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Regarding genocide, Irving Louis Horowitz suggested that “first comes the act and 
then comes the word: first [the crime of ] genocide is committed and then the 
language emerges to describe a phenomenon.”1 While a “language” emerged to 
address the phenomenon of genocide in general, the dearth of scientific knowledge 
regarding the psychological ramifications of the Armenian Genocide on survivors 
and their progeny is astonishing. Related to the above, nearly a century after the 
beginning of the Armenian Genocide, Lorne Shirinian noted that “the Armenian 
Genocide is a large field of study that has been actively researched by historians, 
political scientists, sociologists, and literary scholars. If there is one area related to 
the genocide that has been virtually ignored, however, it is survivor memoirs.”2 

While the study of the memoirs and oral histories of survivors of the Armenian 
Genocide has subsequently advanced, the psychological knowledge extracted from the 
above has been slight. Significantly, there is an almost complete absence of “purely” 
psychological studies that might supplement the historical, political, sociological, 
and literary analyses of the Armenian Genocide survivors and their descendants. 
While over 1,300 studies have been published regarding the psychological impact 
of the Holocaust on survivors, there are fewer than fifteen studies regarding the 
psychological consequences of the Armenian Genocide—and only one study of a 
truly empirical, quantitative nature.3 

This article will provide the first overview of the existing psychological 
knowledge related to Armenian Genocide survivors and their progeny. The salient 
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psychological literature directly touching upon the above will be addressed, as 
well as the more general type related to what is commonly termed “survivorship 
literature.”4 In light of the previously noted paucity of psychological studies of the 
Armenian Genocide experience, the above will be supplemented via examination of 
other relevant sources, including written and oral testimonies of survivors, cultural 
expressions (such as literature and film), and media reports. Following the above, this 
article will also address why—one hundred years after the Armenian Genocide—so 
little is known concerning its psychological ramifications.5 

The Context:  A Contested Genocide?

Attempts to deny acts of genocide are not uncommon.6 Even taking that into 
account, Turkish efforts to deny the Armenian Genocide stand out in their varied 
and vociferous nature. It is hard to overstate the psychological impact of denial. Elie 
Wiesel, arguably the best known figure in the survivorship literature, offered that 
continued Turkish denial of the Armenian Genocide can be viewed as a double killing 
of the victims.7  Denial of genocide has come to be viewed as an additional stage of 
the genocide process. Indeed, the phenomenon of genocide denial in the Armenian 
case has had a critical impact on the subsequent psychological development of its 
victims and their descendants.

The Armenian Genocide: Ear ly Reactions to I ts Psychological Costs

In light of subsequent efforts to deny the Armenian Genocide, it is ironic to note the 
number and nature of media reports concerning the events in what could be seen 
as “real time” in terms of the early twentieth century. Detailed newspaper reports 
regarding the massacres appeared throughout the world, describing Turkish actions 
against the Armenians as “systematic,” “deliberate,” “authorized,” “organized by the 
government,” a “campaign of extermination,” and “systematic race extermination.” 
These reports also address the understandable emotional distress and trauma 
associated with the events, noting their numbing effects and the muted, anxiety-
ridden behavior of survivors, resembling what would later be termed “posttraumatic 
stress disorder” (PTSD).8 

Similar real-time reports of the events emerge in diplomatic dispatches from 
representatives of countries both at war with Turkey and allied with it. These 
dispatches are complemented by personal communications and memoirs of 
individuals associated with charitable organizations operating in Turkey.9 All of 
the above describe the utter chaos and emotional maelstrom in which the Turkish 
Armenian community found itself.
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The year 1918 also saw the publication of the first English-language memoir 
of a survivor of the Armenian Genocide: Ravished Armenia.10 Quite astonishingly, 
a full-length Hollywood feature film based on the memoir, Auction of Souls, was 
made just one year later, with the author herself—Aurora Mardiganian—in the 
leading role.

Supplementing the sympathetic, if rather staid, representations of the Turkish 
actions and their consequences offered by diplomats and others, Auction of Souls 
portrayed the events in such a vivid fashion that both American and British officials 
demanded that certain scenes be deleted so as to protect the sensitivities of the 
viewing public. Contemporary reports concerning the movie also addressed the 
dismal and precarious emotional state of Armenian Genocide survivors in various 
locales where the film was shown. The film played to full houses throughout North 
America, South America, and Britain, and it catapulted the Armenian experience 
to the attention of the wider public. Perhaps owing to improved relations between 
Turkey and the West, however, by the mid-1920s the film was censored both in the 
United States and Great Britain.12 

Similar to Auction of Souls, interest in Armenians and the establishment of 
an independent Armenia also disappeared by the mid-1920s. As a result of the 
considerable challenges of daily life, relief efforts focused on providing “daily bread 

Figure 1 Ad for Auction of Souls  in the Times-Republican , 
Marshalltown, Iowa, July 19,  1919.11
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and education the best that Christianity in America has to offer in the way of 
training, medical care, and spiritual leadership.”13 The absence of attention to the 
obvious psychological ramifications of such events may seem surprising. In fact the 
initial reactions of helpers were similar to those who assisted survivors of the next 
twentieth-century genocide: the Holocaust. Armenian survivors would later recall 
that while in orphanages and schools operated by relief agencies in Turkey, they  
were often directed not to speak of their traumatic experiences with other children. 
There are a number of possible explanations for this. First, an elderly survivor noted 
the following many decades later: “We were scared to talk to anyone. The Turks 
wouldn’t even let us talk Armenian with one another; so you think we were going 
to talk about what they [the Turks] did? They would have definitely finished us 
then!”14

This request may also have been made out of concern that such discussions 
would adversely affect the children themselves. As is common in such situations, 
however, many survivors would later recall the discomfort their recollections 
created among those who did not live through the experience. A quote from a 1921  
New Republic report on Armenian refugees offers yet another insight into the silence 
that characterized the Armenian community: 

We cry the story of our life-long suffering, of our murdered manhood, our outraged 
womanhood, our dying babies, our tortured mothers, our crucified leaders. We cry 
in anguish and pain. We show our wounds. We call for help. The crowd on the shore 
throw out some handfuls of pennies which fall leaden into the waters. Our cry has 
not been understood.15 

Clearly, for many, the behavior that was reinforced was silence.16

That silence may have also suited many of the survivors themselves: actively 
remembering the events may have been too difficult for most. Many seemed to be 
in a state of shock or stupor. Apropos of the above, noted Armenian author and 
historian Aram Andonian observed that in the course of efforts to gather testimonies 
at the end of the First World War, it was difficult to encourage those who were 
“able to remember the unspeakable awe and the atrocities of the last five years” to 
document the events for posterity.17 Ironically, Andonian himself was overtaken 
by the silence he sought to break, and his extensive collection of testimonies has 
remained locked away long after his death—perhaps a symbolic premonition of 
future patterns of silence in the Armenian survivor community. 

The initial trauma and shock was often followed by a sense of shame regarding 
how the individual had survived. Many Armenians could—and did—escape the 
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fate of their families and friends by taking extreme actions. These actions, however, 
carried with them potential psychological and social costs. First, both young males 
and females could escape deprivation and death by renouncing Christianity. This 
would later spawn an internal Armenian discussion regarding whether one should 
distinguish between “martyrs” (who may likely have chosen not to compromise 
their faith) and “survivors” (who might have been suspected of having done so).18 
This debate seems also to have contributed to the muting of memories and the 
subsequent silence concerning genocide-related events among many survivors.

Interestingly, the discussion regarding how one survived has a corollary in 
the literature concerning Holocaust survivors, as can be seen in Primo Levi’s The 
Drowned and the Saved: “The worst survived, the selfish, the violent, the insensitive, 
the collaborators . . . the spies . . . that is, the fittest; all the best died.”19 Whether 
the feelings expressed above accurately reflect reality is not important. What is 
important is the subjective psychological dynamic associated with such feelings. 
Obviously, these feelings cut deeply into the psyche of the survivor, reinforcing a 
reticence to delve into events related to survival or to engage in discussion of the 
events.

It is important to note that the Armenian Genocide was an extremely gendered 
genocide, in which the sex of the victim could play a key factor in survival. Early 
on in the war, most Armenian men were separated from their families, and many 
were subsequently slaughtered.20 Rubina Peroomian and others have suggested that 
Christian Armenian women may have held a special fascination for both Turkish 
and Kurdish men.21 

While in events such as occurred during the Holocaust, in Cambodia, and 
in Rwanda females had no advantage over males, the Armenian experience was 
different. Armenian females of almost all ages could escape their fate by “agreeing” 
to marry Muslims. In contemporary reports, memoirs, and other materials, there 
are widespread references to the experiences of women survivors, such as sexual 
abuse and prostitution. Recently, preliminary research has addressed Muslim Turks 
of Armenian origin who remained silent because of their fear of emotional confusion 
and the discrimination against them.22

In light of all of the above, in a “pre-psychologized world” silence may have 
seemed to have distinct advantages. One individual who did not, however, seek to 
remain silent about the Armenian Genocide was Soghomon Tehlirian, who in 1921 
assassinated one of the central figures behind the Turkish massacres of Armenians, 
former Ottoman Grand Vizier Talât Pasha. Tehlirian made no attempt to escape; 
rather, he viewed the trial as a means to speak out about the genocide.23
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The rather sensationalized trial highlighted the psychological consequences of 
the Armenian Genocide—including the possibility that Tehlirian suffered from 
“psychosomatic epilepsy.”24 In addition doctors related a dream Tehlirian reported 
in which he saw Talât, to which his mother responded:

You saw Talaat [Talât] and you did not avenge your mother’s, father’s, brothers’, 
and sisters’ murders? You are no longer my son. . . . I have to do something. I want 
to be my mother’s son again. She cannot turn me away when I go to be with her in 
heaven. I want her to clasp me to her bosom like before.25

The jury took approximately one hour to acquit Tehlirian, accepting the temporary 
insanity plea put forward by the defense. An American correspondent covering the 
trial noted that while Tehlirian’s technical defense was temporary insanity, the real 
defense may have been the terrors Talât Pasha and others inflicted on the Armenians.26 
Despite popular support for Tehlirian throughout the world, however, there would 
be no sustained, international interest in the fate of either those Armenians who had 
perished or those who had survived. 

	 The Rise and Demise of an Armenian “Return to Histor y ” :  

I ts Psychological Consequences

One of the central projects of the new postwar order was to be the “return” of 
the Armenians to world history via the creation of an independent Armenian 
state. Had that taken place, it would likely have had significant healing effects on 
both the national and individual levels—similar to the effect the establishment 
of the State of Israel had on the post-Holocaust Jewish world. As would later be 
noted by Viktor Frankl, the ability to find meaning in a traumatic event is critical 
to recovery.27 Armenian national aspirations would not be realized, however, 
and Richard G. Hovannisian notes that following the genocide the dispersed 
Armenian survivors focused attention on creating new diaspora communities 
while internalizing frustrations and trauma associated with their genocide 
experience.28 

Many years after the genocide, an elderly Armenian would recall that he did not 
initially feel the emotional ramifications of his experiences: “When I was young, I 
really did not care; it didn’t seem to bother me. We were hungry and I used to run 
around, do any job I could, go from place to place to get something to eat for us.”29 
Similar sentiments echoed by survivors of other natural and man-made traumas 
point to the strength of the powers of repression at work as survivors make their 
way back to the world.30
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Along with the objective challenges of community building in the small and 
economically-struggling Armenian diasporas came the loss of the moral resources 
that may have been afforded by the church and the intelligentsia, many of whom 
had been murdered or in the case of the latter, sometimes later repressed in both 
Turkey and the USSR. Augmenting the above, the greatly reduced, generally 
impoverished, and emotionally strained Armenian world would be faced with 
Turkish genocide denial, Soviet diminishment of Armenian society (as part 
of their policy of discouraging expressions of nationalistic identity), and a 
general disinterest elsewhere in their fate. Against this background, Armenian 
communities everywhere would hold subdued, private community events 
commemorating the genocide.31 

These characteristically closed community commemorations would serve as 
precursors to similar events within the Holocaust survivor community.32 As in 
subsequent survivorship literature, Armenians wrestled not only with the emotional 
strain related to their genocide period memories but also the uncertainty regarding 
whether and how to transmit their experiences to their children. Similarly to 
Holocaust survivors, there would be tremendous variability with regard to the 
manner in which survivors of the Armenian Genocide would navigate the perilous 
path between honoring the dead and protecting the living.33 Finally, and again 
much like what would occur among Holocaust survivors, by the middle of the 
1920s Armenian survivors had entered a “latency period,” during which very little 
was written by or about the survivors of the Armenian Genocide.34

Unlike the Holocaust experience, however, a quite virulent internal Armenian-
community debate (in Armenian) emerged with regard to both the relative value 
of memoirs versus literature as tools with which to communicate the genocide 
experience and the very possibility of either of the above adequately conveying the 
events in question.35 Failing to sense the deep pain and frustration underlying this 
issue would be difficult. The dynamics of these internal debates in the Armenian 
literary and intellectual community would be alluded to in later psychological 
studies as being characteristic of the nonadaptive manner in which many Armenians 
confronted the genocide experience. 

Tellingly, the Armenian story reemerged into public consciousness through 
the 1934 publication in English of Die vierzig Tage des Musa Dagh (The Forty 
Days of Musa Dagh), by Austrian Jewish writer Franz Werfel. Werfel’s work was 
extremely well received and was eventually translated into thirty-four languages 
and adapted to the screen for a Hollywood movie, though the movie was never 
put into production.36 Perhaps it was the popularity of Werfel’s novel and the 
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controversy surrounding it (including the virulent opposition of the Turkish 
government to both the book and the making of a film based on it) that helped 
reawaken the dormant memories of survivors.37 Perhaps it was the time that had 
passed and the maturing of the young survivors that allowed them to acquire 
perspective on those memories. Whatever the reason, both Shirinian and Marc 
Nichanian noted a significant development in Armenian literature as the Second 
World War approached.38

Reviewing that literature, Shirinian noted that until the outbreak of the Second 
World War, the story of the Armenian Genocide had in principle been told only 
by observers, including foreign relief workers, diplomats, lecturers of history, and 
sympathetic individuals such as Werfel. This literary silence may be seen as yet 
another expression and the logical corollary of the familial silence previously noted.

An examination of Shirinian’s exhaustive work concerning the literature of the 
largest Armenian diaspora community, that residing in North America, indicates 
that following the publication of Ravished Armenia in 1918, no similar memoir 
was to be published for over two decades.39 In the preface of the first of those 
memoirs, published in 1939, the author speaks to the silence that had engulfed 
the Armenian community: “I do not tell this, the story of my life . . . because it is 
the most harrowing, but because in the twenty years that have elapsed, no other 
survivor of that affliction has arisen to perpetuate the personal experiences of one 
who lived it.”40 From the above one can discern both a certain reticence to deal with 
the subject and an expression of survivor guilt that stems not only from having 
survived but also from thinking that one’s story was harrowing enough to warrant 
being shared with others.

A number of historical novels written by Armenian survivors were published at 
around the same time, in the early 1940s.41 These memoirs and fictionalized works 
typically had two central themes: religion (examining why there was suffering) 
and life in America (examining the redemption afforded them in a land where 
they could practice their religion and prosper). The dual themes of suffering and 
redemption would also pervade the later works of Holocaust survivors (for example, 
the Holocaust as a necessary part of the creation of an independent Jewish state) 
and can be viewed as steps toward integrating extreme events by placing them on 
some type of continuum that allows the individual to accept the past as a necessary 
path to the present. The above is reminiscent of Erik Erikson’s final stage of human 
development—ego integrity versus despair—in which a healthy outcome is the 
integration of all that came before into an accepted personal life story.42
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The Emergence of the Sur vivorship Literature:  A Once-Again Forgotten Genocide

By the time Armenian Genocide survivors emerged from the latency period, the 
Armenian Genocide had all but faded from the memory of the wider public.43 
Perhaps even more important, it was precisely when survivors of the Armenian 
Genocide began to share their memories with the wider public that a much larger 
genocide occurred: the Holocaust. Research surrounding the Holocaust experience 
would be central in the creation of a new type of literature, often referred to as 
“survivorship literature.”

This historical coincidence would have tremendous impact on the subsequent 
study and stature of the Armenian Genocide. Now existing in the shadow of a more 
recent, larger, and better-documented genocide, the Armenian Genocide would 
often be (not entirely correctly) referred to as the “first genocide of the twentieth 
century” by those who sought to keep it on the ever more crowded map of twentieth 
century atrocities.44 For better or worse, similar to other genocidal events that 
would follow, from the 1940s on the Armenian experience would be compared and 
contrasted, defined and described, explicated and extrapolated upon through the 
prism of the Holocaust.

It is difficult to overemphasize the impact of the Holocaust on the research, 
analysis, and cultural expression of the Armenian Genocide. First, owing to the 
sheer amount of Holocaust-related literature, the Armenian Genocide would 
receive more research attention in the context of the growing Holocaust literature 
that began to emerge in the 1960s than it had as a separate phenomenon until then. 
Furthermore, as will be seen below, it would be almost exclusively Jewish Holocaust 
scholars who would eventually act to advance both the study and wider societal 
recognition of the Armenian Genocide.45 Finally, Armenian community leaders, 
scholars, writers, filmmakers, and others would note that they draw inspiration and 
direction from the work done regarding the Holocaust and its consequences.46

The Armenian experience was initially absent from literature addressing the 
Holocaust and its psychological consequences. Indeed, a perusal of the seminal 
works addressing the psychological ramifications of the Holocaust by individuals 
such as Bruno Bettelheim, Shamai Davidson, Joel Dimsdale, Victor Frankl, Henry 
Krystal, Primo Levi, and William Niederland indicate that little, if any, reference is 
made to the Armenian experience.47 Equally troubling, the above would be true with 
regard to subsequent research regarding survivorship, and an examination of the ever-
expanding literature that has come to address survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 
Vietnam War veterans, and survivors of subsequent events in Biafra, Cambodia, 
Serbia, and Rwanda reveals at best cursory reference to the Armenian tragedy.48 
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However, with time many Holocaust scholars embraced the Armenian 
experience and leveraged the interest and activity associated with the study of the 
Holocaust to advance the study of the Armenian Genocide.49 Central to these efforts 
were two prominent scholars of genocide and survivorship: Israel Charny and Ervin 
Staub. Staub would become a life-long champion of the Armenian struggle to have 
the Armenian Genocide and its consequences recognized by both the research and 
general communities. Charny became the executive director and co-organizer of the 
first academic conference in which the psychological consequences of the Armenian 
Genocide served as a focus of academic discussion. Indeed, as would subsequently 
become known, Charny and his co-organizers fended off vigorous efforts by Turkish, 
American, and Israeli political figures to remove the session regarding the Armenian 
Genocide from the conference program.50 It was not removed. 

The Bir th of Literature on Psychological Perspectives of Armenian Genocide Sur vivors

The first research directly addressing the psychological consequences of the 
Armenian Genocide was only published in 1982—over six decades after the 
events.51 Coincidentally, 1982 saw the publication of three such pieces: two in the 
proceedings of the first International Conference on Holocaust and Genocide and a 
third in an academic journal.52 As might be expected, all three of the works primarily 
addressed the impact of the Armenian Genocide on survivors. It is curious to note 
that most of those involved in these pioneering efforts did not have professional 
training that prepared them to address the topic.53

An example of the above can be found in the first academic journal publication 
regarding the psychological impact of the Armenian Genocide, by the husband-
and-wife research team of David E. and Lorna Touryan Miller, based on analyses 
of oral testimonies of elderly Armenian survivors living in the United States.54 The 
authors noted that when they started their oral testimony project in 1978, they did 
so without really knowing what they wanted out of the project, without the relevant 
background skills to do the research, and without knowledge of the field and its 
“rules.” They simply realized that “the survivors were growing old and that it was 
urgent to preserve their stories before they died.”55 

Indeed, in 1982 it was estimated that no more than 2,500 potential interviewees 
were still alive and that very few had ever told their stories.56 The silence that engulfed 
the Armenian Genocide survivor community in its various diasporas would be 
addressed by nearly every writer on the subject. It was an uneasy silence, reflecting 
not a working through of the memories but rather an uneasiness or inability to 
engage with them. 
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This silence caused discomfort in younger Armenians, who tried to understand, 
tried to explain—perhaps tried to excuse—the silence of survivors and their 
progeny. Indicative of the above is a 2010 piece discussing the upcoming centennial 
commemoration of the Armenian Genocide, in which the author suggests that it is 
impossible not to ponder 

the psychological point of how trauma can render anyone (or any group of people) 
mute for generations. Of course, this is what has happened to Armenians. In the 
face of fierce denial by Turkish governments of events in the Ottoman Empire, 
and in the face of moral collusion on the issue by the United States government 
and other major powers, Armenians, step by step, had lapsed into grievous silence. 
Is it appropriate, even delicately, to ask why as a people it has taken Armenians so 
long to tell their story? . . . The prolonged Armenian silence was not a silence of 
procrastination, indifference or insularity. Rather, it was a silence of paralyzing loss.57

It is difficult to overestimate the importance of being able to compile oral histories 
as opposed to being able to make use of them. The first can be a dialogue; the latter 
is ultimately a monologue with archival materials. In this context it is useful to 
note the words of Holocaust scholar Anton Gill, who noted that he felt very lucky 
to be “writing at a unique time: at a moment of heightened interest in them [the 
survivors], and at a moment when one has a last opportunity to illuminate one’s 
work through personal contact with survivors.”58

Indeed, the Millers would note that the dialogue with their interviewees was 
precisely what led them to change the initial historical focus of their work. Speaking 
with interviewees, they were struck by the wide variance with regard to how the 
historical events were understood by—and subsequently influenced—the survivors. 
Eventually, the oral history project would become a two-decade-long project 
culminating in a book about Armenian survivors, in which the Millers developed a 
typology of survivor reactions to their genocide experience.

It is important to recall that those giving oral testimonies were very young 
during the genocide period; their average age was eleven or twelve in 1915. Their 
oral histories were marked by a few themes. The first was “feelings of utter aloneness 
and abandonment that survivors had experienced during childhood [that] marked 
them for life.”59 

As can be seen in the following quotations, the separation from parents may 
have, metaphorically, left the children to move forward in life, while always looking 
back. One survivor remembered his mother handing him over to Muslim women 
to save him while he “kept looking back and wondering how I could let go of 
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their hands and run back. So I kept walking—with my eyes and heart behind 
me.”60 Another noted that when he parted with his mother, “my head and eyes 
were continually looking back to my mom.”61 Yet another survivor wondered aloud 
“what was wrong with him that his mother had kept his brother but had abandoned 
him. But even as he uttered these words, as if he had spoken heresy, he immediately 
countered his question with the comment, ‘But what could we do? Everyone had 
to fend for himself.’”62

The authors regretfully noted that the age of the interviewees precluded the 
possibility of learning about how the events may have affected older adult survivors, 
those who may have been responsible for children and perhaps lost spouses and 
children. Those individuals were no longer alive, and sadly, this information is 
likely lost to posterity. 

A second theme of the testimonies related to the sense of shame, if not 
humiliation, many survivors felt regarding the events. References to sexual abuse 
were common, as were hints regarding women who chose to give themselves to 
Muslim men as a means of surviving. In addition there were references to the 
decision many young girls and boys took in order to survive: conversion to Islam. 

As has been seen in other survivor communities, aging often led to a greater 
ability to deal with traumatic memories. Indeed, many survivors noted that it took 
them decades to look back and try to make sense of what had happened to them. 
The surfacing of these memories led many to report that it was in their later years 
that the bitterness and anger began to fester. 

Typical are the following: “When I was young, I really did not care; it didn’t 
seem to bother me. We were hungry and I used to run around, do any job I 
could, go from place to place to get something to eat for us.” Another added: 
“The older I got, when I started working, and especially when I had my own 
family, then I really started to think about these things, remembering the past 
and my hometown.”63 

In the spirit of the Eriksonian model of psychosocial development,64 Miller 
and Miller note that “the current preoccupation of many survivors with the past is 
not in our view a sign of weakness or senility; rather, it is an indication of a healthy 
attempt to integrate morally unresolved events into an acceptable framework of 
meaning.”65 Their work led them to suggest the following typology to explain how 
their interviewees ultimately responded to the genocide experience:

•	 Repression: repression of feelings and active avoidance of occasions that invite 
recall 

•	 Rationalization: attributing political or religious meaning to their suffering
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•	 Resignation: sensing impotence in the face of the original crime and its 
continued denial

•	 Reconciliation: finding solace in children or religion 
•	 Rage: expression of extreme anger, often born of intense frustration 
•	 Revenge: yearning for retaliation 

Those familiar with more recent Armenian history may be cognizant of the role 
that “rage” and “revenge” may have played in the actions of both survivors and 
their progeny against Turkish targets, from the immediate postgenocide period 
to recent decades.66 Levon Boyajian and Haigaz Grigorian relate how Grigorian 
performed a psychiatric analysis of a young American of Armenian descent charged 
with complicity in an attempted terrorist attack against Turkish targets.67 They 
note that it was obvious that the suspect—the only grandson of four Armenian 
Genocide survivors—had acted out of a desire to avenge both the loss of life and its 
continued denial. In the words of Jack Danielian, it seems that “denial is indeed the 
handmaiden of terror” in the case of the Armenian Genocide.68

Much of what Miller and Miller reported is corroborated in Anie Kalayjian  
et al., one of the more methodically rigorous studies done with Armenian survivors. 
In that study nearly all of the forty rather elderly Armenian survivors interviewed 
(the mean age was 88.6) noted that they had never related their story. While there 
was no consensus as to why they had not done so, respondents noted that “denial” 
was one of the coping methods used to deal with the unspoken traumas, along with 
activities related to family, work, and religion.69 

The authors further suggested that the survivors’ silence may actually have 
heightened the inner turmoil many expressed. Indeed, research among Holocaust 
survivors indicates a correlation between the ability of survivors to communicate 
their experiences of traumatic events and their posttraumatic health.70 The Kalayjian 
et al. piece suggests that in order to cope with an affectively intense experience such 
as genocide in the healthiest possible manner, one would need to modulate affect 
with cognition by talking about the experiences.

The survivors’ reluctance to confront submerged memories seems to have 
been augmented by a certain passivity originating in the frustration many felt 
concerning the possibility of meaningfully conveying their story and trauma in 
the face of Turkish denial and perceived world disinterest. Indeed, nearly every 
piece written about the Armenian Genocide and its survivors expresses the long-
lasting psychological impact of the denial and denigration of their experience on the 
survivors and their progeny. 
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In the same year the Millers first published their work, Alen J. Salerian presented 
research, at the first Conference on Holocaust and Genocide, based on a variety of 
sources: interviews with Armenian Genocide survivors and their children, analysis 
of survivor memoirs, and his experience with one individual who had come to him 
for treatment.71 Salerian suggested that many survivors (and progeny) displayed 
phobias, psychosomatic disorders, and personality changes that could be attributed 
to the genocide experience. It seems prudent, however, to note that his work is 
based upon a rather small number of parent-child dyads (ten such dyads), an 
undisclosed number of memoirs and testimonies, and one therapeutic encounter. 
Methodological limitations of this type will, unfortunately, haunt most of the 
studies undertaken to examine the psychological consequences of the Armenian 
Genocide. 

At the previously mentioned conference, Boyajian and Grigorian72 presented 
a multi-faceted picture of pathology among survivors of the Armenian Genocide 
that greatly resembles the equally diverse Holocaust “survivor syndrome” put 
forward by Niederland.73 The authors acknowledge that they had “learned much 
from our colleagues who have studied the Jewish Holocaust” and that “these studies 
have helped us in our understanding of survivors of the Armenian genocide.”74 
The Armenian survivors, they note, exhibited a diverse set of phenomena such as 
anxiety, depression, compulsive thinking, anhedonia, and a fear of loving—all very 
reminiscent of “typical” psychological reactions of Holocaust survivors. 

In a later work Boyajian and Grigorian point out other patterns of behavior that 
seem to be shared by survivors of both the Armenian Genocide and the Holocaust.75 
Among those patterns are the need to find a spouse rather quickly and (re)create 
a family framework, the need for relatedness, and the creation of a community 
in which the genocide-related experiences might be understood, without the need 
to retell them. Similarly, within both of these communities, friendships among 
survivors took the form of extended families for the survivors and their progeny. 
Finally, religious and survivor frameworks served as a means to retain contact with 
the world lost in the postgenocide period.

One central difference between the two groups is that while both psychological 
studies and memoirs have indicated that feelings of guilt are common among Holocaust 
survivors, it does not seem to be a common or central part of the Armenian survivors’ 
experience. Indeed, Boyajian and Grigorian note that few respondents expressed 
feelings of guilt.76 Those who did express guilt did so not with regard to the dead 
but rather with regard to duties to the living (among the first generation, for not 
having done enough for the Armenian community, or among second generation, 
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for not having done enough for their survivor parents). These findings are supported 
by subsequent research on survivors of the Armenian Genocide and their progeny.77 

After their initial work, which was presented in 1982, Boyajian and Gregorian 
shifted their focus to the study of intergenerational effects of the Armenian Genocide, 
pondering why “this Armenian genocide impacted so heavily on the identity of 
Armenians of whatever generation.”78 One of the most startling intergenerational 
effects of the Armenian Genocide was uncovered, quite accidently, in a study 
addressing the impact of the deadly 1988 earthquake that struck Armenia. In that 
study it was noted that earthquake survivors commonly reported nightmares with 
images related not to the earthquake but to the Armenian Genocide that their parents 
or grandparents had experienced.79 Others have suggested that the immediate, 
massive exodus of Armenians from war zones during the conflict with Azerbaijan 
between 1988 and 1994 can also be partially explained by traumas associated with 
the genocide.80

Indeed, the impact of the genocide seemed present even when it went unspoken. 
Invoking a term used by Helen Epstein regarding children of Holocaust survivors, 
Boyajian and Grigorian noted that many of these children reported their homes 
being pervaded by dark secrets.81 These secrets contribute to a “conspiracy of 
silence,” a situation in which members of a family or community all receive the 
subconscious message that no one is to bring up anything about the trauma suffered 
by anyone in the family or group. While never discussing it, everyone knows that 
it should never be talked about.82 This thundering silence has been deemed by later 
researchers to be “the most prevalent effective mechanism for the transmission of 
trauma.”83 

Conveying the above message in a very dramatic, poignant, and revealing 
manner, Armenian American psychiatrist Jack Danielian wrote:

An 8-year-old boy hears a terrifying wail emanating from a female visitor in another 
room. . . . The wail is followed by prolonged sobbing, which then is followed by an 
equally prolonged silence. The woman is a victim-survivor of the Armenian genocide 
and a participant in the Death March, arriving in this country as only the shell of 
her former self. . . . Without awareness, the boy is also trapped between hearing and 
not-hearing, between knowing and not-knowing . . . the 8-year-old does not enter 
the coffee room to seek explanation or reassurance from his family. And neither the 
boy nor his parents ever bring up the experience again.84

The children and grandchildren of survivors might be considered “witnesses through 
the imagination.”85 Similar to children of Holocaust survivors, children of survivors 
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of the Armenian Genocide would recall homes in which there was palpable anxiety 
regarding their health and well-being, homes in which they bore not only the names 
of grandparents and others who had perished but also the pains and hopes of those 
who had not. They grew up “with a sense that life was a serious business; that 
because of the [Armenian Genocide] and the sufferings of their parents, they were 
required to be serious and, in some sense, almost sad; that they did not have the 
right to be happy and cheerful.”86 

Subsequent research supports the pioneering efforts related above; the impact 
of the genocide often extended to both first- and second-generation progeny of 
survivors. Anie Kalayjian and Marian Weisberg report that the children and 
grandchildren of survivors that they studied exhibited anxiety, sadness, and a sense 
of often being overwhelmed by the events of the Armenian Genocide.87 Similar to 
children of Holocaust survivors, the children of Armenian Genocide survivors they 
studied related a sense that they were somehow expected to make their parents’ 
past better. Unlike children of Holocaust survivors, who often reported melancholy 
with regard to familial history, these respondents expressed both melancholy and 
hopelessness. These feelings were seen to be related to feelings of Turkish denial and 
world indifference to their loss and suffering. 

Understandably, in recent years there has been a growing focus on how the 
events of the Armenian Genocide might impact grandchildren of survivors. 
Danielian and others have suggested that the distance of the younger generation 
from the events themselves may affect these individuals in a number of ways. First, 
not surprisingly, there seem to be fewer direct pathological manifestations of the 
genocide experience.88 It has been further suggested that the distance from the 
immediate trauma may also allow the progeny of the survivors to find their own 
voice to describe and deal with their historical and cultural legacy.89 

It has been suggested that among younger Armenians the distance from the 
events may contribute to the “freeing up” of the anger associated with denial and 
indifference, with which their people’s experiences are met in various corners. Indeed, 
the self-directed anger at the humiliations they faced, which has characterized parts 
of the Armenian community since the genocide period, may be taking its more 
natural and logical path toward those who refuse to acknowledge the magnitude of 
the Armenian Genocide experience.90

Danielian suggests that the younger, third-generation progeny of Armenian 
Genocide survivors are often not initially cognizant of the depths of the historical 
dynamic in which they are participants.91 Echoing these sentiments, one 
contemporary American Armenian writer, a grandchild of a survivor, recalls the 
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following about attending the annual commemoration of the genocide in a hushed 
Manhattan cathedral: “My first encounter with the Genocide took place a few 
weeks shy of my twelfth birthday, in April 1985. I did not know it at the time, but 
it was my initiation into an old and bitter contest.”92 One literary critic noted that 
Armenian authors throughout the Armenian diaspora seemed to be only uncovering 
their shared past at the close of the millennium.93 Once again, it seems that as the 
image of the actual traumatic events vanished on the horizon, their academic and 
cultural expressions grew. 

To conclude the discussion on the possible psychological consequences of the 
Armenian Genocide, two recent representative cultural expressions will be presented. 
Not surprisingly, many of these cultural projects have a strong autobiographical 
character to them, based on the personal experiences of the author or filmmaker or 
those of their families. Thus, it may be correct to view these works as part art and 
part therapy: part history, part mission.94 Two examples follow: one from literature, 
one from film. The first is from the Armenian American diaspora; the second is 
from the Armenian Lebanese diaspora.

Peter Balakian is widely seen as the most prominent figure in Armenian 
American literature. Balakian notes that the Armenian Genocide has “haunted” his 
imagination since he was a teenager. Regarding an early piece he wrote about his 
late grandmother, he concedes: “The poem was a surprise. Out of my head came 
things I didn’t know I remembered.” He adds that his subsequent, most successful 
work, Black Dog of Fate, “allowed me to understand much more deeply the inner 
fabric of my family’s imaginative psychic life.” He further notes:

I wrote it because I had to tell this story, come hell or high water; I had no 
expectations of making money. Its success was gratifying, because I feel that the 
bigger story wasn’t just about me. I think the sense of recovering a lost history had 
an impact on readers, and I like the idea that a memoir can carry larger dimensions 
with it.95

A second case is the touching and often chilling 2011 film by Suzanne Khardalian, 
Grandma’s Tattoos, which is about the fate of many Armenian women. The film 
relates to Khardalian’s quest to reexamine her family’s unspoken past. Commenting 
on tattoos that her silent and distant grandmother would try to cover up, she notes: 
“As a child I thought these were devilish signs that came from a dark world. They 
stirred fear in me. What were these tattoos? Who had done them, and why? But the 
tattoos on grandma’s hands and face were a taboo. They [the family] never spoke 
about it.”96
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Khardalian noted that she had initially contemplated making a film about the rapes 
of women in Rwanda. It was only after she “stumbled upon . . . photos [of tattooed 
young Armenian women], the whole thing took on a very different aspect, the 
story became very very personal, because suddenly I found out my own grandma 
was a victim . . . and we had no idea about it.”97 Through a series of conversations 
with her mother, sisters, and aunts the family comes to understand not only the 
hidden story of the filmmaker’s grandmother but also its influence on them and 
their lives as daughters, wives, and mothers. Khardalian adds that the journey was 
significant not only because of the familial emotional “blockage” that was removed 
but also because she was particularly proud that she had received notes from people 
throughout the world who were unaware of what the Armenians had endured 
during the First World War.

Psychological Perspectives of the Armenian Genocide: Look ing Back	

While the psychological consequences of the Armenian Genocide have drawn 
increasing attention over the last three decades, there is still scant research regarding 
psychological perspectives of the event. There are a number of possible factors, 
aside from the psychological dynamics of survival, that may have hindered the 
development of these perspectives:

1.	 Historical Factors: The Armenian Genocide occurred in what may be termed a 
“pre-psychologized” world. A literature search reveals that little “psychological 
work” was done, in general, related to the First World War and its possible 
mental health consequences. In the wake of a war that, by conservative 
estimates, left ten million people dead and an additional twenty million injured, 
few psychological studies related to the impact of the war. What little work was 
done dealt entirely with the phenomenon of the shell-shocked soldiers who 
returned home with symptoms that would later be widely known as PTSD 
(Posttraumatic Stress Disorder). Only years later would historians and mental 
health professionals look back on the war to assess its impact on the lives of 
civilian victims and subsequent events such as the Second World War. 

2.	 Political Factors: Following the First World War, the vast majority of Armenians 
found themselves in Soviet Armenia, where efforts were made to discourage any 
expression of national identity, including—and perhaps particularly—matters 
related to the genocide. The latter was seen as being a potential threat both to 
the internal tranquility of the southern Soviet republics and to relations with 
neighboring Turkey. In Turkey itself it was dangerous and later illegal to delve 
into matters related to the genocide. To this day there are untold offspring of 
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Armenians who not only do not know about the genocide but do not even 
know that they are of Armenian ancestry. 

3.	 Material Factors: The postgenocide Armenian communities were marked by 
extreme poverty that was aggravated by the large numbers of orphans who had 
not had the opportunity to gain basic, not to mention professional, education. 
This was further aggravated by both the significant absence of men in the 
community and the repeated episodes of emigration of Armenian survivors, 
which may have impacted the economic, social, and cultural integration of 
survivors and their offspring. 

4.	 Legal Factors: While the end of the Second World War, and the Holocaust, 
were marked by intensive efforts to bring parties guilty of war crimes to 
justice, no such efforts occurred after the First World War and the Armenian 
Genocide. These legal efforts necessitated the gathering of information from 
victims, which in turn served as the basis of much of the later work done on 
Holocaust survivors. A perusal of the research reveals that only four research 
papers were published between 1945 and 1960 regarding psychological aspects 
of the Holocaust. The real catalyzer of the Holocaust-related psychological 
literature was the initiation of the individual-reparations process for victims of 
the Holocaust on the part of the West German government. To be eligible for 
reparations, applicants were required to present both medical and mental health 
assessments of Holocaust-related damage. It would ultimately be the need to 
provide “proof” of unique damage related to the Holocaust experience that 
would lead clinicians to develop the “Holocaust Survivor Syndrome.”98 As is 
well known, there has not been a similar process in the case of Turkey and the 
Armenian Genocide. 

5.	 Professional Factors: It may also not be a coincidence that while the mental 
health fields (psychiatry, psychology, social work, etc.) are well populated by 
individuals of Jewish descent, “Armenian American behavioral scientists are few 
in number.”99 This reality clearly may have impacted the extent of research done 
regarding the Armenian Genocide experience. 

Psychological Perspectives of the Armenian Genocide: Look ing For ward

Having analyzed the current state of psychological knowledge regarding the 
consequences of the Armenian Genocide, we will now turn to possible future 
directions for research in this area. The 100th anniversary of the Armenian 
Genocide has the potential to focus both general public and academic 
attention on the matter. It may be an opportune moment to both re-engage 
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with matters previously addressed and to address new areas. Some promising 
new areas are:

1.	 examining the impact of the centennial commemoration on the identity of 
Armenians in both Armenia and the various diasporas;

2.	 promoting research that examines centers of Armenian population other than in 
the United States and the similarities and differences among them with regard to 
long-term effects of the genocide;

3.	 researching the possible psychological consequences of Armenia’s independence 
for the offspring of Armenian Genocide survivors; 

4.	 studying the estimated hundreds of thousands of residents of Turkey who have 
Armenian ancestry, most of whom are unaware of their Armenian heritage; and 

5.	 comparing the long-term psychological effects of the Armenian Genocide to 
those of other, later events other than the Holocaust, which may contribute 
knowledge to issues of survivorship in general and the Armenian Genocide in 
particular. 

Epilogue

One of the reasons the psychological consequences of the Armenian Genocide 
experience have yet to be more fully explicated is that many of those who have 
researched issues of survivorship have ignored the Armenian experience. I am one 
of them. 

My personal misdeed was one of “commission” and not “omission.” When 
in 1990 I designed my doctoral thesis on the adult psychological development of 
Holocaust survivors, I was urged by one of my advisers to locate a possible “contrast” 
group for the population under study. Despite the fact that I had grown up in 
the Detroit area with a community of roughly 50,000 Armenians, despite the fact 
that I lived in walking distance of the golden-domed St. John’s Armenian Church, 
and despite the fact that I went to school with Armenian children, the Armenian 
experience did not come to mind. 

Today I do not know how I (and my advisers) failed to consider the Armenians 
as a possible contrast group. Frankly, I am discomfited by the thought that, though 
the child of a Holocaust survivor, until recently I knew so little (and did even less) 
about the Armenian Genocide and the ongoing denial of the suffering of so many.

My hope is that this work will in some way make amends for the past and 
contribute to the future of the study of this important matter. 
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