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Abstract

The Parthian era (247 BCE to 224 CE) represents one of the
longest and most influential reigns in Iranian history, during
which the family system and the status of women were shaped
by deeply entrenched patriarchal structures, codified legal
norms, and dynamic cultural interactions with neighboring
civilizations. Utilizing the historical feminist frameworks of
Linda Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter, this study explores the
institution of marriage and the legal conditions surrounding
divorce for women during this period, addressing the central
question: To what extent did patriarchal authority and cross-
cultural exchanges with Hellenistic and Roman civilizations
shape the rights and agency of Parthian women?

Findings indicate that the Parthian family system was grounded
in the absolute patriarchal authority of men, where women
frequently functioned as instruments of political alliance and
economic negotiation. Marriage practices such as khvedodah
(consanguineous marriage) and elite polygamy were common
among the aristocracy as mechanisms for preserving lineage and
class privilege, while divorce regulations were unilateral and
heavily biased in favor of men. However, evidence of women’s
acts of resistance—including efforts to pursue independent
marriages or initiate separation from their husbands—illustrates
their limited yet significant agency within these constraints.
This research underscores that, despite the pervasive dominance
of patriarchal norms, traces of female autonomy and resistance
are discernible in the historical record of Parthian society.
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Introduction

Examining the history of marriage and divorce during the
Parthian period (247 BCE — 224 CE) offers valuable insight into
the cultural, social, and legal structures of that era. During this
time, Parthian society, characterized by its semi-nomadic
lifestyle and deeply patriarchal organization, was
simultaneously shaped by extensive interactions with
Hellenistic and Roman civilizations. The family system of the
Parthian period rested on the absolute authority of men, and
women were often positioned within political and economic
relationships as instruments for consolidating power and
preserving class hierarchies. Marriage customs such as
khvedodah (consanguineous marriage) and polygyny among the
nobility exemplify these practices. In contrast, divorce
regulations were largely unilateral and structured to privilege
men, leaving women with minimal legal autonomy or agency in
marital affairs.

The significance of the present study lies in its departure from
traditional, male-centered historiography by employing a
historical feminist framework (Alcoff and Potter) to analyze
women not as passive subjects of history but as active social
agents engaged in negotiating structures of power. The central
research question thus asks: How did patriarchal institutions and
cross-cultural interactions with Greek and Roman societies
shape the rights, agency, and social status of Parthian women—
and what forms of resistance to these constraints can be
discerned?

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach,
theoretically grounded in the historical feminist model of Linda
Alcoff and Elizabeth Potter. According to this perspective,
traditional  historiography—shaped by  male-dominated
epistemologies—has reduced women’s representation to the
confined roles of wife and mother. Consequently, uncovering
the authentic social position of women requires a critical re-
examination of primary sources, focusing on power relations
and traces of female resistance within them.

The methodology relies on the analysis of historical records,
legal documents, and Zoroastrian religious texts. Alongside
classical works by Diakonoff, Boyce, Pirnia, and Ulbricht, the
study also draws upon archaeological evidence (e.g., the Nisa
ostraca and leather documents from Urman) and literary-
mythological sources such as Vis and Ramin to reconstruct a
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more nuanced and multidimensional understanding of women’s
lived realities during the Parthian era.

Discussion and Results

The findings reveal that the Parthian family system was deeply
patriarchal, with the authority of the father or husband
permeating nearly every aspect of women’s lives. A girl’s
choice of marriage partner was entirely under the control of her
father or brother, and marriages without parental consent (self-
willed marriages) lacked both social and religious legitimacy.
Various forms of marriage during this period—such as padsha,
chakr, khvodude, and ayuk—reflected the era’s class-based and
male-dominated social order. Consanguineous marriage
(khvodude) among the nobility was intended to consolidate
family power and prevent the dispersion of wealth, thereby
reducing women to political and economic instruments.
Polygyny was also prevalent among the upper classes, with the
first wife (padsha wife) holding a higher status than other wives
(chakr wives). This created an unjust hierarchy among women
and further reinforced men’s control over women’s bodies and
reproductive rights.

In matters of divorce, inequality was equally pronounced. The
right to divorce resided almost exclusively with men, and
women could only seek separation in exceptional cases—such
as a husband’s infidelity or infertility—which were rare.
Conversely, men could divorce their wives for reasons such as
infertility, alleged witchcraft, or infidelity. Such laws
effectively reduced women’s identities and bodies to male
property, and even natural biological processes like
menstruation could serve as grounds for divorce or punishment.
Despite these severe restrictions, there is evidence that Parthian
women actively resisted such oppressive structures. Marriages
without parental consent, attempts to obtain divorce, and
instances of women’s political participation (e.g., Queen Musa)
illustrate women’s relative agency within these constraints.
These acts of defiance demonstrate that even within rigidly
patriarchal systems, there existed openings through which
women could renegotiate their social roles.

Ideologically, marriage rituals and Zoroastrian texts played a
crucial role in legitimizing these hierarchies. Ceremonies, oaths,
and religious witnesses, while ostensibly sanctifying marriage,
in reality emphasized female obedience and submission. Thus,
religion, society, and law functioned together to sustain and
justify male authority.
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Ultimately, this study demonstrates that, despite the Parthian
Empire’s broader reputation for religious tolerance, its family
and gender systems remained profoundly patriarchal. Marriage
served as a mechanism for consolidating political and economic
power, divorce was firmly controlled by men, and women’s
agency was largely confined to peripheral spaces. Nevertheless,
traces of individual resistance reveal that women persistently
sought to redefine and assert their social position

Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that the Parthian system of marriage
and divorce embodied deeply entrenched patriarchal power
relations, with women largely constructed as instruments
serving the political and economic interests of the ruling classes.
Consanguineous marriage, polygyny, unilateral divorce, and the
religious reinforcement of female obedience all functioned as
mechanisms that consolidated male authority. Nevertheless,
women’s individual acts of resistance—such as marriages
without parental consent or efforts to obtain separation from
their husbands—reveal that, despite systemic constraints, they
maintained a measure of agency.

These results underscore not only the need for a critical
reinterpretation of historical narratives but also the value of
feminist perspectives in recovering the suppressed voices of
women throughout history.
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