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The Armenian Language and Armenian Studies:
An Interview With Linguistics Professor Bert Vaux (Part 1)

Interview by Jason Sohigian

Bert Vaux is an Associate Professor of Linguisticsin the Department of Linguistics at
Harvard University. Beginning in the Fall, Professor Vaux will begin teaching at the
University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee. He is the Editor of Oxford Surveysin Generative
Phonology and the Editor of the Annual of Armenian Linguisticsjournal. He has
published The Phonology of Armenian (Oxford University Press, 1998) and Introduction
to Linguistic Field Methods (Lincom Europa, 1999), along with articles such as

“ Syllabification in Armenian, Universal Grammar, and the Lexicon,” “ Feature
Soreading and the Representation of Place of Articulation,” and “ The Laryngeal
Soecifications of Fricatives’ in Linguistic Inquiry and “ Notes on the Armenian Dialect of
Ayntab” in the Annual of Armenian Linguistics.

In addition to his work on the Armenian language, Vaux has mapped America's dialects
and has been featured in articles by the Harvard Gazette, Boston Globe, Associated Press,
and elsewhere such as “ Standing on line at the bubbler with a hoagiein my hand,” “It’s
still amahk of distinction: The accent sets Bostonians apart,” and “The great pop vs. soda
controversy.” The Harvard Crimson also reported in February 2003 that his dialects class
was the second largest at the college. This interview was conducted on Tuesday, June 17,
2003. A mutual colleague, Hagop Hachikian of Watertown, MA, also participated in the
interview.

Jason Sohigian: We met briefly once a couple of years ago at an event organized by the
Harvard University Armenian students club, but | am grateful to have this opportunity for
an interview/conversation before you leave for Wisconsin. | noticed on your web site that
you were in Sports lllustrated?

Bert Vaux: Yes, | played basketball in college. It was a story from a conference, and they
chose one player from each team. It was to show that our conference was a combination
of athletics and intellectual activity. They tried to pick someone that did well in athletics,
and was doing something interesting in school.

JS: And you are also in amusic group?

BV: It will be hard to play with them now, because they are all in Washington. But
actually, the singer in that band is now the legal counsel for the House Committee on
East Asian Affairs. Until the previous election, he was with the Subcommittee on
International Human Rights, which drafted the Genocide Resolution. He worked on
writing it, and | let him know where to look to find the relevant primary documents. He
also sent me acopy of Clinton’s letter, threatening the House Speaker to take it off the



agenda. It’'s pretty damning. It says overtly that we have economic and military interests
in Turkey. Normally they don’'t say that so overtly.

JS: | understand thisis not your first visit to the Hairenik. Y ou met with the previous
editor, Vahakn Karakashian, to work on some of your research?

BV: Yes, we worked on the Vakif subdialect of Musaler many years ago, maybe 10 years
ago. | haven’t seen him since then.

JS: Heis now the editor of Horizon in Montreal.

BV: Therearealot of Musalerts’ sthere, right? My best informant ever is from one of
the villages there. He is a shoemaker and he livesin Watertown. | use adialect collection
manual from Y erevan that is custom made for working with dialect informants, and no
one has ever known every word in that book except for him. But he has the profession
closest to what they have in mind, because they ask things about farm implements and
things around the traditional house.

JS: How did you get involved with Armenian linguistics?

BV: | started at the University of Chicago, where they have a partially-funded chair in
Armenian Studies, so they have arotating person. My freshman year it was Abraham
Terian from Jerusalem, and he now runs the St. Nersess Seminary. He' s one of the few
that still writesin Western Armenian—there aren’t many academics like that at this point.
It was just the two of us, and | loved taking classes with him. | had done it because it
belongs to the Indo-European family, which was the language family | was working on at
the time, but | found that | enjoyed it on its own merits. It was so different than all the
other languages in the family.

Then | heard about the program from the University of Michigan that goesto Armenia,
and | did that. That’s where | met Robert Krikorian. Then | went again the next year, in
1990. It was after the earthquake and right before the fall of the Soviet Union, so al of
the protests were going on. It was an exciting time. | realized it was something | would
liketo do for along time, so | applied to Harvard to work with Robert Thomson, and |
enjoyed that.

He was very efficient, and again it was just mein 1990. With him, you had to do all the
preparation and all the trandlation yourself. He would only correct you if you got
something wrong. So that was really good for getting better at Classical Armenian. Then
| did the program in Venice, and | enjoyed that alot. People in the group were actually
speaking Armenian, while the Michigan group were American-Armenians, so they
didn’t.

When Thomson left, | started working more on dialects and things | could do on my own
that no one else did. By then | had built up enough of an Armenian network that | could



meet people, mainly through Hagop Hachikian, though we started a bit later, and Harry
Parsegian. They knew alot of people, so once | met them, the rest was very easy.

Since that time | have been trying to document all of the dialects that are preserved
around here, which is alarge percentage of the onesthat are till alive. But we're not so
good on the Persian Armenian dialects here, compared to California. When | go there for
the UCLA conferences, | visit the older Persian Armenian speakers in the community
with Anahid Aramouni Keshishian.

JS: So you started off in the Armenian Studies Program at Harvard?

BV: I wasinlinguistics, but | came here to do Armenian. Then | got ajob teaching in the
Linguistics Department herein 1994.

JS: Isit alarge Linguistics Department at Harvard?

BV: No. It’s been on the decline since the 1950s. It’ s probably going to be eliminated
within the next 2-3 years. They tried once 10 years ago, but certain things happened. We
had one professor in our department who had incredible political clout because he' s been
here since 1950. But he just left, so the next time they try the department will not survive.

JS: It looks like alot of your linguistics work is fun, from regional dialectsin the USto
studying the Boston accent. It isinteresting for a general audience.

BV: It'sall the same for me—the English dialects, the Armenian ones. It's all about the
interesting aspects that every human has. One of the things that appealed to me, when |
first went into academia and didn’t know its dark side, was the egalitarian aspect of it. At
my college, everyone went by their first name. There was no Doctor or Professor.

Andin linguistics, they preach something | believe in, which isthat al humans are equal
and all languages are equal. And when you study them, you see that they all have equally
complex structures. Once | discovered that all people were equally interesting, then |
could work with anyone | wanted.

| especially enjoy working with elderly people, who are the best with older forms of
dialects. They have something that | think is very valuable, that the younger people don’t
have anymore, and | find it intellectually interesting to hear these diaects that | have read
about in 19th century books but you can't hear on the street. And they get alot of
enjoyment out of it because they are typically alone, feeling abandoned.

And humans are taught that speaking a non-standard dialect is asign of lesser intellect,
which isn’t true. It comes out of bias against the working class, the rural, the poor, and
the uneducated. But having education is largely a byproduct of one’ s social class. When
we are five, we don’'t say we are going to have a better education. It’s something your
family arranges for you, and that’s a product of who they are and how much money they
have available.



| also discovered as | went into academiathat thereis adark side, whichis very
hierarchical. People are extremely sensitive to who' s senior to who, and who' s smarter
than who. This shows up in the Armenian Studies world too, like everywhere else. People
are very concerned with showing that their research is respectable, and that typically
means that they’ Il write in away that is opaque, that is not enjoyable to read, and that
does not make immediate sense to the average reader.

Onething | like about the linguistics work isthat | can present things that are interesting
to everyone and intellectually valid, without the need for the pretentious trappings to
protect yourself from accusations of being asimpleton. It’ s very gratifying to be at the
UCLA conferences, and to be able to talk about the dialects of Kayseri and have
everyone in the audience nodding in recognition and pleasure at hearing something they
can follow.

JS: | noticed that when you presented your work in Nagorno Karabagh, you showed
photographs of the people and described your personal experiences with them that the
audience can relate to. Y ou make it more of a human thing, while my impression of
linguistics has been that it isavery technical science, very theoretical, like studying
mathematics or logic.

BV: You areright about linguistics today—Chomskyan linguistics dominates the field.
That’swhat my training isin, and | do that sort of work, which isimportant too. One of
the things that can be done to promote Armenian Studiesis show that the Armenian
materials are relevant to what regular academics do, like theory. So | do that also, but |
think there needs to be more than that, which is some of the other work | was telling you
about.

Noam Chomsky is actually very interested in individuals, but when people ask him about
the connection between his linguistics thinking and his political thinking, he has said
many times that thereisn’t any. But as| seeit, they are intimately connected. He' s a sort
of Marxist, anarchist, populist type, and hiswork in linguistics is based on thisideathat
the object of study should be the individual, and all individuals are equal, which fitsin
directly with his political thinking, and the same analytical techniques can be used for
both. So, conceptually what | do in the dialect realm and with the Karabagh work is
directly connected to the Chomskyan work—valuing the individual over the group, and
so on. But you areright that in practice, people like Chomsky don’t deal with actual
individuals—it’ s all just notation.

But it's so striking when you go to Karabagh—the social situation, the conditions that
people livein therein the villages. It makes you want to talk about it, and | feel likeitis
something that would be of great interest to the audience, so why abstract away from
that?



JS: So when you are working with people in the community, how do you approach them?
When you hear someone speaking Armenian, do you listen to what dialect they are
speaking, and if it is of interest you approach them and ask for an interview?

BV: I liketo listen. Around here | will just listen to what people are saying. But if you
have a specific need, likeif | read that there is something interesting in the Marash dialect
and | need someone that speaksit, then I’ll just ask around. But then it’ s tricky, because
most people speak more than one variety of their own language, and then Armenians
typically speak other languages too.

And it’s very difficult to get them to speak their non-standard dialect when they know
that it is being studied by a professor. They tend, willingly or unwillingly, to go into
something more literary. It’s true for speakers of any language, not just Armenian. So |
try to do a combination of having one or more other dialect speakers with them, so they
can speak with each other. It is also good to have someone funny or interesting around to
distract them or give something back to them in terms of the flow of the conversation.

In Karabagh, | worked with an anthropologist who is from Karabagh and is female. We
would go to areas that we suspected had interesting dialects, and we would walk from
house to house and say hello, which you can do there as you probably know. We would
get a sense of whether they used a hardcore diaect or not. If they did, then we would see
if we could come in and talk some more, which we always could. My partner would ask
them her anthropological questions, which was good because it was non-linguistic, and
she would ask them in Karabagh dialect. That invariably got them to respond in their
dialect.

At the same time, the professors from the dialect institute in Y erevan were going around
the same villages, and they said they couldn’t find any dialect speakers. | saw themin
action with one man whom we had worked with, who spoke a certain village dialect.
They asked him, “how do you say this?” He said the dialect word for it, and they said
“no, it should be this,” and they would cite aform of that word from several hundred
years before. He would be taken aback, and then he would answer the next question with
astandard Armenian form, and after that it was all standard. So they got standard Eastern
Armenian from everyone.

JS: What exactly are you looking for when you go in and talk with these people? What
are you doing with the research?

BV: | am doing many different things. | want to record as much as | can of people talking
freely, connective speech. Right now for the dialects, all we have are descriptions from
the 19th century, which maybe have a few texts, but they are never analyzed so you don’t
know what they are saying and you don’'t know what they sound like. | want to have the
primary materials available, so people in the future can hear what they sound like. | also
have particular things that | am looking into, that are of theoretical interest to linguists,
but they are sort of obscure.



| want to prepare grammars of each of these dialects, the way [Hrachea] Adjarian did for
alot of them from the 1890s through the 1950s. He covered about 15 of them, but there
are hundreds of them. They could be grouped together into 30-50 books, but each one
would have to be very large to cover all of the sub-varieties. | want to do that, in English,
and analyze the texts.

But in Armenian Studies, all of the methodol ogies come out of the 1890s, which was
when the last great Armenian scholars were studying in Europe and then came to
Armenia, like Adjarian. And then they were killed or put in prison, and there was no new
training. In the 1890s, the standard methodology was a historical one, where you would
take aword and look at where it came from. Y ou would just do that for all of the words
you could come up with that were of historical interest. That was all they did—but now
there are different things.

Because of the Chomskyan revolution, we want to know how the system of the language
works inside the head of an individual. So that leads you to ask different questions, and |
try to collect information of that sort too.

JS: Isit being recorded, or isit just being done on paper?

BV: | had been doing audio recording, but | have decided that it needs to be video
recording because there is alot of information that isn’t captured on audio tape. Not just
things like what the lips are doing and so on, but what the ambient environment is.
Watching an old woman in her little house in avillage in Karabagh speaking in the
dialect is much more effective than just hearing her voice. So from now on that iswhat |
am going to be doing.

JS: You have aready published one textbook on Armenian linguistics?

BV: | published a book with Oxford on Armenian phonology, which is the system of
sounds. | tried to highlight the most interesting phenomena from all of the different
dialects, and put them together into aformat that linguists could relate to, so they could
then use Armenian data.

Unfortunately, | had to make it sort of technical, which | regret. But | am working on an
equivalent of that, which isjust for Western Armenian, and looks at all the phenomena of
pronunciation in the main varieties of Western Armenian, and doesit in away that most
people will be able to understand.

JS: What has been the response to the book?

BV: Because | had to make it technical, it hasn’t gotten much of aresponse from the
Armenian community, and that’s my own fault—though there were extenuating political
circumstances. It has done well in the linguistic community, and it has been reviewed in a
lot of the major journals.



JS: How does the linguistics community view the Armenian language? For such a small
group of people—less than 10 million in the world—is it considered almost alost
language, like Assyrian?

BV: They don’t know anything about it in the linguistic world, except for my book. As|
mention in the book, it is a problem of the languages of the Middle East, each of whichis
of equal linguistic interest. There are thousands of articles and books written on Turkish
linguistics and phonology, and it is the same for Arabic and Hebrew. But nothing on
Armenian, even though if you look at the structures of their grammars they al have an
equal number of interesting phenomena.

Being alinguigt, | like having more than one language around, but being areadlist, | say
you have to write in English if you want your work to be acknowledged. I’'m all for
writing a paralléel version in Armenian or Russian, but you can’t complain about people
ignoring your work if you writeit in Armenian.

JS. Have any Armenian linguists responded to your work, from places like the Brusov
Language Institute in Y erevan? Does anyone at the American University of Armenia use
your book, sinceit is published in English?

BV: My book isexpensive, so | don’'t know if it is affordable to anyone in Armenia. | try
to bring copies when | go, but | don’t think many people have it there. And American
University doesn’'t have any linguists, or anyone who is even remotely close to what | do.

JS. So they are doing their own kind of linguistics work in Armenia?

BV: They arein the dialect ingtitute. The manual | mentioned has about 750 questions in
it, and they have collected all of those for 500 villages. And they just released a dialect
dictionary, which has alot more dialect words than any previous dictionary. But in the
familiar Soviet academic fashion, they don’t cite where they get the words from or what
diaect they are from, so it is not actually useful as an academic tool. But they can’t do
much now because they have no money.

JS: Do you focus more on Western Armenian?

BV: I do al varieties. People like to say there are two literary varieties of modern
Armenian, but there are three. Persian Armenian is very different than Eastern Armenian,
and you can tell right away if someone is a Persian Armenian. Their grammar isvery
different, the vocabulary is very different, the pronunciation is different. So | am aso
working on a book on Persian Armenian. Thiswill be the first treatment of it—I don’t
know why no one has every written about it.

JS: Do you also work on ajournal?

BV: | run the Annual of Armenian Linguistics. It has been around for 22 years.
Traditionally it was historical linguistics, the kind that Adjarian did, but | am trying to get



the younger linguists who work on Armenian and do modern linguistics to contribute.
But it isgoing to take long timeto fully integrate it into the linguistic world of today.

JS: When you worked in Karabagh and Armenia, did you see any problems with people
not understanding each other because of their different dialects, and any discrimination
that results from akind of hierarchical way of looking at others? Also, in asimilar way,
can you comment on the conflicts that arise here between people that speak Western
Armenian, and the new immigrants that speak Eastern Armenian?

BV: The main problem is between people that use what | call real Armenian and those
who use artificial Armenian—where they have tried to force the grammar of Arabic or
French onto it, or they have tried to excise all of the Turkish, Persian, and Arabic words,
or at least the ones they know are Turkish, Persian, and Arabic. It ends up sounding like a
made up language, and those are never as good as ones that humans come up with
naturally and unconsciously.

For alinguigt, it is much more interesting to work with areal dialect that has been
evolving naturally initsvillage or city for thousands of years. The literary varieties are
interesting because they are a combination of different dialects, but we are wary of them
because they are artificial.

JS: Can you explain more of what you consider to be “real Armenian”?

BV: Itisany variety that people haven't tinkered with. It could be the Van dialect, or the
Gyumri dialect.

JS: So for alinguist, the more dialects the better? It makes it more interesting?

BV: Definitely, because each oneis different. In the Armenian world, each oneisvery
different from each other, more so than in the English world. In the English world, alot
of the grammatical differences have disappeared over the last 100 years and we are left
mainly with pronunciation and vocabulary differences. But in the Armenian world, the
village dialects have mgjor differences from each other, hence their inability to
understand each other.

JS: | think many Armenians, especialy in the ARF, are trying to find ways to help
Armenians think of themselves spread across the world as part of the same nation. One
thing that brings us together is the ability to speak the same language and communicate
with each other, without one thinking the other iswrong or different. Thiswould help
them interact on an equal level in places like the Armenia-Diaspora Conference, where
people are coming from all over the world, and they don’t understand each other or they
don’t like the way the other is speaking because of these differences. In France, for
example, the government tries to regulate the language...

BV: That's definitely a bad model. The French are terrible for linguistic purposes. Y our
goal isagood one of emphasizing the unity of the people, while recognizing the diversity



within the community. It is not going to work if you try to force everyone to be the
same—that’ s been seen many times. I1t’s more useful to bear in mind examples like Sayat
Nova, Khatchatour Abovian, and others who wrote in dialects, and whose work everyone
respects and enjoys. These show that you can write well in any variety of your language,
and it ismore the skill of the author than what village they come from.

Whenever you try to provide one standard for people, it always ends up being completely
unnatural if you don’t pick any existing form, or it ends up being one particular form
which favorsthat city or town over al the others.

When they pick Yerevan for Eastern, they are not really picking Y erevan, because people
on the street in Y erevan don’'t speak standard Eastern Armenian. I’m sure you have
noticed that—they speak a Y erevan diaect, which is very different. So either you favor
the people of Yerevan, which isnot fair, or you end up with something unnatural.

| think it is better to convey to the community that they are not inherently better or worse
than another village or city just by virtue of being from that place. So, people from
Istanbul are not inherently superior to people from Van.

There would be a problem if they couldn’t understand each other, but from my
experience that wouldn't be the case unless you did something like go into avillage
where an old woman could only speak in her Karabagh dialect. But everyonein
Karabagh now can speak Eastern Armenian.

Hagop Hachikian: And Russian.

BV: Right, and in the Western Armenian world, some can speak in away you can’t
understand if they want, but they can also speak in away that can be understood. But you
can probably still tell they are from Aleppo or Istanbul, or wherever, but that just
becomes a problem of bias, when you say something like “they are talking stupidly
because they are from Istanbul.” That’s a problem of bias, not a problem of the language
itself, and biases should be broken down rather than caving in to them.

JS: Do you find that languages are changing because of politics? Like in Azerbaijan, for
example, they have changed the alphabet several times. In Armenia, the Soviets made
changes in the orthography. What do you say about those kinds of changes, which have
been imposed from above?

BV: They are amost never successful. Language changes on its own, and you can’t
control it.

HH: There was spelling reform in Armenia, and in Azerbaijan. In Turkey, they did
achieve changes in the vocabulary, where they eliminated Arabic and Persian words,
changed the non-Turkish place-names, and adopted the so-called I stanbul dialect asthe
proper spoken dialect in Turkey. It was enforced more aggressively.



BV: Yes, you can make some changes, but that was not a good thing. That was avery
draconian “ Ataturkean” measure. The fact that this absolutist, nationalist state wanted to
do that sort of thing should tell us that we don’t want to do that.

Nationalism to save yourselves and encourage people to surviveis different from this
kind of pan-Turkist nationalism. | don’t think anyone wants to go that far. The
philosophy behind it is very nefarious: “everyone must be the same” and “they must
change to be like me because I’ m the one making rules.”

It has built into it the idea that some people are better than others, which isjust one step

removed from the idea that “since | am better than them, they must change to be like me
or be eliminated.” Armenians, of all people, should know to stay away from that kind of
thinking.

JS. Can you comment more on the gap between Eastern and Western Armenian? Do you
think the changes made by the Soviets were logical or made sense linguistically, or wasiit
something political to demonstrate control over the Armenians or to create a new division
between people there and in the Diaspora? Do you think it will eventually be undone, or
will one dialect shift to the other over time?

BV: Ultimately the differences will be resolved on their own, and you can’t control them
very much. Even in the Turkish case, where they did their best to completely control
what was going on, things still happened that were out of their control.

With the East-West issue and the Soviet control of the language, the spelling reform
brings up alot of issues that are analogous to the debate with English. If you reform the
spelling, you stop discriminating against poorer people with less education. Our spelling
system is so opague that you have to have alot of schooling to master it, so it
discriminates against the poor, in effect. Similarly, in the Armenian world, the classical
orthography was relatively opaque, although not as bad as English.

Since the idea of the Soviet Union was that everyone should be equally educated, they
wanted to make the spelling transparent. That’s a noble goal, but then you eliminate the
historical component of the language. If you keep the old orthography, you make it easier
to know what the language used to look like and read old writings in the language.

But for the East-West issue, there is an asymmetry where all the Eastern Armenians
know Western Armenian, at least passively, because of all the diasporans that went to
Armenia, whereas the Western Armenians tend not to know Eastern.

Although that may change soon—we don’t yet know what the equilibrium reached in the
post-Soviet period in the Diasporawill be from all of these Persian Armenians and
Armenians from Armeniabeing in the US. The linguistic situation in Californiais very
strange now—there are massive groups of Persian Armenians, Western Armenians, and
Eastern Armenians, and it is not clear who will win out, if anyone.



It's hard to say what the ultimate effect will be, but | definitely would not want to try to
enforce legislation saying you all have to speak Eastern or Western Armenian. Just let the
kids work it out—I would prefer anaturalistic solution. The top priority should be that
you keep the language.

But Eastern Armenian has aleg up because it has a country. Western Armenian doesn’t,
which makes me very worried about the future of Western Armenian in all its varieties.
Thisisatopic of great concern—it looks likeit is going to die out.

JS: Last June, we ran an opinion piece on the orthography change and the “unified
spelling problem” by Haroutiun Khachatrian, where he outlined the issue in an even-
handed way, but concluded that the language of the Republic of Armeniais Eastern
Armenian, so the Armenian government and the people in the country can’'t be expected
to change to the dialect of the Diaspora.

BV: The wholeidea of nationalism didn’t catch on until the late 19th century. Before
then you could have people like Sayat Nova, and even Mesrob Mashtots, who would just
writein their own dialect, and people didn’t say “Why are you writing your songsin the
Tiflis dialect—you should be writing in Van dialect.”

JS: There are anumber of new immigrants who are speaking Eastern Armenian, but the
Armenian schools here are teaching Western Armenian. Where do you see the future of
the Armenian language in the US? Do you think both dialects will be lost eventually?

BV: It doesn't haveto belost, but it is extremely difficult to create a Situation of stable
diglossia, where a minority community is able to maintain its language in addition to the
majority language. But there are many cases in the world where that does happen. A good
exampleisin Karabagh, where it was under Russian control for along time, and yet
everyone there still speaks their village dialect. In the Russian republics, they all speak
Russian from the 80 years under Soviet control, but everyone still learned the local
languages.

JS: What isthe typical life span in the US for languages other than English?

BV: Thisisavery-well-studied issue. What you find is, no matter how much the local
community triesto stop the attrition process by having things like Saturday schools, the
people who first immigrate try to speak the ambient language—in this case English—to
their kids because they think it’s the more educated language and they want their kidsto
fitin, and they think their kids will be confused if they hear a different language at home.

Those kids will either not learn their parents' language or, if they do hear that language
from their parents, the first kid will learn it but the second and on will not. Thefirst kid
will learn the parents' language and English, and the younger kids will use the oldest kid
as an intermediary between themselves and their parents—so they will speak English to
the oldest kid, who will then trandate for the parents.



Even with the kids who do learn the language from their parents or grandparents, at age
five or six, when they are sent off to school, within one day typically they come home
and refuse to speak that language anymore because they see that no one else hasit and it
isembarrassing for them. That’sit for that language.

Then the generation after that, their kids, often want to reclaim their heritage. But again
because of misconceptions about how languages are learned they either try todo it in
college or after that, and that’ s too late and they can only learn a bit of it at best.

The only way to redlly learn alanguage isto hear it spoken when you are young.
Teaching doesn’t work, and anything after a certain age doesn’t work. So the typical
trgjectory isthat the language islost within two generations. But there are always
exceptional individuals who learn the language outside of these parameters, such as Lara
Setrakian, the president of the Harvard Armenian Club.

JS: But Armenian is still being learned in homes and in schools across the US. Is there
anything you can recommend for the future of the language here?

BV: I have an article on that, which you can read on my Web site, about what the
Armenian community can do [see “ The fate of the Armenian language in the United
States” at http://www.people.fas.harvard.edu/~vaux/fate.pdf]. | advocate teaming kids
with grandparents, which is a strategy being used in Californiawith the Native American
languages.

But the key isfor parents and grandparents to get over the misconception that if they
speak Armenian to the kids, the kids will get confused and not learn English well. It’s just
not true, and Armenians of all people should know that, because they have always been
multilingual.

If you say, Armenians in Istanbul know Turkish and Armenian, but they have an
Armenian accent in Turkish, it doesn’t result from their hearing two languages and not
learning one well. It results from the fact that other people speak it that way around them.
Kidsjust learn what they hear being used around them. To take an English example, kids
around here don’t speak with a Boston accent because they are stupid or lazy. They speak
that way because they are in Boston and that’ s what they hear.

JS: How do you sort out the Turkish words mixed in Western Armenian and the Russian
words mixed in Eastern Armenian? Does that confuse you as alinguist if you aren’t
fluent in those languages as well?

BV: It isconfusing for a person who knows only standard Armenian speaking with a
villager, because the villager won't know the neoclassical words that the literary personis
using, and the literary person won't necessarily know all of the Turkish words the
villager isusing.



People need to bear in mind that you don’t use Turkish words because you are ignorant or
too lazy to think of the Armenian word. Typicaly it is because that is what people would
normally use for that word around you, and you are just doing what everyone el se does,
unconsciously (and there’ s nothing wrong with that)—or it has a different linguistic
significance than the Armenian word.

In English, if you say “je ne saisquoi” instead of “I don’t know what,” they mean the
same thing literally, but in terms of the pragmatics or the implications of using one phrase
over the other, they are very different. Oneis very pretentious and academic, or you
might be using it in an ironic way as a joke.

| discussed examples of thisin alecture on the use of Turkish in modern Armenian.
There are times where the Turkish allows you to make awordplay that you couldn’'t in
Armenian, or vice versa. Y ou may want to rhyme two words, but the rhyme won't work
with the Armenian but it will with the Turkish, or vice versa.

The writer Yervant Odian referred to one Armenian official in the Ottoman Parliament as
“the ox-cart of Turkish authority,” and he used the Turkish phrase for a specific reason. It
wasn't because he couldn’t think of the Armenian expression. He implies that this officia
was more connected to the Turkish lines of authority than the Armenian community. In
Turkish, the word for ox also stirs up the connotation of being anidiot, but in Armenian it
wouldn’'t necessarily be activated.

People need to bear in mind that when you use foreign words, it’s not as simple as their
being ignorant or lazy. There are reasons for everything we do, whether or not we are
aware of them. People shouldn’t be condemned for using Russian or Turkish or English.

JS: Can you describe some of your research on the Muslim Armenians, the Hemshin?

BV: Hagop introduced me to Temel, the main person who speaks it here. In the northeast
corner of Turkey, thereisalarge group of Armenians who converted to Islam. In the
eastern half of that area, alot of them still speak alocal dialect of Armenian. Adjarian
actually worked with the non-Muslim ones at the turn of the century. Those mainly ended
up in Abkhazia, which isjust north of that region.

The Hemshinli are interesting for many reasons. They have been cut off for along time.
By virtue of converting to Islam, their tiesto Armenia were severed. This meant no more
Armenian educational system, no Armenian alphabet. Their conversion preceded the
nationalist movement, so they never experienced the nefarious influence of nationalism
and literacy, so their local speech patterns were not tinkered with by schoolteachers.

For someone interested in how things used to be, they are invaluable. And then thereis
the confrontation between the Ilamic culture and their traditional Armenian culture. We
worked alot with Temel and his wife about eight years ago, and we now have a small
research group of people who are interested in these people. We are having a conference
about them in Holland in the fall.



Part of the plan is to organize aresearch expedition. | want to have alinguist, an
anthropol ogist, a sociologist, a photographer, an art historian, and a geographer go around
to the villages and do what we can the way people did in the 19th century. | want to do
recording in every village, because every one we know about is a bit different from each
of the other villages.

Hagop hears rumors about some of the more westerly ones still speaking Armenian, so |
want to check that out. But again, you need to bring the right people. There is a professor
in Holland who is German, but hiswife is one of the western Hemshinli, so she has alot
of Armenian in her Turkish but doesn’t speak Armenian.

JS: | know you ask this question, “What makes them Armenian?’ There was a forced
conversion to Islam, but this comes down to the core of questions around national
identity.

Hagop Hachikian: Even the Turkish nationalists among them acknowledge that they were
previously Christian. They say that before the coming of Islam, Christianity was the
proper religion, so it was acceptable to be Christian until the coming of 1slam when they
would have to convert. They say that because they lived with Armenians before, they
acquired Armenian Christianity as well as some words but the language they speak is
pure Turkish now and they have no Armenian blood.

And there are different levels of denial. Some people deny more, some people
acknowledge Armenian connections—they don’t have a single story.

BV: When | spoke about them at the University of Michigan, the Turkish professor, who
is German, approached me and he was very angry. | had presented linguistic evidence
that they are Armenian—it is very clear to anyone that is objective, but | wanted to give
evidence anyway. He was very offended, and he said, “ These are just Turks who said
they are Armenian so they would be treated better by the government.” Of course, this
makes no sense at all, and this was from someone who was German, not Turkish. They
started the conversion in the 16th-17th century and went on as | ate as 1915.

JS: How do Armenian audiences react?

BV: | think normally they aretitillated to hear that such a group exists. Some people get
angry or outraged, but that’ s true no matter what topic you discuss. My takeoniit is, They
are whatever they are, it isjust interesting to study how their culture and language work
now, and if you are interested in history to look at what you can reconstruct from the
current situation about how they used to be. | am not really interested in forcing them to
call themselves one thing or the other. Identity is an extremely complicated thing, and
you can’'t just decide one way or the other based on awhim.

JS: And Hovann Simonian is working on a book on this topic?



BV: Yes, heisastudent at USC working on abook on the Hemshinli, and Hagop has
written a nice chapter for it, which isin part about the place-name reform in Turkey.

HH: There isadirective from Enver Pasha that goes back to 1916, which says “it isthe
proper time to speedily change those names which are in foreign languages—Armenian,
Bulgarian, and Greek—and change them to Muslim names.” He does not say Turkish. He
istrying to hold on to the Muslim groups as kindred people, as a single force against
Christians and infidels, whom they had just declared a jihad against.

BV: This shows the power of language. The most powerful thing isthe most simple,
which isthe change from “Anatolia” to “ Turkey.” Now people outside of Turkey think
that’ s the land of the Turks because of the name. Y ou’ d think people could see beyond
the name, but that’ s not how it works.

Beyond that, they changed 30,000 place-names from 1916 to the mid-1960s. Now they
all look Turkish or Muslim, which means that no outsider will ever even think—unless
someone tells them—that thisis anything other than a Turkish place. For my students
who don’t know anything about the Armenians, they often take what they see on a map
today or what they read in the paper as being how things are.

So something like a name change is extremely effective, although my friends tell me that
peoplein Turkey still remember the old names. So right now we are in a pivotal time,
where everything has been wiped out but people still have memory of how it used to be.
But once you make the switch to the next stage, that’siit.

JS: Are the Hemshin going to be impacted by the pipeline that is going to be built in
northeastern Turkey? | know Hovann is a coauthor of a great book on this topic, with
Prof. R. Hrair Dekmejian. Will the purchase of the property along the route disrupt these
people?

HH: They live on a mountain range near the Black Sea, and the route will pass south of
that.

BV: This brings up something | will mention briefly. | spoke at NAASR about waysin
which you can convey important Armenians issues to students. With the pipeline—which
illustrates nefarious things about our government, the Turkish government, and the il
companies—they actually have that as a main plot point in one of the James Bond
movies, where you can see the pipeline going up over Armenia. That's something that
non-Armenian students can relate to. Y ou can show them the map, or show them the part
where they depict the Azeris as being Christian. They depict an Orthodox priest in a cave
church in Azerbaijan, which makes it seem like they are Christian. | personally don’t care
if people are Christian or Muslim, but that has a subliminal effect on people watching.

JS: What about the Harvard Caspian Studies Program? We have written about the
funding of the program from the US-Azerbaijan Chamber of Commerce and the oil
industry, about academic integrity and corporate funding, and where research sponsorship



comes from. Even former Harvard President Derek Bok has written a book this year,
Universitiesin the Marketplace: The Commercialization of Higher Education, in which
he addresses these issues at Harvard and other institutions. This relates to the Caspian
Studies Program, when they are called by the US government to testify on issues such as
Section 907 of the Freedom Support Act.

BV: Itisaterrible and scary thing that we have thisinstitution that isjust a cover for oil
interests and the Azeri government. But it’ s not the only one like that at Harvard. Pretty
much all of the Kennedy School-type operations are like that. They are just vehicles for
politicians to do lobbying—they are not academic.

But what can you do about it? It would be hard to shut down the Caspian Studies
Program. However, since Harvard presents itself as a pure academic institution, it is
possible to get aleg in to the program. If we had people who were reasonable and played
their cards properly, they could easily be put on the board and then start moving the
agendain a more reasonable direction.

Caspian Studiesis afinetopic, if it isdone in the right way and isn't just the Azeri
President’ s son talking [Ilham Aliyev]. They asked Jirayr Libaridian to be on the board
and hetried it for awhile and stopped. The Armenian Chair should be on it, and probably
one or two other people from within Harvard that have something to do with Armenian
iSsues.

Once you have that in place, they can’t be a puppet anymore for the Azeri government
and the oil companies. There is nothing they could do to stop the Armenians from being
involved in it. But because of mismanagement and flawed personalities at Harvard,
Armenians have no representation on it.

JS: If those sorts of people, people like Libaridian who are described as “reasonable” or
“moderate,” werein that position, do you really think they will change much of what the
program is doing? They invite Armenian speakers such as Ronald Suny, who only repeats
their views and interpretations of the region.

BV: You have to get them [i.e. individuals who can represent the interests of the
community well] on the governing board of the program, which determines what events
will be held and who comes to speak. If they are only involved at the conferences, the
effect will not be as great. They have to be involved in the decision-making.

JS: That is aweakness of the Armenian community, because we have not cultivated that
level of person to serve in positions such as that. There are very few that could actually
get into aprogram like that and speak in their terms on their level.

BV: | don't think that is a problem of the Armenian community. It is a problem of the
individualsin Armenology in this country. There are plenty of Armenologistsin Europe
who would be perfect for it. They are very politically savvy and active, but that just isn’'t
the case here, especialy at Harvard.



JS: What is your impression of the Armenian Chair at Harvard, and is there anything you
think the community can do to make the Armenian Chair at Harvard better?

BV: It'satough challenge to improve things there because of the immunity that a
chairholder has. But the first step is to make the community aware of what is being done
and not being done by the chair. The next step isto take a stand and stop “kowtowing.”
Many peoplejust don’t know what is going on there, and the people that do know have
not taken a stand.

Until recently that included me, for the same reasons as everyone else. It s difficult to
stand up to a bully—there are political consequences. Whenever you say “the emperor
has no clothes,” there are people that will think you are crazy. In the case of the Soviet
Union, everyone knew it wasn’t working, but no one was willing to stand up and say it
because they were afraid they would be scapegoated, killed, ridiculed, or lose their job.
The next step isto stand up and say there is something wrong here, and we need to do
something about it.

After that, then it becomes harder because you can't just replace someone. Y ou can put
pressure on them to shape up, and say, “Here is what we want out of the chair.”

JS: Do you mean through the university? Does NAASR have anything to do with the
chair anymore, or do they just play a supporting role?

BV: They play afacilitating role politically, in the sense that they still defer to the chair,
but they don’t have any power over the chair at this point.

JS: | think the community looks at Harvard as something that is untouchable, and the
chair as something they want to protect. There is not much self-criticism in the Armenian
world, so not many want to go public with something and hurt an Armenian position.

BV: It sreasonable to not want to hurt your own people or your own group. But that’s
one of the reasons that action needs to be taken, because the chair is actually hurting the
community at this point. When you call the Armenians neo-Nazis, that isn’t helping the
community and it’s not leaving it alone—it’ s hurting it. Y ou are providing fodder for
people that want to attack the Armenians.

JS: Professor [James| Russell is an expert on ancient Armenian and Persian history, but
the period he often talks about is 1930s-1950s, mostly Armenian-American community
life. Why do you think he getsinto these current affairs?

BV: He'slike most academics, and many non-academics, who think they are an expert on
many things outside the area of their training. His training is actually in Iranian Studies.

JS: Does he have many students? Do you have to have a certain number of studentsto
keep achair?



BV: No. Hetypicaly has one new student each year. The Near Eastern Department is
actually very reasonable. In theory a department could say we are only admitting the best
10 students, regardless of whether they want to do Arabic, Hebrew, Armenian, or
whatever. Then they would probably mostly end up as students that do Hebrew. Instead,
they give every professor the chance to have a student each year or every two years. They
are making the commitment to let every professor have students.

What it means is that every year or two years there is a new Armenian grad student, but
they have all dropped out or switched since James came in 1993. But they’ |l keep coming
because of the Harvard name. There will always be people who want to do Armenian
Studies at Harvard, regardless of who isin the position. To their credit, they don’t know.
Who would ever suspect these things that have been going on? But then they find out,
and then they leave.

JS: How does the application process work? Does the department recruit the students for
him, and drag them in?

BV: No. The students apply blindly to Harvard. Then the department says, for example,
thisyear it isthe Akkadian professor’s turn to get someone, or the Iranian or the
Armenian. Then James can pick one of the three applicants that he likes the most in that
year.

JS: The student doesn’t choose what to study?

HH: The student does apply, but there's no guarantee that he or sheis going to be chosen
for that year.

BV: In our department [linguistics], it works the other way. The chairman has total
control over who getsin, and they just pick who they want for themselves each year,
regardless of whether the other professors should be getting people. So NELC [Near
Eastern Languages and Civilizations] is actualy very kindly and wisely run, in my
opinion. The opportunity to get one Armenian student ayear is squandered, but the
students have no choiceinit.

JS: So one person has graduated from the program in the past 10 years?

BV: Yes, Sergio LaPortafinished two years ago. Heisin Jerusalem now. He did his
thesis on Grigor Tatevatsi, who was a 14th century theologian in Tatev.

JS: | read the text of Russell’ s recent public lecture series at NAASR, which is posted on
their Web site. It isvery cryptic and probably difficult to understand for a general
audience. | imagine many in the audience show up, and if they can’t really follow what
heis talking about they just assume heis brilliant. It seems that no one wantsto be
critical of him, because of his position.



BV: They aso give him the benefit of the doubt—I think humans are designed to be this
way. They assume that other humans are acting rationally.

At the Kars conference at UCLA about a year ago, he was talking about the main
Armenian church there and the carvings around it. Some of the Soviet-trained scholars
there were very angry at what he said, which was partly justified and partly not. He had
made up what he was saying about the significance of the images on the church, and they
didn’t like the fact that he couldn’t substantiate what he was saying. But they were also
annoyed that he was talking about Christian imagery of a sort they didn’t agree with. One
of them got up and said it was just “men,” and not Gregory the Illuminator or whoever
James was saying it was. So each side was not entirely justified in this case, but then
James launched into an incredible tirade against them in front of everyone, and then
another onein private in the hallway.

It was the usual arguments for him, that the Soviet Armenian scholars are all Nazis or
were poorly trained.

JS: So what can the community do with Harvard or with the Armenian Chair?

BV: | am sure there are Armenians who can meet with the President of Harvard to let him
know what’ s been going on with the chair and what they think are reasonable goals or
activities for a chair—things that have nothing to do with academic freedom.

What you need to watch out for is the defense that academics need to be free to do their
own research and you can’'t censor them—but thisisn’t about that. Thisis about basic
goals like producing students, doing things for the community, allowing people to take
your classes, and so on.

JS: So you have seen him in other academic settings where he reveals a bad
temperament? | have read his criticism of the ARF in many places, but his attacks are not
only directed toward us?

BV: It isjust what happensto be a convenient attack against you. When someone attacks
him, he will pick on whatever variable is available for that group. If itisthe ARF or an
equivalent Armenian organization, he could call them neo-Nazi, or reactionary, or
nationalist. But if it isagroup that doesn’t have that attribute, then it will be anti-Semitic
or homophobic. But he can’t call me arabid Armenian nationalist.

JS: | think this really comes down to sponsorship. NAASR gives Russell aforum to give
lectures, where he might not have many classes at Harvard, and it also gives him
exposure in the community. And the person that has run NAASR for so many years—
Manoog Y oung—his background/interest isin that period of history, in Avedis
Derounian/John Roy Carlson and the anti-communist reaction from the Armenian
community. He has Derounian’s papers at NAASR, and that is the period Russell is
taking an interest in. Russell has told me that his parents were somehow affiliated with



the Communist Party in the US, so this subject is very personal for him, and he has that
connection with Manoog because of those loyalties.

BV: In my opinion, this stuff about communism is not relevant today. It has no place.

JS: You areright. Thisisnot relevant in the Armenian community today. People within
the community don’t have these kinds of loyalties and conflicts anymore, especially since
the fall of the Soviet Union. People like Russell are trying to keep these fights going, but

| don’t think he has much of an audience for it. It is bothering people, but | don’t think
people are really responding to it the way he would like. | am not sure why heis getting
into these political debates, and why heis“throwing stones.” Do you think the chair is
supposed to get involved in the community and make friends in the community? Is that
how a chair advances itself?

BV: It would help. If the community endows the chair, | as the chairholder would feel an
obligation to serve the community. But you shouldn’t have to say things that are not true.
In the case of the Genocide, if you look at it in an academic way it’s clear that it
happened, and as a scholar it is your obligation to make that known, whether it is your
area or not.

The Armenian Chair at Harvard is what everyone looks to from around the world for
things involving Armenians and Armenia. That makes it the most important position for
representing Armenian interests—meaning, what actually happened. So it’s important for
the chair to consider the consequence of their actions and to think about what they should
be doing and where they should be going with the program.

It's al'so important for the community to keep a close eye on what is happening. And | do
think that building the program should be agoal of the department or the chair. And if
you want to build it, you need to maintain good relations with the university, your
department, and the community. Those are the people who can help you build the
program. But | would never advocate selling out or lying about things.

JS: Why are you leaving Harvard?

BV: The short answer isthat | didn’t get tenure, and | have afull-professor offer at
Wisconsin. The longer answer is that our department is the last holdout of the American
equivalent of the school that Adjarian came out of. In Americait died out in the 1950s,
when Chomsky came on the scene.

But because of the way the Harvard tenure process works, you can maintain older
traditions in the face of changesin direction in academia, because you don’t have to
defend hirings and non-hirings. Y ou can do whatever you want and get away with it. At
other schools, where the tenure process is explicit, the hirings directly reflect the currents
in the academic world within a 10-20 year level of fineness, where at Harvard it is more
like 100-150 years.



Thisfield of 19th century linguistics died out by 1955 in the US, but we had someone
come to our department in 1950 in this area, and he's still here. He' s the guy who' s just
leaving, and he's built up a set of his students around him who protected our department
from the currents of change in our field. That’ s the person who kept me from even getting
reviewed for tenure, which isillegal according to the Handbook For Tenure Review at
Harvard.

For your tenure review, it has to happen in a specific year. During that year, you hand in
al of your publications and your teaching records (handouts, ratings). The department
faculty looks them over and makes a decision of whether or not to put you forward for
review.

In my case, they made their decision without telling me and without having my materials
for review and without knowing the details of my record. | went to the administration and
told them that they made the decision without looking at my record. | filed a protest in the
middle of December, and | still haven’t heard anything. | just have to leave, and thereis
No recourse against Harvard.

JS. So you got an offer elsewhere, in another linguistics department? Are you happy to be
starting there, or do you have any regrets?

BV: I like Wisconsin—their linguistics faculty is actually better than at Harvard. But |
am upset for reasons parallel to the Armenian case, which is that we have more potential
here than anywhere. With no effort at all, Harvard could easily bein the top five in our
field, and they could be number one in Armenian if they wanted.

JS: Areyou glad to just be getting out of here, and to be able to start somewhere else,
where you can be more productive?

BV: I'm glad about two things. First, running the department here was taking itstoll on
me, with 16-18 hour days taking care of several hundred students. The other thing is that
having my plans and proposals shot down or negated by my chairman and by James
constantly over the last nine years was extremely frustrating.

When | would try to do something in linguistics—Ilike create a mind, brain, and behavior
track, which was an interdepartmenta program we have—I| wanted our department to
participate. When | tried to do something Armenian, James would undo it or counteract
it. So those are two things | will be glad to berid of.

Having really good students, and the network of dialect speakers and Armenian friends
will be missed.

JS: What kinds of programs are you going to do next?

BV: | don't know yet. | know there is a Tomarza community that | want to meet, but it's
hard to predict how people will react.



JS: You will definitely meet Armenians. | am sure Zohrab Kaligian from the ANC of
Wisconsin will introduce you to the various parts of the community and he also works
jointly with the universities on programs. | know you have already studied the Midwest,
with your work on the “pop versus soda’ controversy.

BV: I will continue that work. But here they have students from all over the world; at
Wisconsin they will probably be more local. But for a professor it isimportant to adjust
to the way things work at that school so you can best serve the students, so I'll wait and
see what they need and what they are interested in.

Armenian Studiesis an incredibly diverse and wide-ranging area—it could be
anthropology, history, linguistics. So a chair has to be equipped to handle and educate
studentsin any of those areas. But the way it works out, they are al forced into one
particular area, which almost none of them are interested in. | happen to think it isan
interesting area, but | would never force everyone to go into it.

JS: Do you think there is enough interest in Armenian Studies to sustain growth?

BV: Yes, if there are the right people. It has been growing in areas where there are good
chairholders.

JS. Why aren’t there more PhD’ sin Armenian Studies?

BV: The pool that comesin is small, but the pool that comes out is much, much smaller.
At Harvard we get one per year, but none come out.

JS: And where are they going to go? Thereisalot of competition for alimited number of
positions.

BV: You need to train to be able to get ajob not in an Armenian Chair, like | have.
Everyone should have that training anyway, even if there wasn't ajob crunch. Y ou need
to be marketable to the academic community at large. Once you get a critical mass of
people placed, you can start changing attitudes in the field to the point where a
department would be more willing to hire someone that works in Armenian.

JS: Where would the academic community draw in Armenian Studies? How can it
become more integrated?

BV: It has to be done by individuals. Armenian Studiesfitsinto alot of different aress,
but you need to have a good individual that can persuade a department that they want to
hire that person. Christina Maranci is a prime example. She got two job offers of a non-
Armenian sort in one year because she presents her work in a respectable way. It can be
done. People think Armenian Studiesisinferior, but it isn't. It isjust that because of
various political or historical reasons, the people doing it now are not very marketable to
the academic community.



JS: Suny talks about this, criticizing much of the work that has been donein Armenian
Studies as nationalist propaganda, that the work needs to have awider appeal with ideas
and themes that everyone is using.

BV: | have problemswith alot of hiswork, but he did get ajob that is non-Armenian, as
aprofessor of political science at the University of Chicago, which is an important
position in the academic world. It also gives him license to be consulted as an expert in
non-Armenian circles, for example on the Soviet Union or the Caucasus.

JS: Prof. Vaux, | would like to thank you for your comments.

BV: Thank you.



