 10, 2000 (judge, Gyumri). 

 
136 See supra note 97 at 3. 
 
137 Grigor Emin-Deryan, Ankhelke jrhori mej kar gtsets ... (“The fool threw a stone in the well”), 

HAYASTANI HANRAPETUTIUN, 18 June 1998. 
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produces a television show on family issues said she had never come across any stories of 
domestic violence and had not addressed it in her show, which espoused a return to the 
“traditional family model.”138   
 
G.  Domestic Violence: Causes and Complicating Factors  
 

Domestic violence is a complicated social phenomenon, and there are no simple 
explanations for its causes.  Research indicates that domestic violence has its roots in the 
subordinate role women have traditionally held in private and public life.139  The United 
Nations, in the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, recognized 
domestic violence as “a manifestation of historically unequal power relationships 
between men and women” and condemned the violence as one of the “crucial social 
mechanisms by which women are forced into a subordinate position compared with 
men.”140 
 

Many of those interviewed represented Armenian culture as traditional and 
patriarchal.  Men spoke of women in protective, paternalist terms, glorifying the role of 
mother.  Women in Armenia are expected to support family peace and raise children.141  
Because of the traditional view that men are the heads of families, women often feel that 
they must endure whatever violence and abuse they encounter in their homes.  
Additionally, some women and law enforcement officials explained that society 
considers less serious violence, such as slapping, to be acceptable within the family.142  
An NGO representative recounted the experience of a colleague who received little 
support when she was beaten and threatened by her husband: 

 
Her husband beat her for no reason.  He would just come home and start hitting 
her and then leave.  . . . Even the woman’s parents-in-law did not consider this 
abnormal.  Her father-in-law said “You think that’s a beating?  When I beat my 
wife, that was a beating.”  [The woman] was sure her parents would take her 
back after a divorce and they did, so she was able to divorce [her husband].143 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
138 Interview, February 19, 2000 (journalist, Yerevan). 
 
139 For a discussion of the causes of domestic violence, see Domestic Violence, Report of the 

Secretary-General, Eighth U.N. Congress on the Prevention of Crime and the Treatment of Offenders at 8, 
U.N. Doc. A/Conf.144/17 (1990). 

 
140 G.A. Res. 48/104 (1993). 

 
141 Interview, February 15, 2000 (prosecutor, Yerevan). 
 
142 For example, a forensic doctor stated that slapping was merely a “method of upbringing”.  

Interview, February 21, 2000 (forensic expert, Gyumri).  This was confirmed by others.  E.g. Interview, 
February 18, 2000 (criminologist, Yerevan). 
 

143 Interview, May 9, 2000 (NGO activist, Gyumri). 
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