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Introduction

Sometimes, it's the most ordinary questions that
lead us to profound and existential inquiries. Who
are we beyond the systems that shape us? Or
perhaps more accurately—who might we have
been, had we not been molded by the many layers
of systems, norms, and events that leave their
mark on us?

These influences may seem inescapable. As social
beings, we are inevitably shaped by our
surroundings—by culture, tradition, and the
structures that dictate how we should think,
behave, and exist. But while such influences are
natural outcomes of socialization, they can also
have deeply harmful consequences, both for
individuals and for entire societies.

Some of these consequences, particularly the
most damaging ones, are passed down through
generations. They embed themselves in our
psyche, becoming reflexive behaviors we rarely
question. For centuries, patriarchal models have
been handed down like unexamined heirlooms,
lingering in our collective consciousness like a
kind of genetic memory—silent, inherited, and
normalized.

In Armenia, these inherited traumas are
compounded by a century marked by continuous
disasters. Genocide, earthquakes, floods, wars,
and pandemics have relentlessly impacted not
only Armenians but also national minorities living
in the region. These events have left profound
psychological and cultural scars. When layered
atop a patriarchal system saturated with toxic
norms, what emerges is a multi-generational cycle
of trauma—one that lives in memory, language,
relationships, and bodies.
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Collective Trauma Througha
Feminist Lens

There have been many instances in human history
when enforced silence has been broken: stories
once whispered behind closed doors have flooded
the public consciousness. The world has
witnessed a growing wave of such moments
through movements like #MeToo, Black Lives
Matter, protests against sexual assault, and
campaigns for sexual and reproductive justice.
Each of these movements documents the same
truth: we are not alone in our pain. From domestic
violence to sexual harassment, from institutional
silencing to cultural manipulation, these are not
isolated tragedies, but collective experiences and
wounds — and they demand a collective
response.

The term “collective trauma” is mainly used in
psychology, where it refers to adverse events that
affect a large group of people and cause shared
psychological harm. Such experiences often act
as catalysts for changes in politics, national
sentiment, and decision-making at various
ontological and individual levels. According to
experts, collective trauma can be caused by wars,
epidemics, genocides, religious, class-based,
racial, gender-based, and other forms of violence,
as well as natural disasters.

However, some experts dispute the existence of
“collective trauma" as a phenomenon, arguing
that individuals' nervous systems react differently
to the same event, making it difficult to speak of a
truly collective experience.

When examining the concept of “collective
trauma” through a feminist lens, these questions
become even more complex, and it becomes
necessary to clarify and specify the concepts
further.
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We sought to understand how our partner
organizations and individual activists working on
women's and LGBTQ+ issues in different regions
of Armenia perceive the notion of "collective
trauma" through a feminist lens, based on their
personal experiences and professional work.

Co-founder of the "Space for Women Solidarity"
NGO, activist Armine Zakaryan, suggests using
the concepts of “institutionalized gender trauma”
or “trauma of the experience of social secondary-
ness” instead of the term “collective trauma” in
this context. According to Armine, it is a systemic
issue.

"This is not the problem of a single individual, but
the result of women's collective experience of
systemic coercion, including social norms, gender
roles, expectations, restrictions, pressures, and
unfair treatment, all of which begin in childhood,"
she explains, adding that this is a form of violence
embedded in social life.

According to Zakaryan, when viewed through a
feminist lens, it becomes clear that women, living
within a patriarchal system, acquire various
traumas as a result of socialization.

"There is a feminist psychological approach that
considers this phenomenon more as gender-
based psychological violence. It argues that
through the process of socialization, women are
subjected to violence and oppression. When |
think about what term would best capture all of
these aspects, perhaps the closest for me would
be 'trauma of the experience of social secondary-

'

ness,” she says.

Zakaryan notes that this phenomenon can
manifest differently depending on each
individual's'experience. Nevertheless, she
identifies several key components that can be
seen as relatively universal:
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e Internalized sexism — a process where a
woman assimilates the values and approaches
of the patriarchal system; a form of violence
that comes from within.

* |Invisibility and devaluation — a deep-seated
process where, as a result of socialization, a
woman becomes convinced of her secondary
role, often becoming evident in families where
both girls and boys are present.

* Collective trauma of the body and identity — a
phenomenon expressed at the bodily and
somatic level. Examples include shyness in
speech, subdued self-expression, speaking in
a low voice, or adopting more restrained
behavior in public spaces.

Zakaryan emphasizes that this list could be
expanded endlessly, depending on individual
experiences.

To visualize the situation, she proposes an image:
it resembles a small house, where the
components of the “human (in our case, woman*)
social construct” have been stacked stone by
stone, forming the personality of a collective
woman.

"If we seek a more existential understanding of
the topic, we must ask: Who stands at the
foundation of that house? Who is the landlord? To
truly understand, we may need to demolish the
old house, discard all the imposed stones, and
build a new one," she explains.

“If you had asked me ten years ago whether | obey
gender norms, | might have arrogantly said no, not
at all. But when you engage in serious deep inner
work, you realize that even at this older age, you
are still subject to the trauma of being ignored or
devalued — a trauma rooted in childhood. It is
often very difficult to recognize these
connections. The patriarchal system, through a
structural approach, systematically constructs an
internalized set of patriarchal standards masked
as 'individualism,"” concludes Armine Zakaryan.
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According to the activist, collective trauma within
the LGBTQ+ community is closely linked to
domestic violence.

“In most of the cases we have documented,
domestic violence is deeply intertwined with
gender-based violence. These forms of violence
are difficult to separate. We witness trauma
accumulated over generations — the trauma of
having a different gender identity, of existing
outside the binary system, is very evident," she
explains.

Despite these challenges, Hripsime notes that
queer individuals often possess an inherent drive
to break free from oppressive systems.

“No matter how difficult the process of breaking
or dismantling the system is, queer people have
an inner sense of resistance, because they do not
fit into the traditional structures. That inner
feeling emerges when you realize you exist
outside of those rigid norms. It's a very natural
feeling that grants you an extra 'skill.' For me,
breaking free from those hardened systems is
realistic. When you are a survivor and you feel,
deep inside, that survival is possible — because
you exist, you have friends like you, you create
spaces where you are heard and understood, not
corrected — that's where hope is born. And yes, at
some point, it becomes possible to dismantle and
rebuild something closer to your authentic self,"
she says.

Hripsime adds that today’'s new generation has
more access to information and opportunities,
which will make the process of breaking these

cycles somewhat easier.

"The more access there is to information and

experiences, the greater the likelihood of breaking
that chain," she concludes.
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In the Shirak region, the “Women'’s Rights House"
NGO also focuses on overcoming women'’s
trauma as one of its three main areas of work.

Gohar Vardanyan, project coordinator, shares her
experiences working in both urban and rural
communities and notes: "Women often seem to
avoid living free from violence." Gohar believes
that this phenomenon is passed down through
generations. "It often happens because of familiar
stereotypes, like the belief that a woman should
be adaptable and yielding. Since women in rural
areas often face poor economic conditions and
unequal access to education, they are frequently
unable to break free from these cycles," she
explains.

Gngbpwl

Psychologist Laura Harutyunyan, also from the
NGO, adds that women often carry a deeply
rooted sense of guilt, likely inherited across

generations. "l often hear women say that they are
'obliged' to endure violence because their
mothers did — as if questioning it would mean
they consider themselves better than their
parents. During psychological sessions, we
frequently record cases where women accuse
themselves. For example, instead of attending an
hour-long therapy session, they feel guilty for not
cooking dinner or doing housework," Harutyunyan
says.

"We have internalized an accusatory attitude
toward ourselves even when doing something
positive. Recently, while working with a group, |
asked them why they feel proud of themselves.
Almost everyone answered, 'l am proud because |

am tolerant,” she adds with regret.
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The “Sose” Women's Issues NGO, operating in the
Syunik region, identifies the traumas that arose
after the recent war and the displacement of
people from Artsakh as examples of collective
trauma. “In our opinion, examples of collective
trauma include war, the loss or failure of a relative
(or one of the team members), constant work with
vulnerable groups, and ongoing uncertainty. We
can identify specific groups who share similar
traumas: displaced women and victims of
domestic violence, both of which are
unfortunately numerous in Syunik,” notes the
NGO's president, Liana Sahakyan.

The “Kanani” Social and Psychological Center
NGO, working with women and girls in the Shirak
region, also approaches collective trauma with a

focus on both individual and collective healing.

“When responding to traumatic events—such as
displacement, violence, or tense social situations
—our team immediately concentrates on creating
safe spaces for women. We regularly organize
psychological meetings in a mutual support
format, where women can share their
experiences, listen to each other, draw strength
from similar stories, and rebuild their inner
resilience. These meetings help women process
trauma and regain stability. Alongside
psychological support, we also carry out social
work, helping women address vital needs and
strengthening referral systems. This includes
assistance in accessing social and medical
services, securing child care, and ensuring family
stability,” says Kristina Baghdasaryan, head of the
NGO.
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Artist and art activist Bela Poghosyan has been
studying the phenomenon of collective trauma for
years, trying to understand where communal pain

originates and how it can be addressed. For her,

art serves as a powerful tool in this process.

“I believe that overcoming collective traumas
requires diverse and complex methods to be truly
effective. As a contemporary artist, | strive to
create works that act as a bridge between a
person and their unconscious. In fact, all art
speaks about how to live—it's just that not
everyone always understands it,” she says.

In recent years, Bela has been particularly focused
on exploring body memory and the collective
memory of women. “I think this is a crucial issue
for our society. We face many problems and pains
rooted in our relationship with our bodies—from
an unhealthy perception of the body to
experiences of psychological violence. These
problems often stem from a disconnection from
our bodies. In Armenia, many women, sadly, do
not feel that their bodies belong to them,” Bela
notes.
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Attempts at Collective Healing through
Awareness and Group Therapy

One of our partner organizations, the Women's
Rights House NGO operating in the Shirak region,
emphasizes that Shirak is a community heavily
shaped by traditional stereotypes. After recent
wars and displacements, they have observed a
rise in cases of violence, leading not only to the
creation of new collective traumas but also to the
hardening of existing ones.

In response, the organization frequently holds
awareness-raising events focusing on domestic
violence and its prevention. They also work to
empower women by supporting them in acquiring
new professions and financing small businesses—
critical steps toward both economic
independence and personal healing.

Psychologist Laura Harutyunyan, from the Center
for the Study of Human Rights, highlights
awareness-building in communities, professional
counseling, and psychological group therapies as
key methods for overcoming collective trauma.

Speaking about the process of breaking the cycle
of trauma, she notes: “Young people are more
motivated and want change, which we cannot

always say about the older generation. During our

therapy sessions, | often hear women say, 'l was
subjected to violence, and | was raised to be silent
and obedient, but | will not raise my daughter the
same way. | will not pass on the values | grew up
with." | think this is already a positive trend toward
breaking that chain.”
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The NGO has also implemented specialized
programs for women forcibly displaced from
Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) by Azerbaijan. “We
created safe spaces where women could share
their concerns openly, with a psychologist present
to support them,” says Gohar Vardanyan, the
organization's program coordinator. “What is even
more valuable is that after the programs ended,
the atmosphere of mutual support among
participants continued. We consider this a great
achievement. Such programs create long-term
change.”

Gohar further emphasizes the strength of
empathy in Shirak province, particularly toward
displaced persons. “People here know what it
means to lose a home—they lived through the
earthquake. That shared experience creates a
strong bond with those displaced from Artsakh. In
many ways, this empathy—this ability to listen, to
understand—is itself a way of healing collective
trauma.”
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“You Are Not Alone in Women'’s
Circles:” Armine Zakaryan's
Community-Based Approach

According to Armine Zakaryan, co-founder of the
“Space for Women Solidarity” NGO and activist,
collective traumas are so deeply embedded that
expecting complete transformation at the
individual level is unrealistic. “It's one thing to
discuss different issues endlessly within feminist
groups—questioning, analyzing, working hard to
achieve progress. But going into wider society and
saying, ‘| have come to change the situation and
achieve great results,—I don't believe that's
possible,” she notes.

Yet, despite acknowledging the difficulty, Armine
stresses that even small changes are meaningful.
“You may not be able to measure exactly how
much shifts after just a few meetings in a rural
community, but important things can—and do—
change,” she says.

Reflecting on trauma caused by war, Armine
explains: “Women are usually not directly involved
in military operations, but they experience the
consequences secondhand. After war, when a
man returns home carrying trauma, it deeply
affects the family and the community. This has
countless layers, and it's hard to define neatly as
‘collective’ or ‘generational’ trauma. Generational
trauma, for instance, often doesn't transfer to the
third generation unless memory is deliberately
kept alive.”
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In recent years, Armine has been actively
promoting the idea of ‘women's circles’ as a form
of collective response to collective trauma. In
these circles, women from diverse backgrounds
and experiences gather in a peaceful, safe space
to discuss their struggles, heal, and take action.

“The essence of women's circles is to bring
different women together in a safe environment
where they can freely share and witness the
experiences of others. Many women who aren't
involved in feminist discussions often cannot
name their problems. Women's circles help
illuminate these issues for them—they realize, ‘lI've
felt this before, but | never knew how to name it.”
says Armine.

The first women's circle organized by their NGO
centered around voicing and identifying the
invisible tools of patriarchal oppression. The

second was dedicated to exploring childhood
traumas.

“At the heart of women's circles is the idea of
finding community-based approaches to
problems and building supportive community
relationships. In women's circles, we say: 'You are
not alone. We are with you. And together, we will
find a solution™ Armine concludes.
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The Importance of Self-Care in LGBTQ+
Movements

Hripsime Kizogyan, executive director of the Pink
Human Rights Defender NGO, highlights that
collective responses to collective trauma remain a
rarely discussed topic in activist spaces. “In the
face of the new crises and constant changes
happening around us, we have started
emphasizing self-care more consciously,” she
says.

In recent years, Pink has integrated self-care
components into many of their programs. Some
initiatives have even been designed entirely
around the concept of self-care. “Through our
work with LGBTQ+ individuals, we've seen
firsthand how important sharing experiences and
struggles can be,” Hripsime notes.

At Pink, regular meetings are held both with
service providers and internally among staff. “At
least once a month, we organize gatherings where
we reflect, discuss challenges, and support each
other. It becomes a collective sharing space,” says
Hripsime.

In addition, Pink follows a needs-based approach
to planning. “Every year, we develop a strategic
plan. If we recognize that certain actions are
priorities based on the needs we've registered, we
move them forward,” she explains.

Through these deliberate practices—prioritizing
self-care, creating spaces for emotional sharing,
and responding flexibly to community needs—
Pink builds resilience within their community and
among their team.
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In addition, Sose organizes art therapy sessions
for their beneficiaries, using diverse tools to help
individuals reach emotional balance. "Very often,

we also work with beneficiaries in nature,
encouraging social connections between
participants and giving them the opportunity to
express themselves," Liana explains.

At the moment, the organization also feels the
need for collective care within their own team and
is planning to organize a holiday event to recharge

together. Reflecting on the role of collective
recovery in NGO work, Liana notes: “We think this
topic has only recently been introduced into our
vocabulary, but it is a very important issue that we
definitely want to keep in the spotlight.”
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“It was a very therapeutic and important project,”
Bela says. Although she sometimes worries about
reaching too few people, Bela believes these
small, intimate, local projects are crucial: “They
create a continuity effect. Participants become
inspired and, in turn, start their own initiatives to
help others heal.”

In her practice, Bela always tests new methods on
herself first. Only after careful self-analysis and
validation does she share these approaches with
others. Her focus is on developing local healing
methods that reflect the cultural realities of her
communities.

Sharing her experience with foreign techniques,
Bela recalls trying a conflict resolution method
from the Netherlands: “We tried it a couple of
times, but it didn't really work for us. Discussions
in our own language and context were much more
effective.”

According to her, methods imported from books
or other cultures often miss the nuances needed
for true healing. "Maybe we were doing the same

thing that the Dutch artist suggested, but when

we said it in our own way, it resonated much more
deeply."

Ultimately, Bela believes that art allows for a
unique opening of the human'heart: “Because art
is perceived lightly,‘people can approach serious
topics more freely and show-their pain more
openly.”
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“Creopia” has also used art to reveal collective
traumas and work towards healing them. One
such initiative was “Dzen-Dzeni,” which aimed to
make women's stories visible through group
meetings and an exhibition.

“This initiative has given women the opportunity
to express themselves simultaneously through
speech, community, and art, completing the
experience of relaxation and empathy. Then we
had a three-day gathering. It brought together 15
women from Armenia and displaced from Artsakh,
who used various artistic mediums for self-
expression and healing. The practices on the
agenda of the gathering included yoga,
improvisational movement, co-counseling, trauma
relief (breathing exercises, meditation), and
practical work on expression through art.
Participants spoke about their experiences of
gender injustice, and redefined care as a right, not
a luxury. The strong community bond formed
during the gathering later evolved into ongoing
communication through a WhatsApp group,
online weekly breathing sessions, and the
inclusion of participants in a new international
course on holistic healing,” says Maggie.

Creopia has applied another interesting and
practical method of collective healing by creating
a digital Self-Care platform in collaboration with
Maggie Khudaverdyan, Sophie Dishakjian, and
Hranush Mashakaryan, which will be available
soon and will include videos of yoga and breathing
exercises, reading material on journaling and its
impact on well-being, as well as Armenian
translations of works by Joanna Macy and
Christine NeffsThe platform aims to make self-
caretools and knowledge accessible, especially to
vulnerable groups, and to strengthen long-term
community connections.




“This initiative was not only a practice of care for
us, but also a reminder that community itself is
Swdwjupu hupupl fubtwdp k care,” concludes Maggie Khudaverdyan.




A mosaic of responses, a work in
progress

When we look at the current landscape of
collective trauma responses in Armenia, one thing
becomes clear: there is no single, centralized
vision, and perhaps that is what makes the
healing process so alive, complex, and tangible.
Instead of a top-down strategy, a decentralized
mosaic of care emerges, woven from people’s
initiatives, feminist practices, art-based methods,
community-building spaces, and small circles of
mutual support.

This diversity and decentralization can be seen as
both a strength and a weakness. It reflects the
urgency of lived experiences and the
responsiveness of those who have given up or are
tired of waiting for systemic solutions. From
women's safe spaces to trauma-informed
practices through art, these reveal a growing
desire to resist isolation and silence, especially
among women, queer communities, and displaced
persons.

However, these efforts remain fragmented. To
address the deep psychological wounds left by
war, generational violence, patriarchy, and
systemic neglect, women and queer groups have
developed individual methods, taking into
account the needs of their community and their
degree of urgency. Many of those interviewed
describe their work as “informal,” minimally
resourced activities, most of which unfortunately
lack long-term planning.

However, something powerful is taking root in the
margins: in community housing, village
gatherings, art workshops, and peer-led circles.
What we are witnessing is a silent birth of diverse
visions that is decentralized, deeply personal, and
radically political. This pattern of practice perhaps
suggests that collective healing in Armenia today
is not moving toward one specific solution, but
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