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“Yerevan. Urban Chaos and Social Order”  is the title of a book that was published in 2014 by the 

Social Anthropologist Susanne Fehlings, trained at the Eberhard Karls University in Tübingen. The 

book presents on 432 pages the results of the PhD-research she carried out in 2009-2010 in the 

Armenian capital Yerevan. 

 

I appreciated reading the book very much. It is full of ethnographic observations such as the 

description of places, of architecture, of discussions and of different situations taken from everyday 

life. In sum it provides a dense ethnographic insight into what is happening in the city, into the 

discussions involving different groups of people, and into the different discursive positions. The book 

provides a very vivid insight into the city both as a landscape and as a discursive arena.  

One of the main questions of the book concerns the different qualities and values ascribed to 

different spaces such as flats, houses, yards, streets and the city by Yerevanians themselves. I was 

very impressed by the idea of the author not to limit her de finition of spaces to very common 

concepts such as public and private, counter public, semi public or informal public, etc. Susanne 

Fehlings tries to reconstruct the emotional, symbolical and praxeological meanings of these spaces, 

which they take on for people in their everyday life. Therefore, she is examining which space is 

commonly used by which groups of people (family, close friends, acquaintances, neighbours, 

strangers, state etc.). Further on she analyses how this spatial and symbolical order is ref lected in 

language through the use of different kinship terms designating special qualities ascribed to these 

spaces. On the praxeological level she observes construction and reconstruction processes both in 

‘public’ and ‘private’ spaces and analyses the impact different actors have on the different urban 

spaces. 

In order to differentiate between the uses, designing possibilities and the features ascribed 

to different spaces, she cleverly demonstrates what is perceived by the people to be in a state of 

order or of disorder. An interesting point was that the space of the street is perceived as being under 

the exclusive responsibility of the state (what seems to be a continuation of the socialist organisation 

of a city’s spaces) and as being in a state of permanent disorder since independence. 

 

mp: Susanne, one of my travel impressions, when I was in Yerevan in 2011, was that public spaces in 

Yerevan are in a very good state. The city is reconstructed, repainted, and standards on how public 

spaces should look like and what they should be providing are rather high. People on the street are 

very kind to eacher other. I couldn’t find anything wrong with public spaces. So what are people 

complaining about when they speak of disorder and dirt? 
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Susanne Fehlings: In Armenia the situation changes very quickly. When I came back in 2014 I was 

very much surprised how much the city landscape had developed since 2010. The Northern Avenue 

became quite a nice place and the houses on the adjoining Terian Street, whose inhabitants were 

among the main activists protesting against the state-led city planning (in 2010), were still there and 

renovated. 

Nevertheless, still a lot of people seem to be complaining about the current situation in the 

city. One reason is that the suburbs look quite different in comparison to the city centre. For 

example, the suburb Errord Mas that served as a soviet showcase in the past looks very run-down 

today. There, in the suburbs and on the sidewalks, you will still find a lot of dust, dirt and disorder.  Of 

course, the city centre is special in the sense that it has a political meaning and thus represents the 

state. Especially before elections this becomes obvious, when the public space is cleaned up and 

decorated with flowers. 

Additionally, when criticizing something, it depends, which situation is taken as the point of 

reference. For people in Yerevan, Soviet city planning and their imagination of European standards 

both are being quite idealized. People in Yerevan do actually idealize the soviet style of city planning 

and European standards of urban organization. 

But this is not the only reason why people talk about order and disorder. The most important 

reason explaining the use of terms like ‘disorder’ and ‘dirt’ is that they are used as concepts, enab ling 

the categorization of people, relations, spaces, values, etc. They are therefore used as metaphors. 

Thus, for example, modern and ‘beautiful’ houses will be categorized as ‘ugly’ in order to denounce 

the moral attitude of the builder.  

mp: It was somehow astonishing to read in your book that Homeland-Armenians speak about “dirt” 

and “disorder”, while Diaspora-Armenians rather talk about the apathy of Armenians. Everybody and 

everything seems to be driven by a negative attitude towards the other. Is that right? A lot has been 

written about how people are disgruntled with post-socialist changes, about their feelings of 

disillusion (Svazek 2006), about nostalgia as an attitude between persistence and critique (Boym 

2002) or about post-soviet Aphasia (Oushakine 2000). Would you say that what is going on in 

Yerevan somehow corroborates this kind of discussions? Or what is so particular to this kind of 

Armenian negativity? Is it more a question of path-dependency or rather an outcome of the radical 

change? 

Susanne Fehlings: I believe that there is a great deal of misunderstanding between Diaspora and 

Homeland Armenians. This is very natural as both have very different backgrounds. On the other 

hand they share an Armenianness and feel like ‘brothers’. It always depends on the context whether 

one is an opponent or an ally. One can compare this mechanism to the concept of ‘fission’ and 

‘fusion’ in segmentary societies as described by Evans-Pritchard (1940). 
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Discontent with post-socialist changes is of course a very common phenomenon in many 

post-Soviet countries. You are totally right. What is special about the Armenian case is that 

Armenians have this historical role of being victims. Suffering is part of the Armenian identity. In 

some sense, people are even proud to suffer, which I consider as a reason for such an emphasis on 

negative aspects.  

mp: What are the positive topics of everyday life and which conceptual terms are used to describe 

them? You had the example of ǝntanikh (the circle of very intimate relatives and friends) and 

respectively the space of the flat, which is seen as to reflect order. But are there also examples from 

the ‘public’ sphere, which are positively perceived by the people?  

You mentioned antanikh (circle of very intimate relatives and friends) and flats, as private spaces, 

which are supposed to incarnate/materialize an ideal order according to Yerevanians.  

Susanne Fehlings: There are a lot of positive topics in everyday life, of course – and the ‘public’ space 

is not excluded from them. Again, it depends on the context. Of course the ‘public’ space might be 

dirty and dominated by elites. On the other hand almost all Yerevantsi are very proud of their city, its 

architecture, and its history. National symbols are proudly exhibited for visitors, and even the 

Northern Avenue, which was much criticised, turned now into a popular place for people to have a 

walk and meet friends. There are always two sides to the same coin. I believe it is the nature of 

ethnographic data itself to be contradictory, but it however remains true. 

Another point is that, of course, accounts vary according to the audience one is facing. I am 

sure that I was told certain stories solely because I am a foreigner. I am sure people stressed  some 

topics which they would not even mention when talking to their compatriots.  

mp: What was the most important finding during your time in Yerevan according to you? 

Susanne Fehlings: Much of my fieldwork was like a daily routine. In the first months I had to adapt to 

the new environment, and then a lot of practices appeared trivial to me so that I did not really feel 

like making any exceptional findings. It is by comparing my observations to data from other regions 

that I started to understand what is so exceptional about the Armenian case… and in this respect I 

am still learning a lot. 

The most confusing discovery was that everything is somehow connected to everything else. 

For Anthropologists, whose approach is holistic, this should not be surprising. But I was astonished 

how things like, for example, kinship, oral history, behaviour, language, perceptions, space, city 

planning, housing and values are interlinked in many different ways. It is these linkages, which often 

are not very obvious, which constitute the ‚leitmotifs’ of Armenian culture that I try to describe in my 

book. 

mp: Is there anything we (western cities) can learn from Yerevan in Comaroffs sense of an ‘argument 

from the South’? 



4 
 

Susanne Fehlings: I have not been thinking about this question much. But maybe we can start to 

answer it by taking the master plan of Yerevan. It represents an ideal of socialist city planning and 

was meant to improve the inhabitants’ living conditions by providing them with both infrastructure 

and access to education. To some extend this worked out very well during the Soviet era.  

Today’s situation is very different. Capitalism is deeply rooted in Armenia, and very different 

from the social market economy in Germany, a fact that I describe in some parts of the book. 

Maybe it is true that future global developments go into the direction of radical liberalism 

and hyper capitalism, which often entail aggressive economic behaviours and informal solutions. I am 

not sure that it is desirable to go into this direction, but i t is true that there seems to be a global 

trend. Accordingly, some aspects of Yerevan can indeed be perceived as a ‘petri dish’. On the other 

hand there are other lessons one can learn from Yerevan, which are linked to traditional values 

which still have a meaning in the contemporary world such as respecting social relations, elders and 

traditions, and granting importance to hospitality, community spirit, endurance, responsibility, and 

education. 

mp: It seems that Yerevan is a very polarized city, polarized because of the tension between 

Diaspora- and Homeland-Armenians. As I understand it, the difference is not only cultural but also 

social, between a “private/family” order and a “public/state” disorder and furthermore between the 

soviet conception of the city and a new (somehow confuse) conception, which is itself a mixture of 

traditional religious elements and western city design ideas. How you would describe the kind of 

symbolical pattern that is emerging out of this dual setting? 

Susanne Fehlings: Yes, on the one hand these dual settings exist, but on the other hand the 

dichotomies you mentioned are first of all concepts, which people use in order to categorize. Within 

the dichotomies themselves, for example between ‘private’ order and ‘public’ disorder, old and new, 

kin and foreigners, there is a lot of space remaining for nuances. There is something like semi -public 

spaces, places which are neither old nor new, and also a whole range of social relations. These 

classifications form a hierarchical system, which people use to describe and evaluate their 

environment. What fits into which category depends very much on the individual’s own point of 

view, the context and the situation. 

Harvey and Mollenkopf describe the development of social and other kinds of d ivisions. In 

my opinion Yerevan is not really falling apart or being divided. At least this was not what I tried to 

demonstrate by establishing dichotomies. Kinship, for example, transcends all dualisms. The diaspora 

is different, because it has a different historical background. People from the diaspora usually grew 

up in Western Europe or America and have never experienced the Soviet way of life. As a result 

different lifestyles have emerged, alienating the Diaspora people from ordinary people living in 

Yerevan. At the same time Yerevantsi (in certain contexts) perceive the Diaspora people as brothers, 
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because they share common origins. This example, among many others, underlines the relativity of 

dichotomies. 

mp: Which new research project are you planning for the future? 

Susanne Fehlings: At the moment I am preparing a research project on local markets and trade in the 

Caucasus. My focus is on female petty traders covering long distances to buy and sell their 

merchandise. It is a project that is going to provide data on the informal economy, and will help to 

explain current trends of ‘grassroot globalization’ (Appadurai) or ‘globalization from below’ (Portes; 

Mathews & Ribeiro & Vega). 

 

*** 

 

For further insights into her research see also the recently launched Special issue Public space in 
post-Soviet cities. 

Susanne Fehlings (2015): Intimacy and exposure – the Armenian “tun” and Yerevan’s public space, In: 
International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, Volume 35 Issue 7/8, pp. 513 – 532. 
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/IJSSP-02-2015-0028 

 

 

 

The interview was conducted by Madlen Pilz, ira.urban-Fellow at the Leibniz-Institute for Regional 

Geography in Leipzig, Germany. 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/IJSSP-02-2015-0028
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/doi/full/10.1108/IJSSP-02-2015-0028

