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Preface

These chapters are based on a series of video broadcasts (Jam Sessions, or JS) that | delivered
from December 2016 to March 2017 in the company of my friends and colleagues: Isabella
Sargsyan, Mikayel Hovhannisyan, Robert Ghazinyan, Ani Tovmasyan, Gayane Mkrtchyan,
Nane Pakevichyan, Armen Grigoryan, Artak Ayunts, and others. It took us two years to
transcribe these lectures and edit them into an easy-to-read format for the English-language
reader. During that time, a crucially important event took place in Armenia: the April 2018
Revolution, which provides great hope for curing the numerous social maladies that are
discussed in these chapters. Looking at this text again, | came to the conclusion that its main idea
is the introduction of the “post-Soviet” variable into all our calculations about reform and
development. In the same vein, the April Revolution can be explained as a huge step, a rebellion
against that variable. One can say that, with this Revolution, Armenia made a significant step
towards ceasing to be a post-Soviet society. However, these “post-Soviet” diseases may come
back. The virus may lay dormant for a while and then spring back to strike again. We have seen
this pattern before in our society. Therefore, these chapters remain relevant and worth reading,
even if only as an antidote. As | say in Chapter 9: | consider it important to offer this picture of
the crisis in Armenia, in order to a) inform those who would like to be informed outside my
usual echo chamber; and b) generate discussion and debate; even strong disagreement may help
bring the discussion of these issues to the forefront of public attention.

The video broadcasts are available on our website®. This written version provides smoother
language, more detail, and many references, but the ideas are the same. | express my deepest
gratitude to the Eurasia Partnership Foundation (EPF) team and all those who made this project
possible.

Looking forward to your feedback,
Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan
March 18, 2020

L Armenia 3.0, available at https://epfarmenia.am/Jam-session/Armenia-3-0
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Chapter 1. Introduction to Armenia 3.0: The Second Republic

Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan (GTG): What do we mean by Armenia 3.0? Let’s take the issue of the
upcoming elections as an example.

Armenia 1.0 is a base level of awareness. If someone who lives outside the country has learned
that Armenia will hold parliamentary elections in spring 2017, that is 1.0.

Armenia 2.0 adds widely-known context. If analysts assert that elections in Armenia have been
rigged in the past, something must be done about it. One option is to mobilize thousands of
election observers and to make sure that diasporan Armenians are among them, as they are
acquiring a new and refreshed interest in issues such as elections, governance, and corruption in
Armenia, which they had not previously focused on. That’s all 2.0.

These chapters are about Armenia 3.0: a deep and profound discussion of the situation in
Armenia, about the ‘next level’ issues that you can’t read about in traditional news media.

The Diaspora has a traditional attitude along the lines of ‘We are going to come down there and
teach you because you guys have failed.’

That attitude elicits different responses from different parts of Armenian society. Some applaud
it, some say ‘You don’t have anything to teach us,” and some, like me, say ‘Let’s both learn from
each other.” There are things that the Diaspora, and particularly the Armenian-American
community, can teach Armenia, and there are some things one needs to learn about Armenia.
The more these contacts and connections deepen, the more it becomes obvious that the focus
should be on learning about each other and from each other.

Some issues, such as election violations, are already topics of broad public discussion. Others
have not yet received adequate attention. The assimilation of the Diaspora, the future of the
Western Armenian dialect, and emigration from Armenia are only a few of these important
issues.

The word ‘corruption’ often comes up in these discussions. To the question ‘Why have they
failed?’ some will answer with ‘Because they have become a corrupted society over these 20
something years of independence.’

Yesterday, | was reading about research that Novaya Gazeta? did on election rigging in one large
district near Moscow. The woman who wrote the piece—it is an example of high-quality
investigative journalism—says: ‘I was approaching the teachers and asking them how they can
teach good things, nice things, good values and, at the same time, rig the elections.” Why
teachers? In Russia, as is also the case in Armenia, a significant proportion of the precinct
electoral commission (PEC) heads are teachers. Electoral precincts are often situated in schools.
In fact, in both countries, you now find that virtually all PEC heads are state employees.
However, we have a rare exception with us today: Isabella.

2 Novaya Gazeta, Mertumu-reiit: https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2016/12/04/70762-kask-na-samom-dele-
proshli-vybory-v-moskovskoy-oblasti
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Isabella Sargsyan (IS): That’s because of the way the law is written. I don’t know if it’s the same
in Russia, but, in Armenia, the political parties with seats in parliament get to appoint a
proportion of the PEC heads.

GTG: If your party has seats in the National Assembly, it can suggest a candidate or appoint a
candidate for a PEC head. However, in practice, almost all PEC heads are linked to the system in
one way or another. They are dependent on the system or dependent on a thing that I call
rhizome, a term that some French post-modern philosophers have used. It means the roots of a
plant. The Eurasia Partnership Foundation’s (EPF’s) contacts are a network. It may not be well-
built, neat, nice, harmonic, and structured but it is a real living network. If a network is a positive
association, a rhizome is a negative association. Unfortunately, the latter is what has expanded
throughout Armenian society.

What is the rhizome in our country? If you are, for instance, a teacher at a public school, then
you belong to the state system. If you don’t do what the state system tells you, you will quickly
be out of a job. If you are a teacher—especially if you are a school principal—it may not be a
great salary, but it’s still an opportunity: it is your share of power. Even if you are not corrupt,
you have an opportunity. If you are fired, you may not be able to find another job. So your
dependence leads you to become corrupt.

How does that happen? Even if you don’t take gifts from the schoolchildren, even if you are a

very fair teacher, when election time comes, the state system tells you: you have to do this and
that to deliver x number of votes. That’s how you become corrupt. This is one example of how
the rhizome grows.

But say that, instead, you are a parent of a student in this school. You don’t belong to the
rhizome. You own an ‘independent’ small business in the community. Your child’s teacher will
let you know, not necessarily directly with words, that ‘If you don’t vote the right way, your
child will not get the right grades.” In the blink of an eye, you become a member of the rhizome.

Later, your child grows up and is serving in the army. Nobody told you that you should vote this
or that way. But you are afraid that they will find out how you voted. You have this fear because
there are a lot of conspiracy theories floating around. You don’t know how they would find out,
but you assume it’s possible. You’re afraid your child in the army may suffer. He could be
hazed... or worse. SO you become a member of the rhizome, and your child also becomes a
member of the rhizome. This practice is often built on blackmail.

IS: After the last rigged referendum,® they posted the voters’ lists on the Internet, indicating who
actually cast a ballot. They are just regular people. It comes down to this concept of ‘the banality
of evil’ that is elaborated in Hannah Arendt’s book Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the
Banality of Evil.* It is the “little people’ who let this happen. It’s not Hitler or Stalin himself. It is
not Serzh Sargsyan himself who is marking people’s ballots. It’s all these ‘little people.” They
are your neighbors, your kids’ teachers, the personnel at the polyclinic, very ordinary people, but

3 Armenia fraud claims mar referendum on constitution, BBC, December 2015: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-35025853

4 Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil, Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eichmann _in Jerusalem; Eichmann in Jerusalem—I, The New Yorker:
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1963/02/16/eichmann-in-jerusalem-i
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they get into it due to the Soviet mentality. They don’t feel personally responsible. If you talk to
the same teacher in another situation, they would complain about corruption. They don’t feel this
essential link between what they are doing and the results it produces. That is part of this
rhizome. These people make up the base of the pyramid. As Sergey Dovlatov® once asked, ‘Who
were the guys who wrote thousands and millions of donoses (false allegations)?” That explains
how this system actually operates. Consider Eichmann.® He wasn’t an evil guy; he was just an
ordinary person, a banal guy with a family. He even helped his daughter-in-law, who was
Jewish, to escape. In his daily life, he wasn’t out of the ordinary. That’s the problem with these
people involved. And they make up quite a large number. There are about 3000 electoral
precincts, with seven commission members at each of them. Okay, maybe two of them are from
the opposition, but it makes no difference. Plus you have all the ‘street authorities, ” plus you
have the school principals...

GTG: The Russian word donos means an unfounded or false allegation. It is another remnant of
the Soviet society that hasn’t fully disappeared. There are no more Gulags,® no one is being sent
off to concentration camps, but the culture of fabricated allegations has not gone away. Our good
friend and outstanding scholar Hranush Kharatyan® claims that, according to her research, there
were not many donoses in their pure sense among Armenians during the Stalinist period. There
were not many cases of a neighbor voluntarily writing a false allegation against their neighbor or
a relative against a relative, a friend against a friend.

However, many false allegations were made through two avenues:

a) The Cheka'® or NKVD?!, those who were in charge of the process of organizing
repressions, would produce donoses themselves (e.g. by engaging their wives in writing
scores of donos letters) to justify the arrests of those that had already been targeted.

b) Those already arrested were blackmailed or tortured to name their ‘accomplices,’
providing the basis for the next wave of arrests.

Therefore, we can conclude that the society, though not inclined to treachery by itself, was
nevertheless immersed in a culture of false allegations either because of fear or because of the
‘Eichmann phenomenon’—the banality of evil, as is the case with wives of NKVD employees
writing scores of donoses with the same handwriting to help their husbands justify the arrests
they were expected to make.

Gayane Mkrtchyan (GM): | wanted to go deeper into the ‘root system” we were talking about.
People who become victims of the so-called ‘rhizome’ see the masses as an important element in

5 Sergey Dovlatov, Russian journalist and writer, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergei_Dovlatov

& Otto Adolf Eichmann, German-Austrian Nazi SS Senior Assault Unit Leader, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolf Eichmann

7 Criminal chiefs in the districts.

8 The Gulag (Tocynapcrennoe ynpasnenue narepeii) was the government agency in charge of the Soviet forced-
labor camp-system, Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com/place/Gulag; Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gulag

9 Hranush Kharatyan, Armenian ethnographer, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hranush_Kharatyan

10 Cheka, All-Russian Extraordinary Commission, the first of a succession of Soviet secret-police organizations,
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cheka

1 NKVD, The People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, the interior ministry of the Soviet Union, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NKVD
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making decisions for societies but think of themselves as an unimportant unit in the mass.
There’s this thinking: ‘I was forced to make the wrong choice against my will, but the others
were most probably not...” leading to the feeling: ‘I am a victim but the others are most probably
not.” As for the teachers, I think it goes back to the Soviet times. We thought that we were a
happy society. We thought, ‘We are powerful, we are free, and we are on top of the world
(meaning the entire USSR).” But each one of the individuals separately meant nothing. You
didn’t have freedom, you didn’t have mobility, you couldn’t travel, and you had no money. This
disparity between the person’s power and the power of society, I think, comes from those times.
That’s why teachers do this nowadays, even those who are supposedly honest. | have personally
witnessed it. You feel sorry for them because they are struggling between losing their job on one
hand and losing the trust of the parents and the respect they have developed on the other. So, this
case also comes back to the root, which is the disparity between the personal power of an
individual and the power of the masses in which they believe.

GTG: This power of society may be quite an imaginary thing. There are these imagined things*?
we are talking about: a ‘society,” a ‘community,” a ‘nation.” Then, there are the realities of these
‘things.’

Several people heard Atom Egoyan’s words 12 and did not feel comfortable with the Diaspora
arriving and helping during the election. Some of them feel that it can create additional problems
if it’s done in an unprepared way. These people have a suggestion: If you want to understand
Eastern Armenia, if you want to understand the current Armenian state, if you want to
understand people who live here, you have to understand the past. You have to study 20" century
Armenia, you have to study the 20" century Soviet Union, the Soviet life, the Soviet world. If
you are focused on Armenia, you still can’t forget that it was part of the Soviet Union. Many
things that were peculiar to the Soviet Union were also applicable to Armenia in the same way or
in a slightly modified way. To think that Armenia had a totally separate identity from the Soviet
Union is just wishful thinking.’

Sometimes, when you are young, you think that nothing happened before you. | have
experienced it myself when | was away from Armenia for 14 years. As you know, | left Armenia
in 1993. | visited from time to time but did not move back until 2007. When | came back, | felt
that nothing had changed. It might as well still be 1998. It was as if no history happened here, no
big events happened. Electoral fraud during the Armenian presidential election in 20034 seemed
only a ‘small thing,” with the elections, the ensuing upheaval and ultimate crashing of the
movement. The referendum on constitution changes in 2005 didn’t seem to be a significant

12 Imagined community, a concept developed by Benedict Anderson in his 1983 book Imagined Communities, to
analyze nationalism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imagined_community

13 < Arsine Khanjian will be in Armenia during the election’, ANI Armenian Research Center, September 26, 2016:
https://www.aniarc.am/2016/09/26/atom-egoyan-arsine-khanjian/. Atom Egoyan’s words: “This is not a political
initiative; I'm not a member of any political party; neither of the initiators is a political party member. We just want
democracy to be established in Armenia. Only the citizens of Armenia are entitled to vote, we just urge that the
rights of the citizens of Armenia are preserved. The only thing, we - the representatives from Diaspora, can do is to
observe, that these elections are fair and people in Armenia accept the results of those elections.”

14 2003 Armenian presidential election, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2003_Armenian_presidential_election

152005 Armenian constitutional referendum, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2005_Armenian_constitutional_referendum
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event either. They quickly fell off the news cycle. Immediately before | came back full-time,
there were the parliamentary elections in May 2007.%° It seemed to me (I was here as a journalist)
that that election was also inconsequential. There’s a certain objectivity to that feeling of mine.
This phenomenon can be called a ‘déja vu of zastoy.” Zastoy is the ‘stagnation’ era in the history
of the Soviet Union, usually referring to the time from the moment when Khrushchev?!’ left
office in 1964. Brezhnev'® then came to power and the era of his governance was called zastoy.*°
It continued until 1985, when Gorbachev?° started perestroika.?*

IS: There was also Andropov?? somewhere in between.

GTG: Well, there was stagnation throughout, in fact. It was a period when it seemed that nothing
was happening in the public sphere, no changes were happening. When | came back in 2007, |
had the same feeling: ‘Nothing has changed, so I don’t have much to learn.” | felt as if everything
was exactly the same way as it was around 1998. Of course, this was not true, but that was my
impression.

In the same way, if a new person arrives in Armenia (e.g. a diasporan Armenian from Europe or
North America), their knowledge of Armenia starts from this point of their immersion into the
country. Maybe they have some theoretical knowledge, but they take in what they see right now
and don’t go deeper. It may seem to them that nothing important happened in this part of the
world before they arrived, that everything here is a given. It seems to me that they think there is
nothing valuable or worthwhile in the part of Armenian history that took place before their visit.
They like ancient history, churches, and legends but disregard the immediate recent history.
Unfortunately, our ‘official ideology’ in textbooks does much the same. That irritates me. Of
course, they ‘know’ that the Genocide happened and the Karabakh War happened, but some of
them behave and speak as if nothing serious happened besides those two events over the last 100
years.

Unfortunately, because of this rhizome, because we have failed in many respects, it seems to me
that many people who live in Armenia also think this way. De-education has been mentioned by
Noam Chomsky?® as a means for the kleptocratic oligarchy to govern the population. This
criminal class, stemming from Soviet times, did everything to cut the umbilical cord of the
present day to the immediate past so that people are not armed with the knowledge and

16 2007 Armenian parliamentary election, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2007_Armenian_parliamentary_election

17 Nikita Khrushchev, Soviet statesman who led the Soviet Union during 1953-1964, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikita Khrushchev

18 |_eonid Ilyich Brezhnev, Soviet politician, the fifth leader of the Soviet Union, General Secretary of the Central
Committee of the governing Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) from 1964-1982, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leonid_Brezhnev

19 Era of Stagnation in Soviet Union during 1964-1985, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Era_of Stagnation
20 Mikhail Gorbachev, a Russian and Soviet politician (1985-1991), Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikhail Gorbachev

21 perestroika, a political movement for reformation within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union during the
1980s and 1990s, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perestroika

22°Yuri Andropov, a Soviet politician (1967-1984), General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
(November 1982-February 1984), Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yuri_Andropov

23 Noam Chomsky, American linguist, philosopher, cognitive scientist, historian, social critic, and political activist,
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noam_Chomsky
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understanding of where today’s misfortunes come from. Nationalist ideology and mythologizing
our national history was also used for this purpose.

There is an amazing degree of ignorance toward what happened over the last 100 years. Those
who try to reform our educational system complain that people may not recognize names like
Hovhannes Shiraz or Victor Hambardzumyan. The young generation appears illiterate, but our
only source of information is the street vox populi, sometimes shown on TV. Of course, there’s a
lack of education, but what is the lack of education? It means that you may know some names
but you haven’t systematized the underlying importance of their contributions. This knowledge
doesn’t play a significant role in the life you are living today. Thus, | am not talking about the
Diaspora only; even many among those who live in Armenia are unaware of their own country’s
20"™-century history.

We are a relatively small group of people who are concerned about 20" century Armenia. We
say, ‘Let’s learn about 20" century Armenia, let’s preserve 20" century Armenia, and let’s
understand 20" century Armenia, both the good and the bad, with its pros and cons, with all of
its changes.’

There are people who don’t know anything about the 20" century but want to contribute to
Armenia. They should learn. There should be some folks who are learning from the 20" century,
taking lessons from it, and passing them on to the others.

I’1l give you another example of indifference toward issues that are far away. | was in Moscow
on December 7, 1988, when the Spitak earthquake hit. | was what they call an aspirant, a
graduate student, at Moscow State University and very much immersed in my work. Despite the
fact that the Armenians at the university were in contact with each other, it took me two weeks to
realize what had happened. I wasn’t communicating with anybody while |1 worked on my paper.
There was no Internet. There were phone calls but they were very expensive. My parents
couldn’t call me because I didn’t have a phone in my dormitory room. Only I could call them.
Consequently, I only learned about the scale of that event very late. Before | understood the
scale, it was just another bit of news in the newspapers: ‘OK, there was an earthquake. So what?’
The full scale of the tragedy only became clear to me near New Year’s Eve. When you don’t
know about something, it naturally doesn’t seem significant to you.

Here is another story to this effect. | was trained as a Turkish language teacher at Yerevan State
University. After graduate studies, | came back as a Turkish language teacher. In Soviet times,
our group of students was very small. Only 4 to 6 students wanted to study Turkish. Of the
people who studied with me, none of them had anything to do with Turkey. They were all
students from Eastern Armenia; even if their ancestors suffered in the Genocide, they didn’t
bring that into the discussion. They were just studying Turkish because they wanted to become
country specialists on Turkey.

Then, the Soviet Union started to collapse, and the universities reformed. Tuition fees were
introduced, and more students started going to university. The class expanded from 5 or 6 people
to 30 or 40.

| came to that class to teach Turkish and | suddenly learned that twenty or so of the students, a
significant group, already knew Turkish. They knew Turkish better than I did in some respects. |
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wasn’t a native speaker, but most of them learned Turkish from their grandparents at home. In
Soviet times, this wasn’t public knowledge. Many people whose families survived the Genocide,
from all over Armenia, continued using the Turkish language at home or at least understood it.
But this was a hidden reality during the Soviet Armenia.

Why would they hide it? One reason may be deep negative emotions that Turkey was associated
with for them. Another likely explanation is that they feared persecution, as Turkey was an
enemy of the USSR during the Cold War. During Stalin’s purges, many who knew Turkish and
originated from Western Armenia or repatriated from the Diaspora were accused of being
‘nationalists’ and ‘Dashnak-collaborators,” and were sent to labor camps in Siberia.

When Turkish TV channels became accessible in Armenia, many people began watching them.
Some wanted to watch football or foreign films, even without understanding the language. But
many people were also watching Turkish TV because they understood the language. They knew
the language without having studied at the Turkish language department. That was very
surprising to me as a teacher.

You have these hidden, niche elements in society.

Here is another example: 1 am very much from the Eastern part of the Armenian nation, which
includes ‘Russian Armenia,” Karabakh, and Iran. My ancestors all came from these regions; none
had roots in Western Armenia. Once, my friend, whose ancestors are from Western Armenia,
invited me to an annual celebration that takes place in Musaler, a small village near Yerevan. As
you may know, repatriates often gave names from their lost homeland to their new settlements in
Soviet Armenia. Musaler?* was one of these cases.

| was extremely surprised to encounter this particular celebration. It was still prior to
independence, so the festival wasn’t advertised or publicized in the media. If not personally
invited, you would not know about this festival. It would be interesting now to study how it was
started and who ‘allowed’ it during the Soviet years.

There was a huge crowd. Many people were from Musaler, but there were also others from all
over Armenia. Most had roots in Western Armenia and wanted to keep that memory alive. There
were these big kazans (cauldrons) where harissa® was being cooked. The harissa was
distributed in plates to everybody for free, and everyone was dancing. There were people with
mustaches pointing upwards—it was very surprising for me to see so many people with these
mustaches. | hadn’t seen anything like it before, either in the streets of Yerevan or the villages |
visited.

Again, this was an example of a niche element; it was a very important part of the Soviet
Armenian reality but mostly hidden from view.

24 Musa Dagh, Armeniapedia: http://www.armeniapedia.org/wiki/Musa_Dagh. Musa Dagh (Dagh is Turkish for
mountain) or Musa Ler (Ler is Armenian for mountain) is a small mountain on the Mediterranean coast. Today it is
on the Turkish side of the Turkish-Syrian border. In 1915, Armenian villagers mounted a defense there, which was
immortalized in a famous novel by Franz Werfel, The Forty Days of Musa Dagh. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The Forty Days_of Musa_Dagh

5 Harisa, a traditional Armenian dish, with grains and meat, used in the village of Musa Ler’s annual celebrations.
Armeniapedia: http://www.armeniapedia.org/wiki/Harisa
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Robert Ghazinyan (RG): | think what is important to realize about the Soviet Union is that it had
two major influences on Armenia: one very positive and one very negative. The positive
influence is that, after centuries without statehood, Armenia formed governmental institutions
and constructed cities, with all their positive and negative aspects. Armenia received a tradition
of statehood, which served as the foundation for post-independence Armenia. | do not know
what would have happened to Armenia if we did not have this tradition of statehood inherited
from the Soviet Union.

However, the most negative influence, in my opinion, was that the Soviet system distorted the
moral compasses of people—not just Armenians but all Soviet citizens. During the Soviet years,
previously unacceptable practices became common and normal. For example, we talked about
the culture of donos. People were writing false allegations about their neighbors and friends, so
they would be arrested or deported from their community and free up an empty house. An
immense distortion of morality took place. Many people in today’s Armenia still have this
problem of distorted morality. They inherited it from the past. Corruption is inherently negative.
But if we ask people on the street how they perceive corruption, we might get a variety of
answers, from very negative to very positive. Moreover, when talking about corruption, I don’t
think it is only the incumbent government’s problem. There have been cases where some
opposition-appointed PEC members at election polling stations have also behaved in a corrupt
and dishonest way. It is an all-encompassing societal-cultural problem, in my opinion.

GTG: To sum up, we have a message for those Armenians and non-Armenians who want to
understand Armenia deeper than just a superficial level:

It is not enough to rely on expectations of national unity; we should study the 20™ century, the
Soviet times. We should understand how it impacted today’s Armenia. There were good and bad
impacts during that time.

One important but difficult to grasp methodological issue is that there is an assumption that it
was a ‘good nation’ before the Soviet Union came and spoiled it.

But sociology and a positivist approach don’t accept such an assumption. It presents as if an
ideal of good people or good nation can exist in reality, but they are not really there. We can
only talk about the way the existing mass or social-societal values and culture changed over time
under the influence of the Soviet power and system. Sociologically speaking, we are talking
about change. There was no nation that was ‘ideal’ and became ‘worse’ because somebody
spoiled it. If one thinks this way, one inadvertently builds an imaginary concept of the nation,
which may suit a staunch nationalist but doesn’t work for an objective analyst who wants to
adequately understand what happened. On the contrary, Robert is absolutely correct: it was
thanks to this ‘model statehood,’ ‘pseudo-statehood,” ‘rehearsal of statehood,’ or ‘proto-
statehood ’ that we have an independent Armenia today. Of course, the Genocide and the Stalinist
years affected society very significantly, but it is too naive to assume that, before the Genocide,
there was an ideal nation out there that was ruined by its enemies. Everything that happened was
more complex. There was the Soviet system on the one hand and a genuine urge to revive the
nation, a constructive energy aimed at building the republic, on the other.
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Chapter 2. Uprooting and Rooting

As | said, sociologically speaking, there is no ideal nation. There was never this ideal nation at
some time in the past that then started to deteriorate or change. Recently, a very smart person
commented on something that I posted on Facebook, claiming this very fallacy. Who was that
person? Of course, it was a diasporan Armenian from the western hemisphere. They said that our
nation is great and, since we all belong to the same nation, we understand each other perfectly
well. We all know that it is not how things are. We have various flocks within our nation. We
come from a variety of geographical locations, different places and cultures. The national
mythology that we are all Armenians and therefore all similar and understand each other
perfectly is pretty thin. There are some things that really unite us as Armenians, but | am not
going to discuss those now. We will move to them gradually, step by step.

In the first chapter, which discussed the Soviet times during the 20" century, | said that “there
were good things and bad things there.” That is a very simplistic categorization, which | usually
try to avoid because it is stereotyping. Everything that happened then is interwoven. But | am
going to use this approach and draw a picture, gradually giving a certain vision of the sociology
of 20™"-century Armenia, or rather its social theory. What should the major keywords be, around
which we should try to understand this 20"-century history? An important one was mentioned in
the previous chapter: donos, which is Russian for ‘fabricated allegations.” Another one is ‘street
authorities.” This is all very much interconnected. Now | am starting to draw this picture which is
my own mythology, although I think that you all here will agree with it. It is quite a well-known
picture, at least in scientific circles in Russia and other post-Soviet states, or among the scholars
who study the Soviet Union and its aftermath.

We start from the Genocide. A certain version of recent Armenian history starts at this point; it
marks a ‘rebirth.” What is important in the context of our topic is that many people escaped from
Western Armenia, from the places where they were subjected to Genocide, and came to Eastern
Armenia. There are various figures so it’s difficult for me to give an exact number, but one of the
largest figures I have heard is 700,000 people, with 300,000 orphans among them.

Other important events also took place during this period. First, Armenia achieved statehood in
1918 and then was Sovietized in 1920. One can’t label these events as purely ‘good’ or purely
‘bad,” but the Genocide and the First Republic show two different dynamics, which were taking
place simultaneously at this moment of survival.

The film Myasnikyan?® is a very interesting film, though very much within the Soviet discourse.
It was made in 1976. It demonstrates what | am trying to say. The main feature, sociologically
speaking, at the beginning of the Soviet period was an atomized society: orphans, people who
have suffered huge psychological stress, ‘post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).” This feature
can also be characterized as uprooting.

People who had been uprooted came to Armenia. They started their lives anew. But when you
are talking about Sovietization, of course, the characteristic term is the opposite: it is rooting

% Delivery, Yerkunq (original title in Armenian), Wikipedia: https://hy.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gpuniue ($hid);
IMDb: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0414696/. Full movie (in Armenian), Part 1:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0vf2NQsuiXI; Part 2: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bdj4AxsJ8HQ
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(kopenuzayus). Among other things, whether or not we are grateful to the Russian or Bolshevik
power, Sovietization also meant building the society, the community, the ‘pseudo-state,’ the
republic from whatever we could. We are now continuing the work started by the Second
Republic. The Bolshevik leaders committed some horrid acts against their Dashnak counterparts,
who relinquished power. Later, they wrote donoses, rooting the culture of purges. But they were
also building, building, and building. If this post-Genocide stream of refugees is the uprooted
people who arrived here, the Soviet power and construction that followed was a tendency to root
people, both those who were here beforehand and those who arrived anew, to this territory.

Quite soon after that, in the mid-1920s, we witnessed the arrival of Stalinism.?” This is a very
unclear term because we don’t know when Stalinism actually arrived. It arrived gradually. But
the Bolshevik power was not, of course, ‘nice’ even before Stalinism. Violence and the
expectation of disastrous rule were present since 1917, when the October Revolution took place,
and even earlier, during war, displacement, uprooting, and Genocide.? This power was always
bad, whether Tzarist, ‘Temporary Government,’?® or Bolshevik, but its horror somehow
crystallized during the Stalinist times. From 1925-26, it started to become a very inhumane
system.

We also had some seemingly good news, which also eventually acquired a tragic edge in some
cases: repatriation. We have had several waves of repatriation. Very early in the 1920s, people
like Tamanyan, Avetik Isahakyan, Martiros Saryan and Spendiarov arrived. It started
immediately after independence, still during the Dashnaktsutyun rule. The Soviet power
continued this policy. They called for intelligentsia and specialists to come to the newly
established Soviet Armenian Republic.

Afterwards, we had the next large wave of repatriation. In 1944, with the Second World War still
raging, preparation for repatriation and its propaganda had already started among the Armenian
communities. This wave continued until at least 1949. A significant portion of people who came

27 Stalinism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stalinism

28 See my review of Mikhayil Zygar’s ‘The Empire Should Die’ (in Russian), where the essence of the anti-human
power of the Russian Empire is discussed: https://www.gtergab.com/ru/news/essay/the-lessons-of-history-
russian/145/ . The Russian Empire has been built on the value of denial of human life’s worth and human dignity,
and never fully reformed in this respect. This is a point widely recognized by many Russia-based thinkers and
scholars of Russia, such as, most recently, writer Liudmila Ulitskaya, in particular:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2feY Dfbja6E

29 A provisional government of Russia established immediately following the abdication of Tsar Nicholas Il of the
Russian Empire on 2 March [15 March, New Style] 1917. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_Provisional _Government
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during that time were then exiled to Siberia.*® Tigran Paskevichyan created a series of films®!
and a website? on the destiny of these repatriates.

Stalin wanted to start a war in Turkey because he was winning World War 11 against Nazi
Germany, and he assumed that he would be able to reabsorb the old Armenian territories in
Turkey, Kars, Ardahan, Artvin, and the “six vilayets,”® and perhaps more, and then he would
need to repopulate these territories. That’s why they started to prepare the repatriation of
Armenians. Of course, propagandizing the Soviet Union in the countries where Armenian
communities resided was another reason for conducting this campaign. It was important to
demonstrate that the Soviet Union is a place where people want to come and live.3

Stalin’s plan didn’t materialize because the Allied leaders, Roosevelt and Churchill, probably
told him “No, you are not going to do that.” Eventually Stalin didn’t attack Turkey.

However, since preparations had already been made, the repatriates started to arrive. They had a
very mythologized understanding of where they were coming to. During the next stage, many of
them were soon sent to Siberia.

They were bringing a different culture with them that deviated from the Stalinist culture, which
had been established in Soviet Armenia. They were freer, they had relatives abroad, and they
would complain in letters to the relatives, as well as loudly in public, that the propaganda which
brought them to the USSR was a lie.

Deportations to Siberia in the 1940s continued the trend of the purges that happened in the 1920-
30s, the extra-judicial killings which took away such big names as Yeghishe Charents, Aksel
Bakunts, Vahan Totovents, and others. An immense number of Armenians took part in the
Second World War and were killed or maimed. Despite all this, the repatriation waves still
represented a part of the rooting process. Armenians from all over the world were coming here,
starting to participate in life here and trying to rebuild a societal fabric in their own homeland.

Of course, Stalinism and the Gulag are inseparable, and those of you who haven 't read The
Gulag Archipelago® by Alexander Solzhenitsyn,® that’s the first thing, probably, to read about

30 Dr. Hranush Kharatyan claims that about 15 thousand out of all the repatriates (which were about 85 thousand in
total) were exiled, entire families. It has been widely believed, before her discovery, that this number was bigger.
What happened, in fact, is that, apart from the psychological phenomenon of exaggerating the numbers of those who
have had a misfortune, along with the exiled ones from the Soviet Socialist Republic of Armenia, many other ethnic
Armenians were exiled from other Soviet republics, such as Georgia, Ukraine (Crimea), Russia, Azerbaijan, etc.
Thus, the entire number of Armenians exiled in approximately 1948 comes to about 50 thousand or a bit more.

31 Hayrenadardz Project, YouTube Channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-_clA3LalhJA4JWKS5IfB9Q.
‘My unfamiliar fatherland’: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HTKGZZ5dh0U; ‘Oh, fatherland, cold and sweet’:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CY__ Vo6f70QI

32 Website on the Great Repatriation: http://hayrenadardz.org/en/

33 The Six vilayets or Six provinces were the Armenian-populated vilayets (provinces) of the Ottoman Empire,
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six_vilayets. The Pre-1895 Censuses in Ottoman Empire, ANI Armenian
Research Center: https://www.aniarc.am/2015/04/04/the-pre-1895-censuses-in-ottoman-empire/

34 On repatriation, see also the short story ‘Artiktuf® (in Armenian) by a genious architect Mikhayel Mazmanyan,
himself a victim of purges, written down by my father, Alexander Ter-Gabrielyan:
https://www.aravot.am/2014/07/14/479574/

% The Gulag Archipelago, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Gulag_Archipelago
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the Soviet Union. Because then you will understand that this rhizome, or ‘archipelago,’as a
slavery economy, as a ‘second economy’ or ‘black economy,” was the reason for the existence of
the Soviet Union.

The real Soviet Union, behind the facade, was based on the work of slaves who were persecuted
and were working in the camps—not only in Siberia but all over the Soviet Union. If you go to
this or that prison here in Armenia, if it was constructed by the Soviets, you can be certain that it
used to be a part of the Gulag system. The camps are dismantled but the prisons are not,
obviously. In them, the Gulag and blatnoy culture are still alive and well.*’

So first, we had an ‘archipelago,” and now we have a ‘rhizome’ and we want to instead establish
a ‘network.’

The Gulag was a very important element in Soviet Armenian history. The good news, however,
was what we call in Armenian kaghakashinutyun: the process of city and town building, the
process of construction. All over Armenia, roads, bridges, towns, cities, buildings, and factories
were built. Despite all these negative and tragic influences, a lot was constructed, of varying
quality. It’s also a matter of taste. People who are inclined to nostalgia for the Soviet Union refer
to this construction only in positive terms. Indeed, a lot was constructed: Tamanyan’s Yerevan,
Mark Grigoryan’s Yerevan as its next stage. Some of the buildings of the 1970s are considered
great developments and get prizes in architectural contests for their design. Many of these
buildings are very often in a dilapidated condition now in Armenia, many others have been
destroyed after independence.

RG: In a short time, Armenia changed from an agricultural country to an industrial country.
That’s also thanks to the Soviet policies.

GTG: That’s reversing now, in a way. Now they’re saying, ‘Let’s do agriculture, it’s the best
thing that Armenians can do.” Others also dream about industrialization of the Soviet type, but
it’s a wrong idea, of course. Armenia’s industrialization was a part of the Soviet Stalinist
ideology and policy of industrialization.3 On the one hand, it was good, on the other hand, it was
ruining the environment and created our dependence on the Soviet industrial system, which
collapsed when the USSR collapsed and the Karabakh conflict broke out. It was not a strategic
industrialization to benefit Armenia. It was, unfortunately, an exploitative and extractive
industrialization. Now Armenia is still in search of the next development paradigm. Shall it
repeat the old path of extractive industries and chemical plants? Let’s see what will happen. How
strategic will the new Armenia be?

The Soviet type of industrialization was accompanied by severely damaging the environment,
especially after the 1950s. The best example is the decision to diminish Lake Sevan’s water,

36 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, a Russian novelist, historian, and short story writer, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aleksandr_Solzhenitsyn

37 In the summer 2019 the new Armenian government introduced a draft law prohibiting the blatnoy culture and the
rule of “thieves-in-law.” As of the time of writing (September 2019), the law has not yet been adopted.

38 "Industrialization, Soviet." Encyclopedia of Russian History. Retrieved June 15, 2019 from Encyclopedia.com:
https://www.encyclopedia.com/history/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/industrialization-soviet
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which was made in the mid-1950s.%® That process was the tipping point of when the environment
in Armenia started to deteriorate. But the environment in Armenia was so robust; it is still quite
robust today, despite the merciless mining which has been taking place for the last 50 years.
Even if it’s significantly damaged, the environment can be restored if there is political will to do
s0. That’s something important that has to be done in the future. The leopards can be brought
back. They, the mouflons, and all types of birds can be rejuvenated. You know that there are no
more hares in Armenia. When | was a child, there were lots of hares. Now, they have all been
hunted down, so that there are almost no wild rabbits left. There are very few turtles left, etc.

There was a very significant impact on the environment. It started in the 1950s, and it became
very bad in 1970s, with the personal car economy and the chemical industry. The exploitation of
the environment continues to this day.

For a brief moment, the environment started to recover after the Soviet Union collapsed and all
the factories stopped. But now, with unlimited mining and a lack of attention to nature, it
continues to decline. Also, hunting never stopped after the collapse of the Soviet Union. During
the so-called ‘cold and dark years’ (early 1990s, after independence and during the Artsakh war),
trees were cut down because there was no other way to heat your house; you had to use wood.
That’s why, in the early 1990s, Yerevan went bald, devoid of the forests which were surrounding
it. Until now, many people in Armenia continue cutting down trees. It has become a negative
reflex. It seems that when many local Armenians see a tree, the first thing they think about is, ‘It
should be removed.” That’s a very strange phenomenon. At some point, we have to analyze it
very seriously.

IS: In the previous discussion, you mentioned that we should learn about each other, and ‘each
other’ is a keyword. | am sure that many people in the Diaspora, in the western Diaspora, know
little about all of this. On the other hand, we don’t know much about their perception of the
Soviet Union and what the community papers in Lebanon, Los Angeles, Paris, or Marseilles
were writing about the Soviet Union, or how it was presented. | am sure that, in various political
circles, there were different newspapers, and the process was presented in a variety of different
ways, as with Stalinism and the Gulag. There were Armenian communists in these communities
who had their own perception of the events.

It is important to study how the Diaspora, which is not a monolithic group and is very diverse,
perceived the Soviet Armenia. Did they have any clue of who Charents was? Did we have any
clue about poets living in places like Istanbul? Only now, we are learning little by little about
Zabel Yesayan,*® who had this tragic life and experienced all the troubles of the 20th century.
She was born in Istanbul and she witnessed the Adana massacres and then she fled the Genocide,
ending up in Soviet Armenia. She died in the Gulag, somewhere on the way to Siberia, but we
didn’t know about her. We didn’t study her in school. She used to teach at Yerevan State

39 ‘Restoring the Fallen Blue Sky: Management Issues and Environmental Legislation For Lake Sevan, Armenia’,
Douglas Lind and Lusine Taslakyan, 2005, Pages 35-55:
https://environs.law.ucdavis.edu/volumes/29/1/lind_taslakyan.pdf

40 That voice had an impact. Judy Saryan about Zabel Yesayan, Talk-show, Eurasia Partnership Foundation, 2016:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jeMMi2jeyL g.

‘Zabel Yesayan and the obligation to voice’, Seda Mavian, 2011: https://epfarmenia.am/sites/default/files/inline-
files/Seda_Mavian_zabel_yesayan_kam_bardzradzaynelu_partqy.pdf
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University, but does anyone know anything about Zabel Yesayan? | believe that there are others
that we do not know as well. Bridging this gap of knowledge is crucial for understanding.

GTG: I learned about Hakob Mndzuri thanks to the writings of Hrant Matevosyan and thanks to
the fact that, in 1963, a book by Hakob Mndzuri was published. So out of maybe a hundred
interesting writers who were from the Spyurk or otherwise outside Soviet Armenia (because
Istanbul, you know, is not part of the Spyurk), we knew very few. Of course William Saroyan,
Hakob Mndzuri, and Zabel Yesayan are more familiar names. VVahan Totovents was studied.
Gurgen Mahari was studied to a certain extent, apart from his Ayrvox Aygestanner*! (Burning
Gardens), apart from the stuff that he wrote after he returned from the exile in Siberia. That part
of his prose was almost hidden from the public discourse, even if it was partly published. There’s
a lot that we should learn about and from each other.

RG: Following the ideas by Isabella about the perception of the Soviet Union, I think it’s also
important to talk about the Karabakh issue and the history of the Karabakh conflict: how it
started. In the Diaspora, it is not discussed sufficiently in depth. We should discuss the role of the
Soviets in this conflict: the policy of the Soviets to interconnect the republics so that no republic
could break away from the Soviet Union.

GTG: That is one of the major points that we should highlight on the agenda of this process of
dialogue. At some point, we’ll have one or more discussions on the issue of Nagorny Karabakh,
about the history of the conflict, as well as what to do about it. If we are talking about reforms in
Armenia, if we are talking about corruption, if we are talking about sustainability, we cannot
avoid discussing the issue that we are in this unresolved war situation. This is one of the biggest
issues on the agenda. Essentially no one in the Armenian nation, and probably nobody in the
world, has a real vision on how to resolve this issue.

But let me come back to where | was. The ’square culture,” construction started,
kaghakashinutyun started, city construction started. Tamanyan brought in the square culture, the
culture of open spaces for (supposedly) free citizens of the Socialist republic: the Opera Square,
which is Freedom Square today; Lenin Square, which is today’s Republic Square, the main
square in Yerevan. Many cities were designed with public squares. What is a square? It is public.
It is publicly rooted. It is a forum and a tribune. It provides opportunities to gather there and
discuss things. In recent years, among the people who are working on these issues, among
sociologists and architects, several very interesting small-scale broadcasts or studies have been
made on the role of public spaces*? (including parks) for constituting the new independent
Armenian nation. Society discusses their removal,*® the struggle to keep them, how they have
changed, and their modern-day functions.

Let’s imagine Armenia after the Genocide: a mountain packed with uprooted people, refugees
and orphans. Then let’s imagine Armenia in the 1950s: cities and industries. Of course, the
mountains were still there, but cities and public spaces multiplied. Although it was still
prohibited to have public movements. We are still talking about Stalinist and post-Stalinist times.

41 ‘Burning Orchards’, Gurgen Mahari, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gurgen_Mahari

42 Encounter with Ruben Arevshatyan, published on Jan 1, 2012, Focus:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JjcJxV6SnW4

43 Article 27. Talk Show on Mashtots Park Issue (produced April 11, 2012). English version, EPF Armenia:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dYokc_alluU
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The public movement doesn’t boil over until 1965, and this is a crucial year for modern
Armenian history.

RG: 1965 is also remarkable in terms of the entire Soviet Union’s logic of development because
what happened then was not very common in the Soviet Union.

GTG: In the Soviet Union, the so-called ‘Thaw "** (when the political ‘snow’ started to melt)
began in 1953 with the death of Stalin. It became irreversible in 1955-56, with the twentieth
Communist Party Congress* when Khrushchev*® read his text*’ about Stalin’s crimes and about
‘the cult of personality.”*®

By 1965, the Thaw was ending because Khrushchev was removed from power in 1964. Even
before he was removed, he started to become much more conservative and much less open. In
1962-63, we already saw new attacks against free arts and free speech.*

But in Armenia, a province on the outskirts, positive changes and reforms continued for a bit
longer. They started later on. That is why the process was brewing and erupted in 1965.

| want to focus on these keywords now: ‘vulgar,’ ‘adaptation,” ‘criminal,’ and blatnoy. How do
they relate to each other and to the ‘square?’ “Vulgar’ and ‘square’ seem to contradict each
other, right? When | say ‘vulgar,” | do not necessarily mean it in a negative sense. As the fabric
of society is constructed, as public spaces and city culture evolve, you also get the ‘downtown
culture.’

You get small ‘pockets’ or niches of subcultures. You have a city subculture. In different cities,
you can have different subcultures. Despite the Iron Curtain, because of the repatriates and the
Spyurk, because of relatives abroad who could send parcels from time to time, Armenia also had,
for instance, a hippie subculture.>

One of the tendencies among these subcultures was the process of vulgarization. This is a typical
thing for subcultures, which are usually inclined to vulgarizing the mainstream hierarchical
value systems.

4 Khrushchev Thaw, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khrushchev_Thaw

4 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union

4 Nikita Khrushchev, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikita Khrushchev

47 “Khrushchev's Secret Speech, 'On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences,'

February 25, 1956; History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive, From the Congressional Record:
Proceedings and Debates of the 84th Congress, 2nd Session (May 22, 1956-June 11, 1956), C11, Part 7 (June 4,
1956), pp. 9389-9403. http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/115995

4 On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences, Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On the Cult of Personality and Its Consequences

# ‘Khrushchev on Modern Art’, Seventeen Moments in Soviet History: http://soviethistory.msu.edu/1961-
2/khrushchev-on-the-arts/khrushchev-on-the-arts-texts/khrushchev-on-modern-art/

50 “Youth Subcultures of Soviet Armenia’ (funphpnyuhtt Zwjwunwh Ephnwuwppujut
Eupwdowlniyplbtpp). [online, Armenian] Available at: http://sovarmsubcult.blogspot.com/p/blog-page.html,
[accessed 23 Oct. 2019].

19


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khrushchev_Thaw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/20th_Congress_of_the_Communist_Party_of_the_Soviet_Union
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nikita_Khrushchev
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/115995
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/On_the_Cult_of_Personality_and_Its_Consequences
http://soviethistory.msu.edu/1961-2/khrushchev-on-the-arts/khrushchev-on-the-arts-texts/khrushchev-on-modern-art/
http://soviethistory.msu.edu/1961-2/khrushchev-on-the-arts/khrushchev-on-the-arts-texts/khrushchev-on-modern-art/
http://sovarmsubcult.blogspot.com/p/blog-page.html

We had, for instance, the phenomenon of rabiz>! music.

| mention ‘adaptation,” because the donos culture and the subcultures of vulgarization were also

a part of the adaptation process. People have to adapt to the society they live in. If a child goes to
school, he or she has to adapt very significantly. We all know about that. Otherwise, they may be
bullied.

Let me tell you a brief story about Perch Zeytuntsyan,>? a friend of my mom and a great writer.
He was one of the 1948 repatriates; he was a child when his parents brought him to Armenia. He
went to school in the early 1950s. They probably repatriated from France, because he had a
French beret. His mom would put a French beret on his head before he left the house to go to
school. On the way, he was bullied by local children on the street for wearing a beret. Therefore,
next time, he would refuse to wear the beret.

Peer pressure was and is a very important phenomenon among the children, among youth and
adults too everywhere, including the entire Soviet Union. It was a very strong tendency. This
peer pressure, which | call ‘adaptation,” shepherded everybody into certain subcultures. One of
these subcultures was rabiz music.

What was rabiz music? The history of that term is very telling. Rabiz comes from the Russian
‘rabotnik iskusstva,” which means ‘art worker.” Rabiz was a vulgarized version of popular music.
It started from official, sanctioned popular music in the 1930s and then it became associated with
vulgarized and tasteless music, which many Armenians loved very much and still love today. As
in any kind of popular culture, there are some good things in rabiz and often some tasteless stuff
as well. It’s an expression of folk creativity and it still exists today. In essence, by itself, there is
nothing wrong in it. Rabiz is associated with Mugham, which is considered to be Azerbaijani,
Turkish, Muslim or, in general, ‘Oriental.” Specialists claim that Mugham is typical Muslim
music because it denies polyphony, which was invented in the West. Rabiz does not deny
polyphony but, as a music of ‘low taste,’ it is associated with Mugham.

Many Armenians will say: ‘Sorry, this is how it is. We have a hierarchy of culture. We have high
culture and low culture. We have classical music and folk music. We have educated taste and
lower taste.” It is like arguing that the Beatles are ‘lower’ than Mozart. Western culture overcame
this issue a long time ago. Genres of music are all legitimate. One can find some wonderful
examples of talent and taste in rabiz music.

The most important phenomenon for us to pay attention to among these subcultures that people
had to adapt to is the blatnoy culture. It’s another key concept. ‘Blatnoy’ means ‘criminal’ in
Russian, but there is a difference in the contextual meaning of these two terms. Though the
official term for criminal in Russian is the same word, blatnoy is the vulgarized word for the
Russian-influenced criminal world. The word criminal is neutral. The word ‘blatnoy’ is socially
and emotionally colored. There is an even stronger word: urka. Interestingly, the word blat®3
comes from the German blatt and means ‘paper,” ‘order,” ‘right.” It first appeared in Russia when
Germans were invited in and given a ‘paper,” which granted special privileges. The word has the

51 Rabiz (music genre), Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabiz (music genre)
52 Perch Zeytuntsyan, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perch Zeytuntsyan
%3 Blat (bnat), Wikipedia: https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bnat
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same meaning in Yiddish. In Odessa, one of the major Russian criminal centers during the
Tsarist era, blats were being forged. After a while, the Odessa slang associated this word with
being a criminal, i.e. having an unfair privilege or special privilege vis-a-vis the rest of society,
having a ‘right’ not to follow the law. It can also mean ‘having unfair access’ or ‘having a
chance to choose (over the heads of others).’

As we know, criminals also have their own internal ‘law.” There is this system of the thieves in
law.>* Being a thief in law means that one is inaugurated as a chief among all the other blatnoys.
The thief in law, on the one hand, represents the law for the blatnoy world and makes the most
important decisions. On the other hand, in some interpretations, he himself (it is almost always a
‘he,” though, in rare cases, there are also women with that title) does not break the official
‘human’ law anymore after becoming a thief in law.

The meaning of the German word ‘blat’ is traced to the Biblical ‘balat’, meaning ‘silently,
secretly.” This word is related both to the concept of ‘secret law,’ as well as to the concept of
‘against the overt public law.’

In Armenian, blatnoy translates to goghakan (gnyw{wb): related to thievery, thief culture.

The Gulag was, of course, an extremely cruel and hierarchical institution. Many people died;
many were injured or suffered other health problems. Many suffered psychological problems,
even if they were released from the Gulag without visible signs of physical consequences. In the
Gulag, a part of the survival strategy was to adapt to the way the criminals, the thieves, the
goghakans related to each other, because it is they who governed the inmates. This was the
Soviet policy: the criminals were officially considered ‘socially-close.” The Soviet ideology
declared that it did not see much of a difference between a thief and a proletariat member
because both were against private property. Also, according to this ideology, being a criminal
was better than being an ‘enemy of the people,” i.e. somebody who is regarded as opposing the
Soviet system and ideology. In short, being a criminal was preferable to being a political enemy.

Under this official justification, the blatnoys acquired power over all other inmates in the Gulag.
However, the essence of this policy was to subdue political prisoners in the harshest possible
way by subjecting them to the persecution of the blatnoys. The cultivation of the blatnoy culture
in the Gulag, a culture based on the harshest and cruelest practices and morals, also deprived the
entire Soviet population of a chance to develop civilized relations and a sense of community.
Blatnoys were outcasts and would cultivate the anti-human values in their own circles, among
other prisoners of camps, and, after and if the prisoners were released, this subculture would be
further cultivated in civilian community life.

The cruelty of blatnoy culture is very well demonstrated by Solzhenitsyn in the chapters where
he speaks about maloletki, i.e. underage blatnoy children, who could have been homeless, sent to
the camps for minor thievery, or even could have been born and raised in the camps. It is
common consensus among the camp survivors that maloletki were the cruelest of them all. Since
they easily adapted to the blatnoy culture, it became their only culture, and they did not have
ethical brakes to stop them from practicing cruelty vis-a-vis those who they felt were weaker.

5 Thief in law, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thief in_law
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There was the code of behavior for blatnoy people, just like in the army, where you have the
subculture of hazing.>> We know that one of the ways to counter it, to resist it, when you are
adapting to army conditions, is to become a hazer yourself. It is the same with bullying.

Sometimes merely as a pseudo- or a carnivalesque® way of behavior, as a fagade adaptation,
and sometimes in the entirety of their ugliness, the values and skewed morality of the blatnoy
culture found their way into social norms as people returned from prisons and camps. They
became a part of the national subculture, where they remain embedded to this day. We hope that
their significance will decline, especially thanks to the 2018 revolution.

As it focuses on raw power relations, hierarchy, and violence while undermining virtues such as
honesty, trust, and the regard for human dignity, this subculture aspires to become the dominant,
governing culture in a society whose value system is still shaky. From time to time, it will rebel

and try to take over, if it is not uprooted strategically via special long-term state cultural policies.

There is another important element to keep in mind about the makeup of the Soviet Armenian
society of the 1960s. There was no overall convincing societal ideology. The communist
ideology was no longer convincing; the majority of people didn’t buy into it anymore.

If you get sent to a camp, or your relative gets sent to a camp, if you are hungry, if you have no
rights, no matter how much propaganda is poured on you, you understand that communism, and
socialism, and equality, and the fairy tales about people developing their talents are all just
empty words. Your ‘real life’ is something totally different. So you adapt to that ‘real life.” As
the Russian saying goes, ‘If you live among the wolves, you howl like a wolf.” (ITo-Boipuu
KUThb—IIO-BOJIbYH BLITB.)

There was no other mainstream ideology promoted at that time, other than the communist
ideology, which was defunct in the real life and existed only on the official facade level. The
nationalist ideology was given some leeway to resurface during the Second World War and its
aftermath but only a little bit. The latent fragments of nationalism that could not be erased were
harnessed by Soviet ideologists and directed into patriotism for the USSR while it was under
attack by foreign invaders.

After the war, nationalism continued to be allowed in a limited way, as sanctioned by the state.
Anti-Turkey sentiment was tolerated to a small extent in Armenia as the USSR entered the
Second World War, both in order not to alienate the population (because if one prohibited anti-
Turkey sentiment, the population might become ungovernable), but also because the Soviet
Union considered Turkey as a rival if not an enemy and having its population near its border
with Turkey remain suspicious of it served the USSR’s security interest.

Anti-Turkey sentiment was allowed, but it also served as a convenient excuse to prosecute those
who expressed it, when needed. It was allowed in a limited way, but the commemoration of the
Genocide was prohibited. It was allowed, but talking about the Genocide was prohibited, even in
private. That is why, in many families, grandchildren did not know where their grandparents

%5 Hazing, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hazing
% Here the term ‘carnival’ is used according to Mikhail Bakhtin’s “Rabelais and his world” work, see Bachtin, M.
(2009). Rabelais and his world. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
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came from or the details of their family history. Grandparents were silent—I already mentioned
that situation in the story about people secretly knowing the Turkish language.

Subcultures grew. The ones that won out were the ones that were crueler, could resist, could
make people adapt in such a way that they survived the conditions that resulted from the Soviet
system. These were the blatnoy subculture and the tsekhavism subculture, which we will discuss
later on. Both were closely linked to the specific Soviet type of total corruption.

IS: In order to understand the Gulag, you might want to compare it with the Nazi concentration
camps. Their structure is known. There were capos, recruited from the same Jewish prisoners
who became more privileged. They did the ‘dirtiest” work, and they were rewarded. The Nazi
system is better known. There are the works of Primo Levi,>” for example, that explain these
mechanisms quite well.

When the Nazi system in Germany was defeated, all these criminals and their criminal behavior
were publicly condemned. As Solzhenitsyn says in his book, ““They were guilty,” was
pronounced in the court 10,000 times.” As a result, this culture didn’t go deep into the society. It
was condemned, and there was significant work done to make repentance a winning value.

In the case of the Gulag, it was never publicly condemned, there was no lustration until now, and
now it’s a backlash towards Stalinism in Russia, and Stalinization is rising again.

GTG: Particularly in Russia, not so much in today’s Armenia at this stage.

IS: Particularly in Russia, | was just speaking about general trends. But it was never condemned.
And the people who did it, people who wrote a donos; people who were this pakhan (‘don,” ‘big
shot’) in the Gulag—these structures that we know also existed in other concentration camps in
places like Cambodia and others—they were not condemned.

They returned to society. They still had this power of governing human and social relations that
they achieved in the Gulag.

Maybe another parallel that will help people understand the concepts of blatnoy or thief in law is
the Italian mafia. Godfather—both the book and the film®®—provides a blueprint which can
explain the essence of this subculture. People who belong to the blatnoy culture love this film;
they consider it a portrait of their own subculture. And those who love this subculture, even if
they do not belong to it, even if they only would like to belong to it, also love this film. These
relations do exist even today in our society. They are replicated here, and even people of my
generation directly witness them in their environment.

GTG: These are additional examples which help explain what we mean by the blatnoy
subculture. Many people don’t understand its depth, its roots, its survival instinct, its impact on
them, unfortunately.

57 Primo Michele Levi, an Italian Jewish chemist, writer, and Holocaust survivor, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primo_Levi

%8 The Godfather, a 1972 American crime film directed by Francis Ford Coppola and produced by Albert S. Ruddy,
based on Mario Puzo's best-selling novel of the same name, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Godfather
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| already used the term ‘carnivalesque,’ the word ‘facade-like.” The young generation often
mimicked certain processes that they or their parents had experienced, having been immersed in
this Gulag and blatnoy culture. Inadvertently, they were also absorbing its value system, which
aligns with the Nazi camp model or the mafia model.

In order to understand this value system better, let me quote two important sayings from
Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag, sayings enshrined in the camp psychology and value system. One was: If
You are not being touched, don’t make an appearance, (1 am using here a euphemistic version of
this saying) meaning ‘Mind your own business if somebody is being treated badly. Don’t
intervene, otherwise you too will be treated badly.” This value is still very much alive today, isn’t
it? It atomizes our society.

The second one is also very important for our present day. This adage from The Gulag
Archipelago goes like this: You die first and | die second. As you can see, it is a perfect adage for
uprooting, for atomizing the society.

The following three terms come from Johan Galtung:>® atomie, anomie and anemie.

This is how this tendency of atomizing, of ‘anomieizing” worked: if people are atomized, they
don’t speak, don’t communicate; they become mute. The words lose their meanings, their
‘names,” so anomie means a lack of names and also therefore - a lack of (working public) laws.
Anemie means a lack of energy, on both the individual and societal level. It is a lack of social
capital, lack of capacity to make a step forward, to act, to do something.

This was what the Gulag culture was bringing to Armenian society, which was, despite all the
misfortunes that befell it in the 20" century, still quite resistant and healthy. The society of the
Republic of Armenia, as we know it today, took shape and was constructed throughout these
tragedies. Even in the 1930s and 1940s, construction boomed and creativity bloomed, despite the
prosecution of greats like Zabel Yesayan, Charents, Bakunts, Totovents, and many other writers,
artists, architects, medical doctors, scientists, ‘everyday people,’ etc.

Stalin’s death marked the start of the Thaw in the Soviet Union.

The Post-Stalin Thaw

During the Stalinist times, people were often killed via extrajudicial means. Of course, compared
to those sent to camps, a relatively smaller number were killed directly. But many people also
died in the camps. In any case, throughout the late 1920s to early 1950s, there existed a real
threat that the state could kill you.

For instance, at some point in time, | think it was the late 1930s or early 1940s, there was a new
law adopted that even condemned children under 14 years old to death by firing squad, if they
stole a bukhanka (a loaf of bread, 6yxanxka in Russian).

% Johan Galtung, a Norwegian sociologist, mathematician, and the principal founder of the discipline of peace and
conflict studies, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johan_Galtung
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Hopefully no one in Armenia was killed due to that law. But in Armenia too many other nasty
things, treacherous things, betrayals, many unfair and unfounded prosecutions, many donoses
happened. But even during the worst times of Stalin’s brutal rule, people in Armenia were trying
to keep the worst impacts at bay. Not in many respects, but in some respects.

Then suddenly, Stalin was gone. The mass killings stopped, both the extrajudicial killings and
the ‘judicial’ killings. Prosecution for political views continued, but to a lesser degree.

Armenians are very entrepreneurial, right? They like doing business, big and small.

Armenians are successful at business all over the world. They are hardworking and growth-
oriented. They might start from a small artisanship, for example, and then grow it into a medium
or large business.

It was the same in Soviet Armenia: the moment the fear of being killed was lifted, many tried to
start their own business. But it was still prohibited, as the Soviet Union did not allow private
property. Yet, many started illegal businesses. Under the reasoning: Okay, I won't be killed. I
may end up in prison, but at least my family can be well off. It became a risk worth taking.

If you are not afraid of being killed outright, you can put up with being in prison for a few years.
Or you may think: | won’t even end up in prison because I will be able to afford to pay the
necessary bribe. You start your hidden, secret, illegal business. It wasn’t only in Armenia. This
happened in many places, but especially the outskirts of the Soviet Union: the Baltic states,
Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, Central Asia. This phenomenon led to a new subculture, that of the
tsekhaviks.

IS: Oh, how are you going to explain that?

GTG: I'll explain it briefly. What is tsekhavism? It comes from the word tsekh (uex in Russian),
meaning a department in a factory. If this department started to manufacture products over and
above the state-assigned quota (the ‘plan’), the head of the department facilitated selling the
surplus on the black market. This is tsekhavism. The owner, the unofficial owner, and officially
the head of that department, was called the tsekhavik. The black market started to flourish all
over the Soviet Union, Armenia included.

Now, in order to understand how the 1965 uprising happened at the time of the 50" anniversary
of the Armenian Genocide, the uprising that took place in Yerevan, particularly in the two main
squares, the Lenin Square and the Opera Square—and elsewhere in Armenia—Iet’s bring
together all that we discussed so far.

One stream of our discussion—and of the developments in Armenia—was the square culture.

The uprising took place at the Opera Square. It was prepared by other elements of the square
culture: the Thaw made it possible to publish more freely, there was a cultural revival brewing,
which was, obviously, building up a freer public discourse. The atomie and the anomie were
retreating. Therefore, the anemie was also challenged.

In 1963, radio loudspeakers were put in the Opera Square. People gathered there to listen to
Tigran Petrosyan play against Botvinnik in the World Chess Championship. Petrosyan won and
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became the world chess champion. Officially, under Soviet sponsorship, the loudspeakers were
installed, and people gathered there. Citizens learned that they can gather in the square not only
for the parade on the anniversary of the revolution but also for other causes.

This was a sports gathering, but, because Tigran Petrosyan was Armenian, the gathering was
very patriotically-charged. When the threat of being killed was subdued, nationalist ideology
started to grow to a larger scale.

The repatriates who came back from Siberia bore a nationalist ideology; they were less affected
by Soviet ideology. Even if they were communists or socialists during their life outside the
Soviet Union and came back believing in the fairy tales told by the Soviet propaganda machine,
they didn’t experience the Bolshevik and Stalinist terror of the 1920s and 1930s. For the local
population, this experience often resulted in being silent both externally and internally: forgetting
one’s own memories lest one may inadvertently get prosecuted for having ‘wrong’ memories.
This was a cruel psychological effect, a reaction to the terror.

By contrast, the repatriates didn’t have this deep level of indoctrinated fear, even despite the fact
that they experienced terror themselves and were sent to Siberia. Upon their return, it turned out
that, in many cases, rather than becoming silent, they had acquired a consistently negative
attitude towards the Soviet system. They had experienced freedom during their time outside the
USSR. For them, the Soviet system was a deviation from normalcy. Rather than becoming silent
and obedient, experiencing exile in Siberia made them confident in their denial of the Soviet
ideology. These experiences contributed to developing a consistently critical attitude towards the
USSR. For them, it was no longer a socialist state, however poor, but a totalitarian anti-human
system. Therefore, many of them looked for ways to leave the USSR. But, as long as they were
here, they brought the memories which were blocked in the minds of the rest of the population:
the memories of freedom, entrepreneurship, the national cause, and the Genocide.

Plus, there were some people who were becoming quite well off: the tsekhaviks. This was
another stream which influenced the buildup towards 1965. The society was getting a bit richer,
so there were resources available to be invested in an uprising.

Undoubtedly the blatnoy subculture was also present, but at that moment it was silent. Again, we
don’t have scientific evidence for why was it so, but we can theorize about the causes of such a
situation.

As | mentioned in passing above, the blatnoy subculture is like a virus: it may lie silent and
invisible for a while, and then suddenly lift its head and reassert its dominance in society. The
period of 1953-1965 was when positive societal values were on the ascendant, supported from
‘above,” from Moscow. Therefore, despite the fact that there were so many people who had been
infected by the blatnoy virus, it was silenced because the societal direction was different. Of
course, in Moscow, there were still very controversial and negative developments after 1962,
when Khrushchev started his vulgar but dangerous and consequential criticism of modern art.
However, in parallel, he was continuing his attack on Stalin; Solzhenitsyn’s ‘One day of Ivan
Denisovich’ was published.

In 1964, Khrushchev was removed. But Armenia was a distant province, and the negative trends
introduced by Brezhnev’s rule had not yet reached it by 1965. In Armenia, we had a small
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cultural renaissance led by a new generation of artists: Minas, the Armenfilm studio’s
productions, the music of Aram Khachaturyan and Arno, the visit of Charles, etc.

Armenian society was experiencing a small revival. Despite all the tragedies of the past, the
returnees from the camps and the exile, a bit more freedom of speech, and the dismantling of
Stalin’s image and heritage (including his statue atop Yerevan) had a positive effect on society,
and there was an overwhelming festive spirit. Construction continued to boom. Perhaps, all this
created conditions for the blatnoy subculture to stay subdued. However, underneath this thin
layer of positive developments, both the blatnoy subculture, as well as tsekhavism with its
intrinsic link to the Soviet type of corruption and cynicism, were growing. Though invisible, they
were ready to strike at another opportune moment, which was yet to come.®°

All that culminated in our Opera Square protest on April 22, 1965.

That was when the Armenian nation, for the first time in centuries, gathered in the square—
because it was the center of the pseudo-statehood of Armenia—to make a statement, to say, ‘We
remember the Genocide,’ to say, ‘We are a unit that requires sovereignty, that deserves
sovereignty, and we can be sovereign.’

As a final point: Levon Ter-Petrosyan, a young student at that time, was arrested for a few days
during the next year’s April 24 commemorations. That’s a very important point: the man who
was to become the first President of Armenia had an encounter with politics, a clash with the
Soviet power, while still a student, around 1965-1966.

RG: | have a family story about that date, 1965. My grandfather was a Yerevan police chief back
then and he was coordinating the police work when the demonstrators were gathering at Opera
Square. He told me how the police officers—Armenians— didn’t know what to do. On one hand,
they served the Soviet state and they were required to stop what was happening, but on the other
hand, they were Armenians and they wanted the Genocide to be recognized. He also told me how
the Moscow Soviet rulers didn’t trust the Armenian policemen. They appointed a Russian high-
ranking policeman to come in and coordinate everything.

GTG: Yes, I also have a family story about my father’s friend, who was in charge of the official
events for the commemoration at the Opera building. When he saw that the population broke the
doors and was moving into the Opera building, he panicked. He was so agitated that he told his
aides to take the brandspoits... Water cannons were not yet known in the Soviet Union at that
time, but he somehow invented them. They had fire hoses linked to the water pipe system on the
walls of the theater, from which, if needed, pressurized water could flow. He said: Direct this
water against the population. Afterwards, until the end of his life, he regretted that action.

%0 Please see the Facebook group “Armenia Total(itar)is,” which reflects the Great Terror and related issues in
Armenia, in the Soviet Union, as well as the current attempts to rehabilitate Stalinism and Stalinists:
https://web.facebook.com/groups/402824203170801/
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Chapter 3. The Dual Reality

Our context is major events, major occurrences that took place in recent times. We started these

talks in late autumn 2016 and major events continued to play out around the world. In Armenia,

a major news item is that a new political party is being founded. I don’t know if it will become a
serious contender and be officially registered or not.

Itis a party led by a famous artist, a clown, and its name, puzp in Armenian, translates to
excrement (or an even stronger word). They are trying to demonstrate that no existing party’s
platform has satisfied them. In the first week or so, they had, as they claim, about 2,000 people
signed up through their Facebook page.

The second major news item that | want to mention is a speech made by the first president of
Armenia, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, at the gathering of his Armenian National Congress party. At the
event, he reiterated in a very forceful way the need to make peace with Azerbaijan over the
Karabakh conflict, the need to compromise. He declared that his party will be campaigning in the
next election with the slogan of peace, which will be a novelty in Armenian politics.

Of course, it generated a lot of discussion, both for and against. But when Ter-Petrosyan speaks,
it is significant. He has a certain rhetorical style that is intellectually much stronger than any
other politician’s. I suggest that those interested in the Armenian political mindset should study
the language and style of Ter-Petrosyan’s speeches,! irrespective of whether they agree or
disagree with what he says. Try to understand and interpret why he said such a thing at this point
in time. Usually, you should not take his arguments at face value. It is politics; there is, probably,
a political necessity, from his perspective, attached to such arguments.

In fact, our office, Eurasia Partnership_Foundation,®? participated in a research done by
International Alert®® several years ago, in which Mikayel Hovhannisyan, who is sitting right
here, studied Levon Ter-Petrosyan’s style.

Mikayel Hovhannisyan (MH): It was about the image of external enemies and friends in the
public speeches of Ter-Petrosyan during his 2008 election campaign.

GTG: The point is that it makes sense to study Ter-Petrosyan’s language if we want to
understand the twenty-five-or-so years of independence and political thought in Armenia.

The third major news item is that it is awfully cold outside. Because of the widespread poverty in
Armenia, many are suffering from this cold, which is worse than usual for an Armenian winter.
We usually hope that winters will be mild, but this winter has started with quite severe weather.
We’ll see how it goes.

61 President Levon Ter-Petrosyan’s official website: http:/levonpresident.am/?catiD=20&contID=0

%2 Eurasia Partnership Foundation official website: http://www.epfarmenia.am/en/

8 The Use of Images of the External Friend and Enemy in Armenian Domestic Political

Discourse: An Analysis of Speeches given by the First President Levon Ter-Petrosyan

(September 2007 - May 2011), Mikayel Hovhannisyan, Myths and Conflict in South Caucasus, Volume 2,
International Alert, 2013, 58-76 pages: http://www.international-
alert.org/sites/default/files/publications/Caucasus_2013 Myths_Vol2_EN.pdf
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The last chapter ended by discussing 1965. This chapter will review our 20" century timeline to
refresh the concepts discussed. We didn’t finish everything | wanted to say about Soviet
Armenian history in the first half of the 20" century.

Let’s present a general timeline. Obviously, it leaves out a lot but covers the basics.
1915: the Genocide

1917: the Bolshevik Revolution

1918: the first independent Armenian republic

1920: the end of the First Republic and the Sovietization of Armenia

1937: This is an interesting and special date that is etched in the minds of people like me, or
people like my parents. We talked about that and will talk some more.

Then comes what is known in the West as the Second World War (1939-1945). In the Soviet
Union, it was called the Great Patriotic War and it had a different timeframe: 1941-1945. This is
the way this war was referred to in the Soviet Union and is still referred to in the former Soviet
Union. It’s the part of the Second World War visible from the Soviet perspective. The role of the
USSR and Stalin’s government in the 1939 partition of Central Europe and the Baltics, the
USSR-Finland war®* were totally absent from our narrative about the war. Many other elements
of history were also absent, of course.

Then 1948: This is the year when the repatriates, who began arriving in 1944, and whose number
was approaching 100,000, started to be exiled to Siberia. Only about a fifth of them were exiled,;

however, this was a deep shock from which their entire community never recovered. They never

‘forgave’ the Soviet system. The ones exiled were exiled summarily—men as ‘family heads’ and
the rest of the family as ‘family members.’

We talked about that. | mentioned that there is very little research into these events, apart from
Hranush Kharatyan’s and the Institute of Ethnography’s work. There are also Tigran
Paskevichyan’s films® available, which I highly recommend. It is interesting that his daughter is
here with us—Nane is helping us with the camera work.

1953: the year of Stalin’s death.

1956: the twentieth congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, when Khrushchev
opened up the discourse about Stalin’s crimes and the crimes during Stalin’s reign.

1964: Khrushchev was ousted.
We arrived at 1965.

1966: Anton Kochinyan becomes the First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Socialist Republic of Armenia (the leader of the republic).

84 USSR-Finland war, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winter War
8 Museum of Repatriation: http://hayrenadardz.org/hy/
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Some of these dates are very noteworthy. As | have already said, there was good news and bad
news. There were positive events and negative events. The negative event was the uprooting of
the population, and the positive event was the building of the Republic. The negative events were
the Stalinist times and the repressions against the people. Among these negative developments,
as a part of a culture of repression, we discussed the word donos. It is a funny word. It’s not
really translatable into English. We translated it as ‘false allegations.” You can say this is
‘denunciation,’ but it isn’t. Denunciation is a public allegation, and donos is a false and very
often anonymous allegation. In Armenian, you often refer to the same meaning by saying tught
grel (pninpe qpky), to write a paper, to write a message, i.e. to write a notice to the KGB, to the
security services, about the fact that somebody is behaving, supposedly, against Soviet rules.
And that was how this culture emerged. Today, it is called gortz tal (qgnps wnwy), to give
business. There is a widespread discussion whether or not one should let the authorities or
anybody else know when they see something wrong, so as not to be considered a snitch, gortz
tvogh (gnpd wynn). Again, this is an expression of blatnoy culture, which permeates this society
even today.

In fact, the Soviet system was repressive throughout its existence, but there were some historical
points that | will emphasize. I will not discuss the beginning of the century. That is a topic for
another time.

Let us start from 1933. 1933 is notorious in many ways. First of all Kirov—one of the Soviet
leaders—was killed in Leningrad (formerly, and now once again, St. Petersburg). This gave
Stalin a good pretext to take purges to a new level. Secondly, early in 1934, the Union of Writers
was constituted, which means that the remnants of freedom of speech came to an end. Thirdly,
1933 was the apex of the Holodomor,%® of collectivization, of the time when many millions of
peasants all over the Soviet Union, particularly in Ukraine, were either killed or exiled to Siberia,
or died from hunger. Of course, it was not only this year, but it was over these years, around
these years.

Repressions took place throughout this period but 1937 stands out. That was the year when
political leaders were prosecuted: the friends of the powerful, those who belonged to the socialist
ideology, and also cultural figures, military leaders, ideological figures, writers, artists, thinkers.
Particularly significant figures were ‘cleansed’ in 1937-1938.

1937 registers in the memory of Armenia inhabitants more than many other years. When one
says 1937, many people, especially the old generation, still associate it with the height of Stalin’s
repressions.®” Though, in terms of quantity, it may not be the year where the most repressions
took place.

It was people who could speak and who could think and who could express themselves that were
prosecuted over that year. You remember that, in the last chapter, we used three interrelated
terms, which come from Johan Galtung: anomie, anemie and atomie. Today, | will be talking a
lot about these terms. How do they express themselves in Soviet Armenian history?

% Holodomor, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holodomor
57 See my short story “1937” in Armenian: http://kayaranmag.am/2019/11/20/tiptiun1 tynp/
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One of the reasons why 1937 is so notable is because anomie, the incapacity to talk about things,
to think, to express oneself, to refer to the past, to explain the past, happened after 1937, when
great cultural figures, writers, artists, etc. were prosecuted, and the rest of society fell silent in
terror. From this time onwards, there was much less opportunity and capacity to mention the
past, to express oneself freely and sincerely, and therefore also to understand what’s happening
with the society.

The years of the war are not reevaluated in Armenia, they are not evaluated from today’s
perspective. They have been studied within the confines of USSR socialist ideology but not
properly reevaluated afterwards. Of course, there is still a lot to analyze while reevaluating these
years. For instance, the large volumes of Hovhannes Baghramyan’s% memoirs, one of the major
marshals of the Soviet Union, have not been critically evaluated, as far as | know. They have not
been analyzed as to what is true in them, what is false, and what really happened. Are they really
worth studying, to analyze the historical material, to study what happened and what did not?

The following are some of the important points that are left out of the scope of the traditional
study of the Second World War, or the Great Patriotic War with respect to Armenia:

e the partition of Central Europe between the USSR and Germany;

e the role of the Socialist International and Stalin in preparing the ground for Hitler’s rise

to power;

the Hitler-Stalin pact (the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact) and the secret protocols;

the USSR’s involvement in the Finland-USSR war;

the effect that Stalin’s purges of the military had on the preparedness for war;

the reasons why the USSR was so poorly prepared at the beginning;

the cruel way the Soviet soldiers were sent to their deaths;

the Leningrad blockade with all its horrors (It was avoidable for people there to be left so

hungry so as to resume to cannibalism. It was not a physical blockade. The ‘Life Road’

was always functioning. It was more a political decision.);

e when the USSR entered Europe, its soldiers started a raping campaign all over Europe;

e the Western decision to return Soviet POWSs back to Stalin, i.e. to send them to camps;

e the persecution of Jews and some other nationalities by the peoples of the Soviet Union,
who supposedly should have been opposed to the anti-human Nazi ideology (this is a
taboo topic).

In all this, the role of the Armenians is also not well-studied, with a couple exceptions: Njdeh’s
unsuccessful attempts to use Hitler to fight Soviet rule over Armenia, and the fact that many
Armenians, particularly from the North Caucasus and Crimea, preferred Nazi rule and left the
USSR with the retreating Nazis. One of Paskevichyan’s films tells about this chapter in our
history. Of course, Armenians were not alone in this. Many groups of the populations in the
conquered territories were either forced to collaborate with the occupying Nazis or did it
consciously, out of hate for the Soviet system. As a result, many guerilla fighters (‘partisans’)
and civilians that survived the Nazi invasion would later become victims of Soviet persecution,
as was also the case with Soviet POWs, who were returned to the USSR by the Allies.

8 Jvan Bagramyan, a Soviet military commander and Marshal of the Soviet Union of Armenian origin, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/lvan_Bagramyan
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If we take all these difficult points into account, a totally different image of the war will emerge,
compared to the one that the USSR—and many of its allies, in fact—presented for many years.

Our aim is to find correct terms and concepts to explain the situation in the Armenia of the 20"
century. We want to build a complex multidimensional model, even if it lacks some detail.

It is usually easier to diagnose the illness than to suggest how to cure it or predict how the
patient’s condition will evolve. We have to find some ground for us to be able to explain what is
going on today in Armenia, based on our understanding of the last century. We are trying to find
the points, from which we start looking at the events of today and the future. For that, we need
certain terms and concepts, which are about the past of Soviet Armenia and which have
explanatory power. These are concepts that we can use to explain things that are of consequence
for today. Terms like Gulag, blatnoy, donos, and anemie are sometimes called thick variables.

Another thick variable that | want to add here is negative selection (first introduced by Pitirim
Sorokin®). In this context, this is again referring to the cultural genocide, so to speak, that took
place during Stalin’s rule. There are two major elements that we have to focus our attention on, if
we want to understand Stalin’s period. One is donos, and we’ll talk about that a bit more, and the
other one is negative selection, or rather the fight between cultural build-up and the negative
selection. Armenia’s 20™ century was a time of struggle. That fight continues to this day. That is
what should be understood: it was and is a fight, yesterday and today.

What is this fight about and who is this fight between? It’s between two major forces: the
constructive forces, which built the very first Academy of Sciences, the University (set up during
the First Republic), and established the entire centralized culture of the Soviet Armenia, which
was a centralized culture for the entire Armenian nation, with a lot of deficiencies, of course. But
that was that: the re-establishment of the cultural fabric after the Genocide, after the attempt to
have an independent state, after losing that opportunity and having this quasi-independent state.
A lot of building was taking place here.

And against that background, a lot of destruction was taking place here via negative selection, by
removing people who could think, who could express themselves, who are creative. They were
either killed, exiled, or repressed into silence. As a result, the intellectual and creative capacities
of the next generations went into a downward spiral, and that is what negative selection is: with
every new generation, survivors were often people who either served the authorities or hid
from active participation in life; as a result, society gradually lost its immunity against the
infections of the blatnoy culture and corruption.

These were the two major influences: cultural construction and destruction. We should
understand the significance of both because cultural construction was extremely important.
Armenia had never had an Academy of Sciences, it had never had serious science in the Ottoman
Empire. As we know, in Ottoman Armenia, there was no higher educational institution founded
by Armenians. Suddenly, we had a university and we had branches of the university, from which
other higher education institutions were being born. We had, as | mentioned already, the Union
of Writers. We built the Opera House. The Union of Writers was not the only union of cultural

% Pitrim Sorokin, a Russian-born American sociologist and political activist, who contributed to the social cycle
theory, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pitirim_Sorokin
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creators; there was a Union of Artists, Union of Composers, etc. Every cultural group was given
a chance to join in a union. And while these were ways for the Stalinist power to censor
unsanctioned creative expression, at the same time, they were opportunities for people to become
artists, painters, musicians, composers, writers, etc. and receive state support while they were
doing their creative work. It was a very controversial process. Still, this movement was more or
less significant, both for giving a chance to artists to survive but also for prosecuting those who
were considered dangerous.

| have a broadcast, which | recommend, in Armenian about negative selection,”® particularly
referring to the Russian culture. It is transcribed as well.

Now, about donos. As you remember, we were saying last time that the positive developments in
Soviet times were ways of rebuilding the fabric of society, weaving the fabric of society. But the
way to atomize society, the way to destroy that fabric, to atomize people was the culture of
donos.

Where does it come from, this culture of false allegations? There are several pieces of research
on that concerning the entire Soviet and Russian history. It comes, in particular, from a certain
cultural inclination because, as you know, Russian peasants were not free. They had slave (serf)
status until 1861. So, that’s one reason, that’s one source according to the scholars. Peasants did
not learn to behave as independent persons, particularly because they had almost no property.
They had a habit of reporting their concerns to the ‘master’ to take care of them. This resulted in
a particular type of behavior based on jealousy. If somebody had ‘more’ than another, this
somebody could be reported and punished, so that whatever they had was distributed to others.

The other, related source is the Bolshevik ideology and socialist values. Socialism, collectivism
and transparency were some of the major issues that were being discussed at that time, not only
in Russia, but in the entire Christian civilization remit. They are still discussed now, by the way,
particularly the issues of transparency versus privacy. Is WikiLeaks legitimate or not? But in
Russia, at that time, these discussions were very consequential. Starting from abandoning the
‘traditional family” in favor of ‘family communes’ and ending with Eisenstein’s’* idea of a ‘glass
house,” a ‘panopticon,’”? where nobody could hide anything from others. These ideas, coupled
with technological advances, generated experiments that, as some scholars argue, resulted in the
concentration camps both in the USSR, the Gulag, as well as in Nazi Germany.

There may be other sources of this intolerance towards the private rights of individuals.
Armenians, after the Genocide, in a desolate condition, easily adapted to that culture. Perhaps,
already traumatized and atomized because of the Genocide and all the evils that befell them in
the beginning of the 20" century, they didn’t have enough capacity to fully resist the Soviet
practices. Perhaps they resisted but only partially. Again, it depends on how you measure and
compare.

0 puguuwlub pnpoipgnit b pwlnye (Jam Session 8), (Negative Selection and Culture, Jam Session 8),
EPF Armenia, 2016: https://epfarmenia.am/hy/video/Negative-Selection-and-culture-Gevorg-Ter-Gabrielyan

"L Sergei Eisenstein, a Soviet film director and film theorist, a pioneer in the theory and practice of montage,
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sergei_Eisenstein

"2 Eisenstein, the Glass House and the Spherical Book, From the Comedy of the Eye to a Drama of Enlightenment,
Oksana Bulgakowa, Rouge.com: http://www.rouge.com.au/7/eisenstein.html
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But there is one particularly interesting element in all this: the case of self-donos, so to speak.
This is the Soviet way of twisting people’s wills and turning them into masochistic, self-
accusing, self-flagellating figures, which is a very interesting phenomenon, not studied enough
even when it comes to Russia and the Soviet Union. It is studied, perhaps, by Orwell in 198473
and in other such works, but still insufficiently. Perhaps it is also linked to the Christian culture
of repentance, but in the USSR it became a culture of false repentance.

What | can recommend to those who want to understand this culture is to read the transcripts,
the publications of the interrogations of people who were arrested at that time. Transcripts of
many court sessions are available: the sessions were totally staged, but the people who were
accused there were making speeches accepting their guilt. There are also transcripts of
interrogations in the KGB, which was, at different times, called the VeCheKa, then NKVD, etc.

This is very interesting material also linguistically. The donos is a letter in which somebody is
writing about somebody else, usually anonymously, accusing them of not adhering to Soviet
ideology. The accused would be arrested and then publicly agree with the accusations. They
would say: ‘I was a spy of Japan and Turkey. | was planning to kill Aghasi Khanjyan,” or
something like that. (Aghasi Khanjyan® was killed. The official news was that he committed
suicide, but in fact he was killed in 1935.) This acceptance of (nonexistent) guilt, only due to
torture, was a very interesting element of the Soviet system. And, of course, those who were
arrested, because of torture, implicated many others as well.

An important element of the situation to understand and remember is that this donos was often
given for mercantile reasons. Somebody needed an apartment. He would write a donos about his
friend, who owned an apartment. The friend would be removed with his entire family, and the
author of the donos would have a chance to live, with his family, in that apartment. | know such
apartments, where the entire library, fortepiano and everything else was preserved the way the
previous owner had it, but it was transferred to the family that betrayed the previous owners and
‘sold’ them to the KGB.

The population in Armenia was very poor, and using the donos system to get somebody’s house
or belongings was, unfortunately, quite widespread. | have used that motive in my ‘written film’
The Godless Movie Theater.”® Vardan Harutyunyan,”” Hranush Kharatyan and other researchers
who focus on those times have also identified several cases of this motive.

RG: It’s important to talk about the ways the Soviet Union was encouraging people to write
donoses. One of the reasons was the so-called kommunalkas: it was an apartment where a family
was squeezed into each room. It was due to a housing shortage, but it was also a way for the
regime to oversee and control what people were thinking, because it was easy for the KGB to

73 Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell, 1949, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nineteen Eighty-Four

4 Please see one example: a former boss of NKVD, an author of purges, is himself subjected to the wide-spread
practice of self-denunciation after arrest: https://msuweb.montclair.edu/~furrg/research/ezhovinterrogs.htmil

There are many more such examples in Russian, though perhaps not often translated into English.

s Aghasi Khanjian, First Secretary of the Communist Party of Armenia, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aghasi_Khanjian

8 The Godless Movie Theater, Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan, 2018: https://www.gtergab.com/en/news/prose/the-godless-
movie-theater-collection/172/

7 Vardan Harutyunyan, Armenian human rights activist, publicist, USSR political prisoner, Wikipedia:
https://bit.ly/31Lzu2s
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have ‘ears’ and control what people were talking about and thinking in such overcrowded
apartments.

GTG: Concentration of people was one way of increasing control. There was a housing crisis,
and any family would want to expand the number of cubic meters that they inhabited. So they
would write a donos about their neighbors. We should understand that any place where people
are concentrated—the Gulag camps themselves, the military garrisons, the factories—would
limit people’s privacy, limit their opportunity to be free. You couldn’t make a joke—never mind
political jokes, not even a simple innocent joke—because it could be interpreted politically.
Reading in between of lines, reading more than was actually said was a major feature of those
times; conspiracy theories’® flourished.

It was a pretty nasty time. Of course, greed was not the only reason. The culture of bolshevism
and Gulagism was the primary reason—the social culture that was being imposed from above.
Children would learn in schools: this is the way the socialist system works. ‘We are surrounded
by enemies, and if you know somebody suspicious, including your mom or dad, it is your duty to
report them to the authorities, not to become an accomplice.’

Among the triggers were greed, but also torture and blackmail; people would be threatened with
harm to their family if they did not write a donos. There were all possible combinations of
triggers: somebody would write a donos about their friend because they suspected that their
friend might otherwise write one about them; or they knew that the friend had already written it.
A woman could covet the child of another woman, so she would report her and get custody of
the child. This is Svetlana Alexievich’s’® example. (See below for more detail.)

This is something that is very interesting to study. There is a huge need to study the Stalin period
and the social psychology of the donos and the Gulag culture.

One more important and interesting example is the practice of special linguistic and style
formulations during harsh interrogations, the linguistic style of prosecution bureaucracy. I hope
interrogations are a bit less threatening today, but a similar style is still practiced in post-Soviet
Armenia and the entire post-Soviet space. | have studied some of these examples in my book
‘Hrant, ¥ particularly talking about the case of author Arkadiy Belinkov,?! whose interrogation
transcript is freely available online®?.

Imagine a scene from an interrogation in the 1930s:

- Did you have any anti-Soviet conversations with the enemy of the people Ivan lvanovich®?

78 Conspiracy Theory part 1. Jam Session 21 (in Armenian): https://epfarmenia.am/video/conspiracy-theory-part-1,
as well as Conspiracy Theory Part 2. Jam Session 23 (in Armenian): https://epfarmenia.am/video/conspiracy-theory-
part-2, Eurasia Partnership Foundation, 2017

9 Svetlana Alexievich, a Belarusian investigative journalist, essayist and oral historian. She was awarded the 2015
Nobel Prize in Literature "for her polyphonic writings, a monument to suffering and courage in our time."
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Svetlana Alexievich

8 Hrant, Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan, 2018: https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/42441099

81 Arkadiy Belinkov, a Russian writer and literary critic: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkadiy Belinkov

82 See the transcript here: https://www.sakharov-center.ru/asfcd/auth/?t=page&num=7577

8 van Ivanovich is an equivalent to John Doe.
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- No I didn’t.
- But you met him?

- 1 only met him once in passing, for no more than 5 minutes, at a friend’s house. We were barely
introduced.

This is reflected in the official transcript as follows:
- Did you have any anti-Soviet conversations with the enemy of the people Ivan Ivanovich?

- 1 did not have any anti-Soviet conversations with the enemy of the people lvan Ivanovich,
because there was no time for it when we met.’

Using a linguistic twist, the following aims are achieved: (a) now not only the interrogator, but
also the accused implicitly confirms that Ivan Ivanovich is an enemy of the people (the accused
has signed the interrogation protocol); (b) from the text transcribed it also follows that the
accused has nothing against having anti-Soviet conversations, if only there were enough time,
and probably he had several of them on other occasions and with other people.

After having to sign such a paper, many people would have no choice but to accept their “guilt.

Moreover, if the person was indeed critical of the Soviet system (and a large proportion of the
population, if not the overwhelming majority was, in 1930s), often he or she could not help but
feel very divided deep inside. How can one defend his or her innocence if they indeed see the
absurdity of the system? It made the interrogator and the repressive machine, in a strange way,
‘just’ in identifying and fighting the ‘enemies of the system,” even in the eyes of the innocent
victims themselves. It reminds us of the Spanish Inquisition.

What Orwell and other dystopians presented in their writings, fell short of people’s real-life
experiences.

But let’s now jump over this period. | already said in the previous chapter that, after Stalin’s
death, the killings stopped.

What flourished instead was stealing.

Thou shall not kill, thou shall not steal. So, if killing stops, then stealing flourishes in the absence
of a society that upholds ethics. The Soviet system destroyed the ethical norms of the previous
eras. While many people still followed them, many others did not have that guidance anymore.
They did not have the basic moral impediments indoctrinated in them either by the family, the
school, or religion.

Of course, the school would not directly and formally teach thou shall steal. But the Soviet
system was so unique that it allowed people to overcome an aversion to thievery, even if it was
taught in one’s upbringing. While stealing from a private person could still be considered
ethically wrong (except for the blatnoy thieves who were brewed within the Gulag system and
had their origins in the population’s overall poverty), stealing from the state was considered
stealing from nobody; public ownership was perceived as nobody’s ownership.
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Perhaps it would have been different if public ownership in the Soviet Union was combined with
other tenets of socialism, i.e. fairness, social security, etc. However, on one hand, people would
see the totally unfair system of the Gulag in contrast to the rulers, or nomenklatura®—people
with state positions, having enormous unchecked power—and on the other hand, they would
hear the preaching about equality and fairness and public ownership. The result of this cognitive
dissonance was that stealing from the state was not considered morally wrong.

There are two opinions on this issue among scholars. According to the first opinion, there was
less corruption during the Stalinist era because people were afraid of repressions, which would
crush them if they were caught stealing. According to the other opinion, corruption was just as
rampant under Stalin’s rule, with no fundamental change after his death.

The easing of worry about being killed was a factor that made corruption rampant. However,
indeed, corruption was something upon which Stalin’s Gulag system was also built.

There is a very famous word ‘tufta’® (imitation), which has the same root as the word ‘tuf’, the
stone used widely in buildings throughout Armenia. The root here denotes something which is
soft and thick. ‘Tufta’ comes from ‘tafta,” a kind of thick cloth that the tailors would put on the
surface of the Singer sewing machine. Tufta would be placed on the hard metallic surface in
order to save the needle from falling on a hard surface when there was no cloth to be sewn, but
the needle still moved.

When there was no cloth to be sewn and the needle moved idly, it was referred to by the tailors
from Odessa as ‘sewing the tufta.” This expression became a reference for doing a meaningless
job, or behaving as if working. In English, perhaps the expressions ‘kicking your heels’ or
‘twiddling your thumbs’ are close to this meaning, if they mean not only wasting time and being
lazy, but also behaving as if one works very hard and actively but in fact doing nothing.

When the tailors from Odessa were sent to the first stations of the Gulag, particularly to Solovki,
an island, in the early 1920s, they used the word tufta to denote one of the safest modes of
behavior in the Gulag: behave as if one is working hard, but in fact only pretend; build a fagade
or a Potemkin village® instead of the real building.

Thus, tufta has deep roots in Russian and Soviet history. This is the key to understanding the
essence of corruption in the Soviet Union. If one worked hard and tried to satisfy the official
requirements, it was much more likely that one would not survive: it was impossible to meet the
requirements. Therefore, most of the people had to do tufta. The bosses had to condone this
practice for two reasons: first, they used the slave labor for building their dachas instead of
implementing the state plan imposed from above; secondly, if they reported that the plan was not
delivered, they themselves would suffer.

There was an unspoken consensus built that ‘we (the zeks — the camp prisoners) pretend to work;
and you (the vertukhays — the guards) pretend that the work is done.” There was a specific kind
of blatnoy esprit de corps, kpyrosas mopyka in Russian, established which was the engine that

8 Nomenklatura, a category of people within the Soviet Union and other Eastern Bloc countries who held various
key administrative positions in the bureaucracy. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nomenklatura

8 See: https://i-fakt.ru/chto-takoe-tufta/

8 potemkin village, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potemkin_village
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built a low quality empire. That is what the Soviet Union became and what eventually led to its
collapse. There is a truth that has been known for millennia: slave labor is not efficient; and tufta
was a very clear expression of that. When the era of Stalin’s Gulag ended and Khrushchev began
the destalinization process, the culture of tufta remained. People would steal whatever they could
from the state: free time, materials, quality of work, etc. This tradition survived the Soviet Union
and is present in Armenia today.

Of course, there was some quality construction also done in the Soviet era. But as symbols of
tufta | will present two cases: one at the beginning of the era and another one at the end of it. One
of the first major Gulag construction projects was Belomorkanal,®” a water channel. When it was
first built by the zeks, it became clear that it was useless because it was so shallow that sea boats
could not pass through it.

The next example is the buildings in Leninakan (Gyumri), which collapsed in the 1988
earthquake. They were not built according to the proper seismic specifications, and the cement
intended for their walls was stolen by the builders, some of whom later received apartments in
these very buildings and perished during the earthquake. Others built luxurious dachas elsewhere
and were never held accountable.

If Belomorkanal was being built by slaves, the high-rises in Leninakan and Spitak were being
built by relatively free and happy workers, engineers, architects, and party leaders of the late
Soviet Union, who, unfortunately, lacked the moral constraint and foresight to build proper
buildings. Instead, they stole whatever they could from these buildings. As a result, 25,000
people died. | wonder if those who were directly guilty for that tragedy took part in rescuing the
victims. | wonder if they are still in Armenia or left long ago for Los Angeles or Russia. |
wonder if you, the reader, may have encountered any of these folks in your lives.

| blame them but I also realize that the overwhelming social culture at the time was: steal from
the state because it does not belong to anybody. The hatred and contempt that the population felt
towards that state contributed to the loss of ethical and moral perspective, as well as the capacity
to forecast the disaster that could follow from such a void in a society’s values.

Thus, the fear of being killed was gone, and the tufta culture became even more widespread after
Stalin’s death. People would think: I will get something now, either create my small business
illegally, or steal something from the state. If I suffer, | will not be killed, I'll just go to prison,
survive there, because | am rich, and come back eventually. But my family will be better off
forever.

For a while now, I have been building a thesaurus around the concept of tufta. Here is what |
have come up with: fuflo, khaltura, in Armenian they also say ‘farsh’ (meaning ‘falsh,” from
falsehood, falsity), fndkh (a special type of nut, which, if broken, is often empty), imitation,
camouflage, adaptation, simulacrum,® fake, facade, Potemkin’s village. You can find the
meanings of most of these concepts in dictionaries. Some of these words seem far away from
tufta, however, they are all connected to lies, falsehood, and lack of truth for whatever reason. |

87 White Sea-Baltic Canal, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White Sea%E2%80%93Baltic_Canal
8 Simulacrum, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simulacrum
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am sure there are other related concepts as well. Please find some and send them to us at info-
epf@epfound.am.

The tsekhavism® movement was also about this. Private ownership of the means of production®
was prohibited in the Soviet Union. This was a major tenet of the socialist ideology. Therefore,
any private enterprise based on using other’s work and/or machinery was illegal. However, a)
this was against human nature, human beings are entrepreneurial and will expand their enterprise
to further accumulate resources, given the opportunity; and b) there was no respect towards the
state and its laws, as | explained above, due to their hypocrisy and the gap between what
socialism preached and the Soviet reality.

Illegal production started all over the Soviet Union, including in Armenia. So, | am bringing
back this word tsekhavism. And now, what is the value target of a tsekhavik? He was usually a
good businessman, who would marry an educated wife with higher education, often working in
the Academy of Sciences or a similar institution. He is less educated, but that’s not the point; he
is well-adapted to the Soviet reality, so he has adopted this thief language that we were talking
about last time, the blatnoy language. But his value target is I am working for my family and
doing my business, and I don’t give a damn about my state, the larger society, the future, and
power. These concepts are interrelated because, in the socialist ideology, the state and power
were one and the same thing. They were alienated from the population and they were speaking in
the name of society.

In a way, it was a clash of values. It was the alienation of this tripartite concept—state, power,
and society—from the people. And not only was the tsekhavik building the second reality, the
second market, the black market, not only were the people exchanging jokes and criticisms about
Soviet power (now that the Stalin era was gone), but even an ordinary person wouldn’t mind
stealing from the state/society/power because they wouldn’t see this triad as relating to their own
life in any way. To the contrary: their own life was about them personally or their immediate
family, full stop.

Alienation is another of the terms, of the thick variables that we should use to understand the
Soviet system. By the way, as far as | understand, philosophically it dates back to Karl Marx’s
teaching about the proletariat that is alienated from the means of production. But we can have
various types of alienation. What was taking place in the Soviet Union and in Soviet Armenia
was the alienation of people, and not just ordinary people. You may be inside the state power
system, a representative of the state, but at the same time you are still an outsider, full of
cynicism towards that foreign state, which says one thing and does the opposite. So, it was
alienation which was taking place in the minds of people. So, we can speak about something, the
worst type of which is eventually schizophrenia. We can speak about some degrees of alienation:
alienation, cognitive dissonance and eventually it leads to—if it becomes an illness, if it becomes
totally irrational—it is actually social schizophrenia: living with one official ideology, but
according to another set of values, behavioral patterns and adaptation rules.

MH: One of the basic factors that had influenced these processes was the liquidation of private
property. People have been connected to this dualistic situation, the existence of two parallel

8 See Chapter 2. Uprooting and rooting.
% Means of production, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Means_of production
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realities® through the fact that officially people were not allowed to have any property, which
meant that all the property they could have was illegal or was not their own. So, the further the
Soviet Union developed, the wider the gap between these two realities increased. This led again
to increasing the gap between the state, power, society and the people. So, this division and
alienation, because of the liquidation of the concept of private property, was essentially
characterizing both parts of the Soviet history as you have described here: the ‘killing period,’ as
well as ‘the stealing period.” It was increasing over time, obviously. At first there were people
who had something and people who had nothing, but eventually, all of them became people who
had nothing, because during this transition, the Revolution of 1917 and afterwards, those who
had nothing started to kill those who had something.

But | wanted to add to this timeline quite an interesting and important period, which is the NEP®
‘New Economic Policy’ (HoBas sxonomuueckas monutuka) period (approx. 1921-1927). It was,
on one hand, an attempt to find a way out from the extremely difficult economic and social
situation by allowing some types of private ownership; but, on the other hand, it resulted in the
further identification of potential targets to be killed, deported, etc., starting the process of
negative selection: removing active and visible, entrepreneurial individuals. This is another
example of dualism, which characterized the Soviet system, the essence of which was the gap
between human nature and an inhumane power system.

GTG: We think we know something about the Soviet Union. So everybody understands that it’s
quite a horrible power system. But we often don’t know or we forget to mention some thick
variables, which constituted that system. There was this prohibition of property. If we take the
stereotype of Armenian national psychology, we can say that Armenians are very much against
that. They don’t like it. As opposed to Russians, who, as serfs, didn’t own property until 1861,
Armenians have a special attitude towards ownership and property. Removing the right to have
any property was, of course, one of the building blocks of this socialist Soviet system, which
resulted in that entire situation. You used the word dualism, which | wanted to mention, because
schizophrenia is too strong a word, but on the way to schizophrenia one experiences dualism.
And one facet of dualism is referred to in many studies as the second society, black market, the
second reality, the entire complex of situations that we sometimes, in Armenian, refer to as a
system of unwritten rules, relations, institutions (sqpjws opkupubtp, juuntukp b wyz). And,
of course, this system is extremely hypocritical. The West is also hypocritical, but there are
differences between, say, the famous ‘British hypocrisy’ and Soviet hypocrisy.

Hypocrisy usually means the following: you say something, which means one thing on the
surface and a different thing at the subtext level.

In Britain, for instance, the meaning of jokes or dialogue expressions is often based on the effect
that the subtext meaning is the opposite of what is said. If somebody says ‘it was my mistake’
often they mean it was your mistake. So they mean something else, the opposite of what they

1 Nocnd Bpoackuii: "CTanuHU3M - 3TO NMPEX/IE BCETO CHCTEMA MBIIIIEHHS M TOJIBKO MOTOM TEXHOJIOTHS BJacTh"
(article in Russian entitled “Joseph Brodsky: ‘Stalinism is first of all, a system of thinking and only then a
technology of power’): https://philologist.livejournal.com/8623161.html

92 New Economic Policy (NEP), an economic policy of Soviet Russia proposed by Vladimir Lenin in 1921.
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Economic_Policy
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say. Both British humor and hypocrisy are based on that rule, and sometimes they are
indistinguishable.

The Soviet type of hypocrisy is different; | called it schizophrenia because there was this gap
between one context and the other context. The two discourses—what is said officially and what
is said unofficially—had no relation to each other. A significant volume of words that were
pronounced in official situations had almost no meaning from the perspective of unofficial
discourse, the discourse of ‘real life situations.” And ‘real life’ discourse was absent in the
official discourse. If a trace of it appeared there, it was a scandal and grounds for political
persecution of the person who said publicly and officially what could not be said, like in the fairy
tale about the emperor with no clothes.

The British humor and hypocrisy are based on the tenets of ‘leaving the barking dogs alone’ and
‘leaving the skeletons in the closet,” but in a way simultaneously letting people know that I know
and you know that dogs are barking and the skeletons are in the closet.

The hypocrisy of the Soviet official discourse denied the existence of dogs and skeletons. The
unofficial discourse, which reflected the ‘reality’ was marginalized. As a marginalized discourse,
it brewed lower styles, such as the blatnoy language, jargon, vulgarity and profanity and the
corresponding styles of behavior (violence, bullying, hazing) and social values.

One of the most interesting areas to study was the places where these two styles collided.

One case was the media language, which had to be fully official. People had to learn the special
skill of reading between the lines to get at least some ‘real” information. The Sovietologists in
the United States, looking at the order in which the members of the Politburo appeared on the
stage at Red Square during the May 9 parade, made guesses as to their relative importance and
power. Similarly, the ordinary Soviet newspaper reader was looking for almost invisible signs in
between the lines to collect at least some information about the ‘real’ news.

An interesting case was when the official discourse became interwoven with the ‘real’ one. For
instance, when the Politburo was discussing the need to intervene® in Afghanistan, the following
type of text could appear (These are my words, to illustrate the point, but such examples are
numerous in existing texts):

The Soviet Union needs to keep Afghanistan under its influence. The entire Soviet population
requires us to come to the help of their Afghan brethren.

The first phrase is totally legitimate in that it reflects the ‘reality.” From a geopolitical
perspective, it is very understandable, however fair or unfair, that the USSR was not interested in
allowing the West to build its presence in Afghanistan. The second phrase, however, being
interwoven with the first, presents the specific Soviet blend of official texts where the ‘real’
meaning evaporates, being buried under the Soviet ‘newspeak.’ Plus, it justifies ruthless
intervention, ruthless not only towards Afghanistan, but also towards one’s own soldiers, the
young generation who will perish in a meaningless war, which is predestined to end in defeat.

9 “Transcript of CPSU CC Politburo Discussions on Afghanistan,” March 17, 1979, History and Public
Policy Program Digital Archive, TsKhSD, f. 89, per. 25 dok.1, Il. 1, 12-25.
http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/113260
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The sophisticated Soviet reader, similar to what we did above, would do a careful semantic
analysis of the press to distinguish between the ‘ideology’ and the ‘reality’ and to infer what is
going to happen.

The other case was the language of literature or other art production. In fiction, writers struggled
to formulate their prose in such a way so as to reflect the ‘reality’ but not raise the worries of the
censors. Red flags could be anywhere, and they were often missed. In the fantastic novel
Inhabited Island®* of the Strugatsky brothers, written in 1967 and published a bit later, the hero
from the communist future who lands on another planet originally had a Russian name; in order
for the work to be published, his name had to be changed to a foreign name. For some reason, it
became German: Maxim Kammerer. It is unclear what the worry of the censor was in this case.
A Russian communist youth fighting for justice on another planet seems more appropriate than a
German communist youth. Why would one be scared to keep the guy’s Russian name?

This decision could even be interpreted as denigrating the Russian global leadership in
communism and depriving Russia of its rightful pride in being the first to fight for justice
everywhere, including other planets. However, that was the decision of the censor; he or she felt
safer if the young hero of the communist future was German rather than Russian. Doesn’t this
show the censor’s lack of belief in a communist future, at least for Russia? Or does this reflect
his wise caution not to refer to anything Russian, just in case, in a supposedly ‘non-political’
adventure science fiction novel about the distant future?®® Bepeorcénozo 6oz 6epexcém, as the
Russian saying goes: ‘God helps those who help themselves’ (as a continuation to the Gulag
adage on ‘neutrality’: not intervening in anything if one is not ‘touched’ personally).

At the same time, the fact that the country on the foreign planet in the same novel is ruled by a
junta, which keeps the entire population under hypnosis—a clear reference to the Soviet
system—passed somewhat unnoticed through the censors’ scissors. How? Was it intentional?
Was the censor some kind of a secret dissident, or did he just miss the parallel? Perhaps he didn’t
dare recognize it.

The sophisticated Soviet literature reader could build the following hypothetical—and
conspiratorial—version: perhaps the Strugatsky brothers kidded the censor by accepting the
name change, to have a reason to claim that he had already made his changes, in case the big
issue—the similarity of the Saraksh state to the Soviet Union—was pointed out after the book
was out. They could then blame the censor in case something went wrong.

Or perhaps the censor was secretly on ‘our’ side, and he or she invented a minor issue to address,
so that they could afterwards report that censorship was used, to let the big issue, the similarity
of the Saraksh system with the USSR, remain intact?

% Prisoners of Power, also known as Inhabited Island, a science fiction novel written by Soviet authors Arkady and
Boris Strugatsky in 1969. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prisoners_of Power

% See a series of Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan’s talks on the Strugatsky brothers at Boon TV (in Armenian):
https://boon.am/category/ghunwbwlnmwunhl-dwunh-apwlwlnieiniu/
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Chapter 4. Cultural Trends

We are trying to establish a vocabulary of thick variables, background terms and concepts to
better understand today’s Armenia. We talked a lot about the repressive Stalinist years. We also
spoke a lot about the Genocide as a factor that defined and shaped Soviet Armenian society.
There was a big difference between the Genocide and the Stalinist genocide, which was another
type of genocide, which befell over the entire Soviet Union and very significantly affected the
Armenian nation. The Stalinist g enocide was more sophisticated. It is easy to present the
Ottoman Genocide as a black and white picture with well-defined perpetrators and victims —
Turks and Kurds on one side, Armenians and Greeks on the other.

Of course, the 1915 Genocide should also be studied from the perspective of which Armenians
suffered from the Genocide. There were definitely many people who had committed many
mistakes in their lives, who were not very nice people, etc. Many of them fought back. Many of
them were ruthless to the enemy:. It is a strange fact that they are all now sanctified®® by the
Armenian Apostolic Church. But I think that was the right thing to do.

But during the Stalinist genocide, one can notice this controversial pattern of perpetrators
becoming victims at the next stage, or the saviors of some of the survivors actually being the
perpetrators of genocide over the others (this, probably, can be found in the case of the 1915
Genocide too). There are so many stories about all these complications. | already referred to the
story about neighbors who were living in a kommunalka, where every family had one room. One
of the families was persecuted: the father was killed, the wife was sent to the camps, one of the
two children was sent to an orphanage, and the other child, the daughter, was taken by the
woman who lived in the neighboring room.

When the mother of this daughter returned from the camps after twenty years, she was extremely
grateful to this neighbor of hers for having raised the girl properly. The girl remembered her
mother and knew about her mother. After ten more years went by, when the Thaw started during
Khrushchev’s time, the mother learned that the person who wrote the donos had been that same
neighbor woman. We have a lot of stories like that. One of the books by recent Nobel Prize
laureate Svetlana Aleksievich®’ is about these kinds of stories.

| have also emphasized the cultural construction that was taking place during the entire Soviet
period. Names like architect Alexander Tamanyan, political leader Alexander Myasnikyan (I will
refer to that name again), and others are associated with the revival of the nation. There were
many others: historians, linguists, etc. They mostly adhered to the Soviet ideology, at least
seemingly, on the surface; if they deviated overtly, they would suffer. But they built the
institutions which were later inherited by independent Armenia. These institutions might have
been controversial, such as the Union of Writers, but the entire global Armenian nation would
have much less capacity and much less reason to rely on a unified culture without them.

% Armenian Genocide Victims Canonized By Church, Azatutyun Radio (Radio Liberty), April 24, 2015:
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/26975019.html
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Now, let us talk a bit about the Thaw and discuss the 1960s and 1970s. The Thaw was
temporary, it was half-done, but it was still a significant positive development for the people who
were alienated and atomized.

In a way, one of the ways to rebuild the fabric of the society was tsekhavism. I have already said
that it was a very controversial development, but it had a positive side because it was about
human entrepreneurship, courage, and finding a way out of the impasse.

When human values are so deeply violated, when there is a genocide upon a Genocide, when
almost all orientation in the value system is lost, the simple and deep human urge towards
enterprise, despite all its negative sides in the particular circumstances, can be seen a positive
development.

But, on the other hand, tsekhavism encouraged, cherished, and built up the clan culture. Because
one would care about one’s family, one’s nearest and dearest, and steal from rest of the society;
because of alienation from the state, one didn’t care about the larger society, one didn’t believe
in its value. The official ideological language made people totally aloof to the fact that, while the
ideology was false, there should still be another value system which does apply to the entire
society.

One of the sayings from this time is very telling. Two people are talking, and one of them says,
“You know this guy, Armen? He is a horrible person. He is a tsekhavik. He is very rich. He is just
trampling over the destinies of the other people around him, who are extremely poor.” The other
guy replies, ‘But for his own family, he is a great guy.” That was the tsekhavism value system:
for his own family.

When Stalin’s ‘deviations’ from the ‘proper,” ‘ideal’ socialist system were disclosed by
Khrushchev and destalinization was started, the population of Soviet Armenia, especially the
new generation tried to bring back the truncated memory of the nation. Stories about Stalin’s
times started to circulate, particularly since people were returning from the Gulag, even if these
memories were only partly tolerated and after a short while silenced again. Stories about the pre-
Stalin times started to come back, too. Great figures, such as Charents, re-entered the public
domain. Some discourse on the Genocide of 1915 was allowed, perhaps partly because it was
impossible to silence it fully, and partly, as | said earlier, because it became the Soviet policy: to
keep the feeling of enmity of Armenians towards Turkey alive. In other words, to brew regulated
nationalism.

If one wants to understand the cultural revival that started to take place in the late 1950s, a good
summary can be found in the history of the development of Armenian cinema, the creation of the
Hayfilm (Armenfilm) studio, the first and essentially only Armenian movie production company.
Of course, it was state-owned, but it came into existence for Armenians. The films were made by
Armenians, and it was situated in Armenia. Created by Hamo Beknazaryan back in the 1920s,
Hayfilm revived in the 1950s and started producing important films.

Guys from the Army Band®® was one of the first films made by Henrik Malyan, and Saroyan
Brothers®, an extremely important film, was one of the first films made by Frunzik Dovlatyan.

% ‘Guys from the Army Band’, 1960 Armenian comedy film directed by Henrik Malyan and Henrik Margaryan.
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guys_from_the Army Band

44


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guys_from_the_Army_Band

These two films symbolically delineated destalinization in Soviet Armenia, not because they
allude to the purges, but because they discuss the pre-Stalin times, even if from a fully Soviet
perspective.

One way of understanding the 20" century is to watch these films and many others which
appeared in the 60s and 70s. | don’t know if they exist with English subtitles, but they are
available in Armenian and very often also dubbed in Russian. Saroyan Brothers is one of the
most well-known films. It is about two brothers, one a Bolshevik and the other a Dashnak, and
how they have to fight each other during Sovietization. Of course, it was all done from the Soviet
perspective, but it was still a very important film because it raised several crucial issues that the
Armenian nation had been thinking about since the early 20" century.

Below, | will enumerate, in no particular order, some of these issues that came to the forefront of
public attention, stayed there, and are still not fully addressed. Because of the specific
methodological difficulties of discussing history, my formulations necessarily will be simplified.

Were the Armenian Bolshevik-socialists honest believers in Marxist socialism, or were they just
the cronies of Moscow, Lenin and Stalin, ready to do whatever they were asked (and therefore
traitors to their nation)? Or, perhaps, they just believed in the need for Armenia to stick to Russia
in order to survive, and since Russia became Bolshevik, they followed the suit.

Depending on the answer, the fact that many of them suffered during Stalin’s purges will have
different coloring: were they innocent victims or did they, in a strange twist of destiny, reap their
just reward?

Of course, these were different people with various views and values. It is wrong to unite and
summarize them all in one category; however, this issue has not been sufficiently addressed to
this day.

Now, let us turn to the Dashnaktsutyun political party. Many of the fighters for the Armenian
national cause at the beginning of the 20" century, particularly the fidayeens and the khmbapets,
were extremely ruthless, not only towards the ‘enemy,” including its civilian population, but also
towards one’s ‘own’ nation. There is a multitude of stories available about the fact that the
moment this or that khmbapet (a leader of a small voluntary militia unit) would get upset for this
or that reason, they would leave the ranks with their unit and go pillaging villages, regardless
whether these were Turkish, Kurdish, or Armenian villages. The question is: why would people
who preached national values and fought for national unity be so ruthless? Was it because of the
level of their education? Because of the morale of their society at the time? Or because, after
they learned to kill and maim ‘the enemy,” they lost their human qualities and became indifferent
to who they inflicted violence upon? Or perhaps, having seen a lot of cruelty, they became
indiscriminately cruel themselves?

Or was it some other reason? In general, this value of ruthlessness towards one’s own tribe, that
was so typical for the 20" century, where did it come from? Both Charents’ Khmbapet
Shavarsh,® written in the 1920s, as well as, in a very different way, Mahari’s'* The Burning

9 Saroyan Brothers, film directed by Frunze Dovlatyan in 1969. Wikipedia:
https://hy.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uwpnjul_tnpuypbtp
100 poem by Yeghishe Charents, 1928. Wikipedia: https://hy.wikisource.org/wiki/fudpuutin_ Guwpon
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Gardens about Van, written in the mid-1960s, address these questions. But more such ingenious
pieces are required to provide satisfactory answers.

This ruthlessness was then inherited ‘forward’ by the society and demonstrated itself on many
occasions. From the very beginning of the Bolshevik era, during the repressions that Bolsheviks
carried out against the Dashnaktsutyun and previous government members, this ruthlessness was
visible in the relations deep inside communities, for instance, between the villagers. We have
examples of it demonstrated in the literature of the time, as well as in the later period, e.g. in the
writings of Hrant Matevosyan.%? Moreover, writers such as Levon Khechoyan'®® and Mher
Israyelyan'®* demonstrated the same ruthlessness as a basis of the relations in the Armenian
village of much later eras, up until the 2000s. Wasn’t that ruthlessness, the acceptance of
violencel®, a reason that thep Stalinist culture was so easily adopted by the Armenian society?
Was that ruthlessness due to the overwhelming cultural influence surrounding Armenians, or
were its roots elsewhere?

There are many questions like these. Of course, there are also more ‘publicist’-quality questions,

such as ‘Would it be possible to preserve independence, if, for instance, rulers of the independent
Armenia at the time would be better prepared, more talented, or more united?’ But | think these

questions are secondary to the ones mentioned above.

In the 1960s, several important films appeared, which were formulating questions that hadn’t
been publicly asked in Soviet Armenia ever before.

We and Our Mountains,® based on the novel by Hrant Matevosyan and made by Henrik
Malyan, and Triangle,'%” based on the novel by Aghasi Ayvazyan and made by the same
director, were major hits. The third hit Hello, it’s me!*°® was made by Frunzik Dovlatyan.

These are amazingly significant art productions for many reasons. Triangle is about five
blacksmiths in Leninakan, one of whom was persecuted during Stalin’s times. At the time when
the film was being made, it was impossible to tell that story fully. Instead of telling the story of
persecution, the film shows a man entering an airplane and disappearing forever. The other
people are very sad about his departure. The main hero, the little boy, whose voice is telling the
story, says merely that their friend had to go, and that he disappeared forever. While the Stalinist

101 Gurgen Mahari, an Armenian writer and poet, 1903-1969. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gurgen_Mahari
102 See, for instance, his ‘Boar’, his last unfinished novel, published in 2017.
1031 evon Khechoyan, an Armenian writer and novelist, 1955-2014. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Levon_Khechoyan

https://granish.org/tag/dhtip-hupuytijjub/
105 Culture of Violence Part 1. Interview (in Armenian): https://epfarmenia.am/hy/news/Culture-of-Violence-
Interview-with-Gevorg-Ter-Gabrielyan, Culture of Violence Part 2. Interview (in Armenian):
https://epfarmenia.am/hy/news/culture-of-violence-interview-with-gevorg-ter-gabrielyan-part-2, Culture of Violence
Part 3. Interview (in Armenian) https://epfarmenia.am/hy/news/culture-of-violence-interview-with-gevorg-ter-
gabrielyan-part-3 Eurasia Partnership Foundation, 2017
106 \WWe and Our Mountains, a 1969 Armenian comedy film directed by Henrik Malyan. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/We_and_Our_Mountains
197 Triangle, a 1967 Armenian drama film directed by Henrik Malyan. Wikipedia:
https://hy.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gnwtlni th_(bhyd)
108 Hello, It's Me!, a 1966 Armenian drama film directed by Frunze Dovlatyan. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hello, That%27s Me!
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persecutions were not directly referred to, the public understood what the film was about.
Censorship still existed; it was a bit weaker than in the previous era, then it came back very
significantly.

The 1960s were very much a time of two discourses. | already mentioned the second society or
the second reality. | also discussed in the previous part this subtext reality, the reading of the
subtext of the cultural products, of newspapers, of everything, trying to understand what the
subtext tells us. It seems that this sophisticated habit should have been inculcated, indoctrinated
in the minds of the post-Soviet Armenian population. But, very often, | see that it has
disappeared. People have started to take texts simply for their face value. They have forgotten
their survival skill of the Soviet era. As a result, they often fall prey to the post-truth reality, of
fake news and on-line trolls.

In one sense, it is good that people take texts for their face values. This means people generally
believe in the institutions and in the worldview where falsehoods and lies are exceptions rather
than the rule. But, on the other hand, we are far from a situation where the world and texts
around us can be fully trusted. Therefore, it is crucially important to be able to read the subtexts
of the texts around us, including speeches, rhetoric, videos, and news. Today, this is referred to
as media literacy or critical thinking capacity. EPF often touches on the need for critical
thinking'% and media literacy.

Many people are inclined to naively take all texts at face value. One could consider this just an
expression of naiveté, but, on the other hand, this may be a benefit of being an independent
country, where one does not have to hide one’s opinions too often. People here think that what is
said is what is meant, i.e. the rules of constructive communication are in force. It is fortunate that
freedom of speech is still present in Armenia today [in 2016] to a certain degree, despite the fact
that many major media TV stations are owned by either the corrupt government or people
associated with the government. The Internet is still free and flourishing. There is a lot more
freedom and direct expression here today than ever before in the history of Armenia. But there
are also dangers in this, the most widespread of which is the danger of manipulative
communication, like fake news.

The less recognized danger, in this environment of boundless freedom of speech, is that the cruel
attitude to one another in society is often visible, perhaps as the remnants of the past that | was
telling about. When people are free to express themselves, there is often a lack of the
responsibility to avoid hurting others, even in the media or public communication, which
otherwise seem to be of a bona fide nature. The partial restrictions on the freedom of expression
and this lack of journalistic and media responsibility and ethics are related. Because the Serzh
Sargsyan government is weak, as compared to the global technological infrastructure, and
incapable of imposing full control over the freedom of expression, it and its cronies instead brew
a trolling and post-truth media culture, trying to bury the truth in a mountain of information
noise. The practice dilutes the quality of bona fide media as well, as it is employed in a new war

109 please see video lectures on critical thinking and media literacy produced by EPF during 2015-2018 under the
umbrella of EPF’s signature product Conflict Transformation and Critical Thinking Schools (Arm):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=13AlwL 6vrgQ&list=PL ze7VVHI5SyYhtiUSMpEGRbtOfOSQ2Mbse. Please also
see the manual on critical thinking prepared by EPF in 2019: Critical Thinking. Logical Fallacies and Misleading
Rhetorical Tricks (Arm): https://epfarmenia.am/hy/document/L ogical-Fallacies-and-Misleading-Rhetorical-Tricks-

Critical-Thinking
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of words. Similarly, the extreme nationalist discourse of Azerbaijan contributes to the hardening
of the discourse in Armenia.

Back to 1960s. Important culture products of the past, which had been prohibited, started to
come back, along with a new culture, new writers, and emerging artists. Among the new
generation of writers, | have already mentioned Perch Zeytuntsyan, Hrant Matevosyan, and
Aghasi Ayvazyan. There were many other important writers. It looks like the 1960s were full of
culture, but at the same time this period was still somehow ‘truncated.” Why is that?

Hayfilm was one of the poorer film companies in the Soviet Union, an obviously provincial
company, essentially supported by the central state budget. It could produce only three or four
full-feature films per year. If we take the thirty years of the ‘Golden Age’ of Hayfilm, from the
mid-1950s to the mid-1980s, we have a bit over 100 films. | am sure that the Georgian film
company produced more because Georgia enjoyed a more privileged position in the USSR. But
also, unfortunately, this inherited donos culture resulted in a fight against those who would aim
to produce something beneficial. Attempts to produce something new were met with huge
resistance by people who seemingly wanted to continue on functioning as in Stalin’s times,
either due to cowardice or for career reasons, for mercantile reasons or just because they lacked
talent. There was a huge resistance by this legion because when atomie, anomie and anemie
reign, when this isolation reigns, when these laws of the jungle reign for a while, it is very
difficult to come back to normal, cultured relations. It is difficult to become a well-developed
human being with a humane value system in such an environment. Therefore, there was this
clash between people who wanted to make something interesting and people who would resist it.

I’ just give two examples. As you know, Sergey Parajanov was put in jail for homosexuality. At
that time, it was a criminal offense in the Soviet Union. But everybody understood that the real
reason was his talent and his unruliness, the fact that he wouldn’t succumb to the Soviet realities.
It was a direct example of what | said before: of negative selection.

This globally significant ingenious film maker’s talent is equal to that of Fellini, Antonioni,
Bergman, and Kurosava, the four directors who wrote a letter of support for him, addressed to
Brezhnev. The letter was left unanswered. When Parajanov was released from prison, he wanted
to come back to Armenia. But the Armenian government at that time — Karen Demirchyan was
the First Secretary of the Communist Party — didn’t allow him. Meanwhile Shevardnadze, who
was the First Secretary in Georgia, allowed him to go to Georgia. As you know, Parajanov was
born in Thilisi and he had a house in Tbilisi, he was a Tiflisahay (Armenian from Thilisi).
Parajanov went to Thilisi and made another ingenious film called The Legend of the Suram
Fortress.' He didn’t make any films in Armenia since Sayat Nova, which was his only film
made in the Armenian studio, at Hayfilm. The film was also called The Color of
Pomegranates.!*! That’s just one example of the cowardice of the Armenian establishment of the
time, of a lack of state thinking, of something that could have been done very differently.

110 The Legend of Suram Fortress, a 1985 drama film directed by Georgian SSR-born Soviet-Armenian director
Sergei Parajanov and Georgian actor Dodo Abashidze. Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The Legend of Suram_Fortress. Please watch the film online:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1h4yG4fNBf0

111 The Color of Pomegranates, a 1969 Soviet art film written and directed by Sergei Parajanov. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The Color_of Pomegranates
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Parajanov wanted to make several films in Armenia: The Treasures of Echmiadzin, David of
Sassoon. None of that happened.

Another example | found very recently is still circulating on the Internet. It’s a story by Chingiz
Guseynov, who is an Azerbaijani national that lived his entire life in Moscow. He is a
representative of Russian culture, actually a writer and critic. He is very old today, and he was an
important figure in the Union of Writers in the Soviet Union in Moscow during the 1960s. He
was telling the story of how the late widow of Charents came to see him. The widow of
Charents, Zabel, Izabella. It’s an amazing and extremely tragic story of her destiny because she
refused to declare that she had divorced the enemy of the people, as Charents had been declared.
So, she was prosecuted as well, and her children were sent to an orphanage. She spent 15 or 20
years in exile, and upon her return, she couldn’t ‘prove’ that she was the widow of Charents
(even though everybody knew that, of course). So, she didn’t have the right to live anywhere, to
have a passport, etc.

Chingiz Guseynov was surprised that the Armenians wouldn’t help her in Armenia, and he
arranged it so that she met with Anastas Mikoyan.'? Mikoyan was an extremely controversial
figure. As you know, he was one of the major figures in both Stalin’s and Brezhnev’s
administrations, implicated in supporting Stalin’s purges. But he actually helped Izabella.

Guseynov was mostly writing from an Azerbaijani perspective: ‘Look! These Armenians in
Armenia, they couldn’t even help the widow of their national poet! ’ It was not just a matter of
allocating her an apartment in Armenia. She remarried when she was in exile, to a Buryat, a
Turkic nationality. The so-called intelligentsia nomenklatura in Soviet Armenia said that she
betrayed the memory of Charents by marrying this Buryat person, from whom she eventually
divorced. Imagine that. So they didn’t want her to come back, but because of pressure by
Mikoyan, they found some nicer people in higher positions in Armenia who agreed to take care
of Izabella; and then she died soon after. It’s a very tragic story.

These are the examples that demonstrate the nature of the Soviet Armenian political system of
the second half of the 20" century. It was only a quasi-state, a pseudo-state, but it wasn’t the
worst times in history. At least, the Stalinist genocide was no more. One should behave
differently in such circumstances. But no! There were many examples when, instead of a
statesman-like approach, you would see this very sad, cowardly approach to many issues. When
one saw such examples of cowardice and betrayal to one’s national culture by the very figures
who preached cultural and national values (and | saw many of them since my childhood), one
couldn’t help but think that the soul of the nation was broken. Moreover, justifications for
censorship and destruction were often based on the supposedly ‘nationalist” values rather than on
official socialist principles, like in the case of Charents’ widow.

Many films that could have become cultural icons were simply prohibited and destroyed, or not
even filmed in the first place. They didn’t happen, or they were maimed. In the mildest case, a
censor would say that a film which was three hours long should end up being only one hour long.
Every interesting moment should be removed from it. Many people in the Union of Writers or
Union of Cinematographers just stopped their attempts at being different, creating something

112 Anastas Mikoyan, a Soviet revolutionary, Old Bolshevik and statesman during the mandates of Lenin, Stalin,
Khrushchev and Brezhnev. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anastas _Mikoyan
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significant, because that was the culture which was being indoctrinated: be gray, insignificant,
don’t try saying or creating something valuable. Negative selection was in full force. On the
contrary, betray your peers, serve the officialdom, and you will have a nice career.

It was a fight, a struggle, and we are very fortunate that we still have Triangle, we still have
Hello, 1#’s Me, which was, by the way, made via a Moscow studio. In Yerevan, it wouldn’t be
allowed. We have the writers. We have them despite it all. We have Paruyr Sevak. We have
Minas Avetisyan, etc. They were fighters, strugglers and sufferers.

The other interesting characteristic of the situation was that great talents tended to collaborate
with each other. Hrant Matevosyan’s screenplay was the basis for Henrik Malyan’s film. Aghasi
Ayvazyan’s story was used by Frunzik Dovlatyan. Parajanov in his The Color of Pomegranates
collaborated with Minas Avetisyan.!'® People were building these amazing constellations,
amazing talents were coming together to help each other, to push through this resistance, to
create those great cultural values that today are being recognized as the highest achievements of
the Armenian creative spirit of the second half of the 20" century.

Compartmentalization of discourses

An important characteristic of 20" century Armenia was niches: there existed niches of
knowledge and memory, but no unity between the stories, no common ground.
Compartmentalization of discourses, of narratives, became a characteristic of the society, also
because of a total lack of free and truthful media in the era with no Internet.

There was a joke circulating in Soviet times: a guy decides to become a member of the
Communist Party. He is a vendor in the shuka, in the market. He has to pass the interview, and
the interview panel asks him, showing a portrait on the wall: ‘Do you know who that is?” As you
know, in Soviet times, the portraits of Marx, Engels, and Lenin were in every office room. So,
they point at Marx and ask, ‘Do you know who that guy is?” He answers, ‘No!” They show
Engels and say, ‘Do you know who that guy is?” He says, ‘No!” They say, ‘You don 't know any
of our Founding Fathers, why did you come?’ He answers, ‘But do you know tailor Sako? No!
Do you know shoemaker Karpis? No! Well, you see, | have my company and you have your
company.’

Very similar to that situation, we have had a compartmentalization of knowledge, pieces of
which were not being brought together into one picture, and this is still the case. Meanwhile, it is
very important to have a more or less universal, united vision of the general ‘trunk’ of one’s
national history. This is a very complex problem. It is not only typical for the Armenian
discourse. It’s a part of a global crisis. We have the global crisis which is adding to the post-
Soviet crisis and adding to the Armenian national crisis.!'* We can see that it will take some
very significant methodological effort to bring together these niche discourses that are
flourishing, into one picture.

People who suffered during the Stalinist times keep the stories about this suffering in their
discourse. People who have not suffered, who benefited in Stalinist times, keep the positive
stories about these times in their discourse. There is no bridging discourse. These two groups of

113 Minas Avetisyan, an Armenian painter, 1928-1975. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minas_Avetisyan
114 See Chapter 9. What is a good project.
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people exist in their niches, and they do not interact in such a way which would contribute to
building a joint discourse.

The scholarship, even if there are some great studies, is not known because it is
compartmentalized, too. The Academy of Sciences works mostly for its own interests and
benefits. Even if it produces something worthwhile, which is an infrequent case, nobody reads
the scholarly work anyway. Writers work in their own niche. That’s why | decided to develop
this text, trying to somehow set up the possibility for this joint discourse. The national
mythology, the national ideology is not even referring to this entire period. It is only referring to
the fact that, since 1965, people started to fight for the national cause. How did it happen? This
was a very important positive step of people coming together and starting the public movement
in Armenia, but what was the key for them to come together? What was this movement’s
ideological basis? The key is that it was referring to the past.

That was very important at the time because you had to reestablish the connection with the past,
with the Genocide. But in the situation where so much anomie, anemie and atomie had taken
place, only the national discourse, only the national mythology, directed to the past, and
becoming the essence of the uniting ideology for people, was clearly insufficient. It was lacking
something, it was lacking a perspective for the future. It was lacking recognition of one’s own
identity as it exists today. That was also very much connected with the second reality because it
was lacking the recognition of the second society and the way its existence may impact the
nation. It was lacking the recognition of many people who wrote donoses, as if that never
happened. It was lacking any position vis-a-vis the issue of lustration. It was lacking the desire to
understand what really happened during Stalin’s times, why did it happen and what were the
negative effects of all these processes that took place in Armenia, on the Armenian nation and its
perspectives.

RG: Let us go back and stop for a moment on the question of what could have happened if Stalin
approved the attack against Turkey around 1943. Some hoped that Armenia could have liberated
its historical territories, if Stalin would approve the fight against Turkey which had a non-
aggression pact with Germany during World War Il. Some Soviet officials were even appointed
in advance for Western Armenian districts. |1 don’t think many people know about it, but that
actually happened.

GTG: Indeed, the entire process of repatriation, with its associated propaganda of the USSR
among the Armenian communities of the Diaspora, was also a preparation for this conquest of
Eastern Turkey, presented to the Armenians as preparation for the return of Western Armenia.
They were supposed to move to their ‘homelands’ when the Soviet Union eventually occupied
Turkey. However, when repatriates started arriving, this political plan was already off the table.
Some say that was the reason many of them ended up in Siberia later on: because Stalin’s
government didn’t want a concentration of free-thinking Armenians in the Armenian SSR.

MH: The difference between Yerevan and Moscow is a difference between the periphery and the
center of the Soviet Union. Armenia, Georgia, and the Baltic states were ‘lucky’ to be the
periphery because they were given more ‘opportunity’ to live in a second reality. Even if it was
marginalized, that was the ‘real reality’ of life, not the slogans that came from Moscow. That is
why figures like Sergey Parajanov and Minas Avetisyan could evolve in Soviet Armenia, Soviet
Georgia, or Soviet Ukraine. This is why they were able to exist and survive, at least for a while,
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and they were given an opportunity to work and create their art. There were many things that
made the peripheries distinct from the center, some good and some bad.

The second thing | wanted to mention is the evolution of ideological tenets. As time passed after
the Stalinist repressions, the ideology was transforming more into rituals and tradition. Reference
to Lenin’s, Engels’, and Marx’s works in any kind of academic publication was obligatory up
until the very end of the Soviet Union. Initially, it was obligatory because there was a need to
ideologically connect intellectual products, but afterwards it gradually became simply a ritual.
When it became merely a ritual, again, some freedom in composing thoughts appeared. If you
complied with the established tradition, you were also free to say, to a certain extent, something
extra, something contradicting the ‘Founding Fathers.” But gradually, since one started to put
new content in a tradition, a content that was opposite to that tradition, it basically started to
ruin that tradition from inside. It ‘ate’ the ideological doctrine from inside.

That’s, to some extent, also how and why the Soviet Union collapsed.

There was a growing incompliance of reality with the mythological picture. The more it went, the
less compliance there was between the mythological picture of what the Soviet Union was, as it
was presented by the ideological doctrine, and the reality in which people were living.
Eventually, in 1985, perestroikal®® started. Perestroika was renaming everything once again.
When one renames everything, it means that one reevaluates everything. When one does that,
one understands that there’s a significant gap between how it was named before and the reality it
represented. | think we are doing something similar now: trying to name or rename and evaluate
or reevaluate 20" century history.

GTG: On the ritualization of the Soviet doctrinal acts and behaviors in the 1960s-1970s, there is
very good research. One that | now have in mind is Alexei Yurchak’s work.!!® It studies the late
Komsomol leaders’ behavior in the Soviet Union, without reference to Armenia. It concerns
again the Soviet Union as such, Moscow and St. Petersburg, first of all. That was a very
important and interesting process, the deepening alienation between this ritual versus the reality.

But the methodological complexity is in that there was a reality, of course, and its distortion
within the ideological doctrine and its offshoots. But there was also the third part of this
situation: the growing second mythology. There was the official Soviet mythology and the other
mythology which was being built, the national mythology. Plus, there was the third, the non-
mythologized and unnamed, the ‘real’ reality, unspoken, which was the main basis for people’s
behavior outside the officialdom or the requirements of national ideology. It was determining, to
a significant degree, the day-to-day ‘real’ behavior and values of people.

Putting national ideology into this picture is also very important because, for instance, many
cultural products like films or literature works were being prohibited at the level of the national
Communist Party with a diagnosis that ‘it is not patriotic enough.” That is exactly what happened
with Izabella, the widow of Charents. She was not patriotic enough; she abandoned her
widowhood of an Armenian national poet for a Buryat. This act was not nationalist enough for
the Armenian national cause. The Communist Party ideologues, who were presiding over Soviet

115 Please see footnote # 21.
116 Yurchak, Alexei. (2013). Everything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: The Last Soviet Generation:
http://www.representations.org/alexei-yurchaks-everything-was-forever-nominated-for-russias-prosvetitel-prize/
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Armenia since the 1960s, were using the Communist Party power to censor the discourse and
even people’s behavior, so that it would be more nationalistic, based on their understanding of
what that means.

That’s why, for instance, Karen Gevorkyan’s'*’ film Farewell Beyond Border, was prohibited.!8
It was never finished, and it was simply destroyed; whereas, films such as Nahapet!® were
allowed.

For some reason, referring to the national ideology became gradually considered—not only by
the local Armenian Soviet power, but also by Moscow—to be beneficial for the aims of the
Soviet power, perhaps for the kind of reasons that Rob mentioned. It was important for anti-
Turkish sentiment to be deeply indoctrinated in Armenia because it bordered Turkey, which was
a member of NATO.

Also, importantly, cultural products that were above the average level and were interesting,

important, and significant, were often allowed in Armenia only after they were approved by
Moscow. In Armenia, they would be prohibited, but sometimes Moscow would allow such

products and let them go public.

In order to get their work published, people would go through Moscow. Reasons for this feature
of the Soviet system could be numerous. Perhaps, the provincial locals were ‘more Catholic than
the Pope’ in their attempts to serve the central power. Or the central power was demonstrating,
via such infrequent gestures, who the boss in town is. Finally, this could also be due to the
unpredictability of the censorship system, because the entire late Soviet system was based on
arbitrariness.

Some of the literary works were first published in Russian, in Russian translation, in a Soviet-
level publishing house. Only then was their publication in Armenian allowed. In particular, such
was the story with the works of Hrant Matevosyan, who experienced significant difficulties
trying to publish in Armenia. It was only thanks to the publication of the translations of his prose
in Russian that his books were also published in their native language.

This was a very interesting case of juggling between the two levels of censorship for the
survivors of the cultural front who wanted to break through the Soviet censorship system.

MH: Let us link this use of the nationalist theme to the existence of NATO member Turkey
across the border. The reason nationalism was allowed in this way was probably not only NATO
but also Turkey itself. After all, Turkey has been a traditional enemy of the Russian Empire.
Also, Russia wanted to strengthen the understanding in Armenia that it is Armenia’s savior and
that the danger coming from the West, from Turkey, was not over for Armenia. In this case, it
was convenient to unite Turkey with the West and to claim that, since Turkey is a NATO
member, the West, which historically always ‘abandoned’ Armenians, will not come to their
rescue again, if Russia is not there.

117 Karen Gevorkian, an Armenian Soviet-Russian film director and screenwriter. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karen Gevorkian

118 Karen Gevorgyan and the bittersweet joy of marching to one’s own drumbeat, article by Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan,
Armenian Reporter, December 2007: http://gtergab.com/en/news/publicism/karen-gevorgyan/28/

119 Nahapet, a 1977 film directed by Henrik Malyan (on a peasant’s ‘rebirth’ after the Genocide). Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahapet
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Also, since the mission of developing a Homo Sovieticus'?° had failed, sometimes it was very
hard to translate from the national language to the official Russian. The ‘hidden’ language of
what was being said in the vernacular was not being translated. Translations were superficial;
they thus did not appear as dangerous as the original appeared to the local censors. Therefore,
they were allowed to be published. The cultural difference between various cultures squeezed
into the Soviet Union was not appreciated. Here again, the periphery-versus-center issue worked
very significantly. The center didn’t understand the ‘second language,’ the language of hints of
the periphery, because of the cultural difference. That’s how the cultural products of the
periphery, after being approved by the ‘center,” could go back to their own culture, be allowed to
exist there, and survive.

GTG: This did not apply only to written texts. In some cases, it also included the destiny of
visual arts, paintings, films, theater performances, dances, opera, etc. The Soviet Union was just
too big to be governed universally from the moment the totalitarian rule was shaken. The
talented people would find a ‘hole,” an opportunity to express themselves, wherever they could.
In Moscow, there were the Taganka Theatre!?! and Vysotsky.!?? In Kiev, Parajanov was able to
make his film ‘Shadows of forgotten ancestors.’*?® In Yerevan, Igityan was able to open the
Modern Art Museum. !4

How did the Soviet Union function? It was a very complex thing. Of course, there are many
books about that, but what comes to my mind is, for instance, Mark Saroyan’s*?® work, Beyond
the Nation-State: Culture and Ethnic Politics in Soviet Transcaucasia.'?® There are some other
treatises on the analysis of the rebirth of nationalism in the Soviet culture. The story usually goes
back to World War 11, when Stalin allowed the Church, as well as national discourse, to come
back, to a certain degree, to strengthen the capacity of people to resist Nazism. Since that time,
religion and nationalism started to gain back the ground they had lost in the first 20 years of
Soviet power.

Perhaps Stalin indeed had no choice but to ask for the help of the Church during WWII.
However, it is quite obvious to me that, whatever freedom was allowed inside the Soviet realm,
the calculus of the rulers was never about allowing people to follow their views and beliefs
freely. It was usually for some inhuman purpose, just like how they allowed Armenian
nationalism to reawaken in order to use it against Turkey.

As the center of an Empire, Moscow needed to sow manageable nationalism for two reasons.
One was what we discussed: the need to keep animosity towards Turkey alive. In a similar vein,

120 Homo Sovieticus, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homo_Sovieticus

121 Taganka Theatre, the Drama and Comedy Theater was founded in 1946 in Moscow. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taganka_ Theatre

122 \/ladimir Vysotsky, Poet and Singer, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Vysotsky

123 Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors, a 1965 film by the Soviet filmmaker Sergei Parajanov based on the classic
book by Ukrainian writer Mykhailo Kotsiubynsky. Wikipedia:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shadows_of Forgotten Ancestors

124 Modern Art Museum of Yerevan was founded in 1972, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_Art_Museum_of Yerevan

125 Mark Saroyan, a professor of Islamic and Soviet studies, focusing on religion and ethnicity in Central Asia and
the Caucasus, 1960-1993. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Saroyan

126 Beyond the Nation-State: Culture and Ethnic Politics in Soviet Transcaucasia, Mark Saroyan, 1988:
https://brill.com/view/journals/spsr/15/1/article-p219 14.xml?lang=en
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tensions between Armenians and Azerbaijanis were being sowed. On the surface, there was the
preaching of brotherhood. More deeply, however, nationalism was encouraged via policy actions
of different dimensions. There were minor actions such as the distribution of pastures in a way
that left the village inhabited by one nationality unhappy with the other. Some actions were more
blatant, like condoning Azerbaijan’s policies of isolating Nagorno-Karabakh from Armenia.
Similar policies were applied all over the Soviet Union. The result was mounting tensions
between any two neighboring nations.

The second reason was the need to not allow the discontent to target the central government and
the Soviet ideology. Therefore, it was somehow in the interest of the Soviet rulers to sow limited
nationalism in such a way as to allow for the national dissident movements, which were on the
rise, to address the national cause rather than focusing on the need for human rights, democracy,
freedoms, etc. Although, of course, national aspirations could not avoid addressing these issues,
but it was easier to persecute dissidents for their plans of independent statehood rather than for
their work in favor of human rights and democracy. The former could be claimed to be directly
targeting the security of the state, whereas the latter could be easily interpreted as pursuing the
implementation of the very same principles, which were in fact proclaimed in the Soviet
Constitution.

If you look at the dissident movement of Armenians, of course, almost none of them were similar
to Russian or Soviet dissidents like Sakharov. Many of them weren’t fighting for constitutional
freedoms and rights; their fight was not for the democratization of the Soviet Union, but its
collapse, for its disintegration and for Armenia’s independence. Theirs was the national cause.
They were fighting for Armenia’s national independence, including Paruyr Hayrikyan?” and
many others who were prosecuted. Their stories are collected in two books by Vardan
Harutyunyan.*?®

On one hand, limited nationalism was supported, even at the level of the government. That is
why, for instance, eventually, as a result of the rebellion of 1965, the Genocide monument was
erected. Limited nationalism was needed as a weapon against Turkey at the very least. ‘Russians
are our savior and we should be nationalist against Turks and, later on, against Azerbaijanis.
Russia is our only supporter and savior, and, as its friends, we should also be nationalistic
against the West.” That was a part of that ideology, of course.

On the other hand, dissident nationalism went out of proportion. Hence, you had the cases of
Hayrikyan and Stepan Zatikyan.'?°

There was this interplay between different intrigues but also possibilities and opportunities to
navigate. One of the major events, of course, was the publication of some books after 1965 about
the Genocide. A compendium of materials about the Genocide®*® were prepared by the Academy
of Sciences and John Kirakosyan’s books became available.'® Scientific historical studies of

127 paruyr Hayrikyan, an Armenian politician and former Soviet dissident. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paruyr_Hayrikyan

128 \/ardan Harutyunyan, an Armenian human rights activist and former Soviet dissident. Wikipedia:
https://hy.wikipedia.org/wiki/dwpnwl Iwnnieincujwl

1291977 Moscow bombings, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1977 Moscow_bombings

1%0 Please see: http://www.genocide.ru/lib/nersisyan/genocide.htm

131 John Kirakosyan (1929-1985), Soviet Armenian historian and political scientist. He was the Minister of Foreign
Affairs of the Armenian SSR during 1975-1985. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Kirakosyan
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Ottoman Turkey and of the things that happened there became partly possible. It was, of course,
all done with reference to Marxism, and with the approval of the Moscow censors. Of course, it
was a very limited and distorted window of opportunity. Out of ten such ideas, only one was
approved by Moscow. It was not possible to implement all ideas or at least many ideas, partly
because Moscow wanted to govern, to select and rule, so to speak, and partly because there were
not many worthwhile ideas. People weren’t courageous enough to come up with ideas to study
such things, after all the terror of the previous decades. Traditions were lost. Memories and
schools of thought were also lost. If some of the best ideas were turned down (such as a film
about David of Sassoun by Parajanov or about Mesrop Mashtots by Karen Gevorkyan), people
immediately stopped generating new ideas because for a traumatized and pragmatic Soviet
Armenian mind, the effort was worthless if the likelihood of its being turned down was high. Let
us understand it very clearly: the Gulag culture makes one into a survivalist. After the Gulag,
survivors are traumatized deeply, and they are pragmatic to the level of survivalist. So, putting it
short, slavery kills creativity.

In the Soviet provinces, you had people like Parajanov or Minas Avetisyan. Well, in fact, if you
look at the landscape of the Soviet Union, you had great people and unique singular geniuses
born anywhere. Very often, the magnet of Soviet power would take them to Moscow or to St.
Petersburg and they would either settle there or travel back and forth from their homeland. They
were all singular cases. Many of them were prosecuted to different degrees but all in a cruel way,
like Parajanov, Sinyavsky,'3 Solzhenitsyn, Pasternak,'®® Brodsky,'** etc. | am talking about the
second half of the 20™" century because, in the first half, they were not merely prosecuted but
killed outright in scores.

Still, Parajanov was able to exercise his talent to a certain degree. Unfortunately, we should
recognize that it was done in the background of resistance, rather than support, from the side of
the Armenian government and significant groups of cultural nomenklatura of the time.
Sometimes, this false nationalist discourse, this Russian- or Soviet-sponsored nationalist
discourse was also used as a justification. He was born in Thbilisi, made his career in Moldova
and then in Kiev, came to Armenia, made his main film, Sayat Nova, returned to Kiev, was put
in jail, and when he came out, the Armenian authorities of the time did not let him come and
work here. So he went back to Thilisi. The Soviet Georgian authorities of the time, it was
Shevardnadze, allowed him to work there. There he made ‘The Legend of the Suram Fortress.’

Parajanov said once that he had made three films for the three great nations of the South
Caucasus. For Georgians, it was The Legend of the Suram Fortress, for Armenians Sayat Nova
or The Color of Pomegranates, and for Azerbaijanis Ashik Kerib.3® This last film came to
screens in Armenia in 1988, when the national movement was reigning full scale. No wonder
that no response, no reaction to that film, could be registered in Armenian society at all. Until

132 Andrei Sinyavsky (1925-1997), Russian writer, dissident, political prisoner. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Andrei_Sinyavsky

133 Boris Pasternak (1890-1960), Russian poet, novelist, and literary translator. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boris_Pasternak

134 Joseph Brodsky (1940-1996), Russian and American poet and essayist. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Brodsky

135 Ashik Kerib (film), a 1988 Soviet art film directed by Dodo Abashidze and Sergei Parajanov, based on the short
story of the same name by Mikhail Lermontov. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashik_Kerib_(film)
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today, this film is overlooked by most Armenians who speak and write about Parajanov and
study his work.

I’11 tell you a story about Parajanov to explain a bit about his character.

Around 1984, he came to Armenia to show one of his short films, done, again, in Georgia, about
Pirosmani,!*® or Pirosmanishvili, a great primitivist artist from Thilisi, an ethnic Armenian
whose work became world-famous.

In the Cinema House of Yerevan, which has now become a big building and at the time was a
very nice example of 1970s architecture, Parajanov introduces his film and says: ‘This film was
ordered, paid for, and sponsored by the Queen of England.’ I don’t know if that’s true or not. He
continues, ‘She called me up and said, “Seryozha, | want you to make the film about Pirosmani,
so that I can finally understand whether he was Armenian or Georgian.””

‘So,” said Parajanov to the public in Yerevan, ‘I did everything to prove that Pirosmani was
Azerbaijani.’

Obviously, that rubbed against this brewing nationalist discourse in Armenia at the time. Nothing
in this film refers to Azerbaijanis. The message he was trying to give was that both he and
Pirosmani are figures like Sayat Nova; they transcend ethnic culture. They are for and with all
the cultures of the Caucasus and beyond. He believed that it is foolish to build these
compartmentalized nationalist discourses with such vigor.

Chapter 5. The Soviet Agonie

In the text above, | used concepts that have significant explanatory power for me, such as atomie,
anomie, anemie, and some others. We discussed atomie and anomie to a certain extent.

The best explanation for why anomie eventually reigned is the negative selection during the
Bolshevik and Stalinist purges of 1921-1953. Anybody and everybody who was different —
intellectuals, creative people, scientists, scholars, academics, writers, artists, painters, i.e. the
intelligentsia®®’ — was exterminated. A group that was especially targeted were those who had
differing political views. This means that, in addition to censorship, there was a big paucity when
explanations for what happened were needed. If not for the purges, even within the censorship
umbrella, the outstanding people would be capable of explaining and expressing outstanding
ideas and providing some explanations for the situation.

After the Stalinist era, there were fewer such people left. Therefore, there were fewer such
explanations. The culture of thinking, studying, explaining, teaching, researching, and creating
deteriorated. New generations often did not have the appropriate schooling and suffered from the
trauma of the preceding period.

136 Niko Pirosmani (1862-1918), Georgian naive painter, ethnic Armenian. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Niko_Pirosmani

137 Negative Selection and Culture, Jam Session 8 (Original title in Armenian: fugwuwlwb pinpnipnia b
Uowlnyp (Jam Session 8)): https://epfarmenia.am/hy/video/Negative-Selection-and-culture-Gevorg-Ter-
Gabrielyan
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Atomie, in its turn, is the uprooting of the population, of the nation. It happened first with the
Genocide and then under Bolshevism and Stalin. Atomie appears when people are pitched against
each other. When communities are destroyed, when memory is destroyed or prohibited, when lie
and falsehood reign, atomie becomes omnipresent.

For both illnesses to become a pandemic, the rooting of the blatnoy (anti)culture and the culture
of donos, which is related to it, became another very important factor. | already referred to them
several times. In one of the previous parts, | already mentioned that it is very educational to
study the false self-confessions of the people who were arrested and tortured (or threatened with
torture) or blackmailed with harm to their family if they did not confess.

The violent blatnoy (criminal) as well as donos (anti)cultures are not something confined only to
the Soviet culture, but there are some important differences between the Soviet Union and other
parts of the world. In the United States, | was taken to custody in 1995 because a woman, who
was a volunteer police supporter, complained to the police that | was yelling at my children. |
was screaming at my children, but the only reason for that was that they were screaming. | was
trying to calm them down, though probably not in the right way. This woman reported me to the
police and | was taken into custody. It was in Ohio. The police officer let me go very soon, he
understood the story. He said that he himself sometimes yelled at his children and his
grandchildren as well. He was very understanding. | hope he is alive and well today.

Every time this power of allegation is used unfairly, it shakes the entire system of values on
which liberal democracy is built. The Soviet system declared adherence to many of the same
advanced, liberal values, at least on the surface. Some of the laws that were adopted during the
first period of the Soviet system were quite positive and liberal. Some of them were even
radically liberal, like the abandonment of the institution of marriage for a while.*®

But the entire system, from the very beginning, being based on the Bolshevik and Cheka terror
against the population, degenerated quickly. It deteriorated into this violent culture of false
allegations, of torturing people, of killing people, of extrajudicial killings, and the Gulag camps.
The laws that existed in the Gulag camps were simple, as Solzhenitsyn describes them: you die
first and | die second; if you are not being touched, don 't make an appearance; etc. Simply put:
homo homini lupus est. After those who survived the camps returned, they brought these laws
into their communities. Very often, these were people who were in charge of executing the
terror, the camp guards, etc. These groups survived and proliferated. They brought the same rules
into their life outside the Gulag system, and their successors continued to be guided by these
rules, even if they didn’t recognize it themselves. The executioners and those who were able to
adapt via this or that compromise were naturally more numerous and healthier than the victims.
Therefore, today, many more people live on the territory of the former USSR whose ancestors
were perpetrators than those whose ancestors were victims. No wonder that a significant number
of Russian citizens consider Stalin to be a national hero and approve of the policies of Mr. Putin.
This is what I call negative selection.

This is how atomie comes into being. Wives had to abandon their husbands and sign a statement
that their husband was an ‘enemy of the people,’ or vice versa. Children had to abandon and

138 The Russian Effort to Abolish Marriage, The Atlantic, July 1926:
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1926/07/the-russian-effort-to-abolish-marriage/306295/
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denounce their parents, declaring that they agree that their parents were ‘enemies of the people.’
Children were taken to orphanages, their names changed.

This calamity was atomizing the society. | said that Khrushchev’s reign was less harsh. Some
positive developments happened then.

Positive events happened all the time, even during the worst times of terror. But during Stalin’s
time, they were the exception to the rule, a result of the ruthless struggle of those who wanted to
accomplish something worthwhile against the system and its supporters. After Stalin’s death,
killings mostly stopped, and many things became easier. The period of Thaw introduced
liberalization.

In relation to the Thaw and to the 1960s, | mentioned two thick variables — one of them is
‘cultural and intellectual construction,’ in addition to, of course, ‘industrial construction’ and all
kinds of construction.

The other was the tsekhaviks, who actually contributed to rebuilding the societal fabric in a
certain way, including by strengthening family and clan ties.

Tsekhaviks, by nature of their activism, had to come up with a set of rules to function
successfully in the Soviet system. In the Soviet system, because of atomie and urbanization, the
number of immediate nuclear families or incomplete families increased quite significantly. The
tsekhavik movement went against that trend, encouraging traditional, larger-scale family ties.
They could afford that because they were richer than average. Also, they needed family
members’ trust and interdependency in order to be successful in their business, which was
officially illegal. Trust and business success could not be based on the legal system. Finally, the
clan system allowed centralized management by the head of the family, which was, again,
beneficial from the perspective of the effectiveness of the tsekhavik’s operation.

As a result, one of the cultural principles of tsekhavism became an emphasis on the clan.
Clanization was typical for the traditional rural family type all over the peripheries of the Soviet
Union. Nations with strong ‘Eastern’ traditions, such as those in the Caucasus and Central Asia,
were able to keep the clan system despite the waves of repressions, resettlements, and
urbanization.

Via emphasis on personal and clan enrichment (while the Soviet system declared significant
personal property and capital illegal) and by reverting to a larger family type, tsekhavism, being a
new development in the Soviet system, was turning the system backwards, encouraging ‘anti-
modern’ patterns of social life. Tsekhavism was preaching not just conservative but also
retrograde values.

The essence of retrograde values is that they are not just conservative and looking backwards.
They claim that values were ‘like this’ in the past, but in fact values were not ‘like this” in the
past. A system of retrograde values is based on mythologizing history and producing simulacra,
i.e. value assumptions about the past presented as true, although they are merely imagined.

Obviously, tsekhavism was another development that was undermining the Soviet socialist
system. It became possible in the context of the collapse of societal values that resulted from the
terror of Bolshevism and Stalinism. Social and community values were totally ruined (atomie).
As a result, when the ruthless period of Soviet history ended, family ties and extended family
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practices strengthened in the place of social, state, or community values. Stealing from the state
was not considered morally wrong because state property did not belong to anybody. From the
perspective of the tsekhavism movement, it was even considered chivalry and social success.
Gradually, this became an almost universal consensus in most of the USSR as well as Armenia.

Today, such ties are often called horizontal ties. In the book entitled At the Crossroads, Ruben
Vardanyan and Nune Alekyan*® discuss how a similar system functioned in the 17" and 18"
centuries, when the stateless Armenian community of Nor Jugha created its network of trade all
over Eurasia.

If we jump to today, we see that, in the context of dysfunctional state institutions, these
horizontal ties again become important. They help people survive. | experienced that just
yesterday, when the gas heater in my apartment broke down. I called three places: the state
institution; a very expensive private business built for Spyurkahays (Diaspora Armenians) and
foreigners who agree to pay a lot of money; and somebody whose telephone number had been
given to me by Mikayel, who is sitting here. So that is the horizontal tie, the horizontal
connection. Out of these three, only the third one was ready to come on the same day rather than
put me on a waiting list and allow my mother to catch a cold because the apartment couldn’t be
heated. Horizontal ties are crucial when the rest doesn’t work. Even if it does, even in the best
functioning system, horizontal ties are of a great value. If you are looking for a doctor, you better
ask your network, your friends and family, which doctor or medical institution you can trust and
visit immediately.

This is very important; it exists in every society. But if you only have horizontal ties, or if you
only have a clan, that means that your society and community have a huge gap, which cannot be
entirely filled in by the clan. Essentially, it is another type of statelessness. In the Ottoman,
Russian, and Persian Empires, Armenians were stateless. Community heads, church, and
intelligentsia (teachers, if any), were the only reference points apart from the family head. In the
final years of the Soviet Union, the state was so alienated from the population, that again in
many respects, only the family head remained as an authority. Teachers and another public
authorities were not assumed to have the population’s best interests in mind. The Armenian
Apostolic Church was also not in the best condition. First, it was not modernized. Second, it was
only recuperating from the assault by the Soviet system during the 1920s-1950s. Third, in order
to survive, it had made too many compromises with the rulers, losing its authority in the eyes of
the public as a result. However, the moment the public realized that the new Catholicos, Vazgen
I, was a significant authority, he was embraced by intellectuals and public figures. He improved
the image of the church, which had been tarnished by rumors of collaboration abroad with the
KGB and other instances of falling from its ‘throne.” The church started rebuilding and
reconstructing its significance in society, however, unfortunately again, without modernizing and
re-evaluating its philosophy.

The cultural construction continued. Increased tolerance toward associating with the church—at
least culturally—was another example of that. A few church buildings and monasteries were
renovated and started functioning again. Others were renovated as architectural and cultural
monuments.

139 At the Crossroads, Ruben Vardanyan, Nune Akelyan, 2018:
https://armenia2041.com/books/At_the Crossroads ENG.pdf
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All cultural construction happened in the form of a fight between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’
forces, between progressive forces and regressive forces. But, as | said, these regressive forces,
in their turn, could now be divided into two streams: the Soviet ideology and false nationalism,
which propagated retrograde values in the name of national identity. Of course, these two
streams were interconnected and also interwoven with human nature, the nature of the Homo
Sovieticus Armeniacus. Both of these streams cultivated and strengthened the negative traits in
human beings: envy, inclination to betrayal, cowardice, violence, etc.

Something very significant was lacking to counterbalance these tendencies, the regressive forces.
If cultural and industrial construction takes place but the culture of donos is still deeply rooted, if
there has not been any serious and drastic reevaluation of the Stalinist times, no lustration
happens; you have a problem with building the society.

There was a big gap between the two sides. On the one hand, there was the official society,
power and the state that formed a unity. The state and power were united, and the official society
within the state ideology was united with them as well. On the other hand, there was the rest of
this atomized society, essentially left out of the official society, and connected to this official
society only via family ties or horizontal ties.

The situation was even more complex: if many people were outside the official society, many
others, most of the members of the society, were both inside and outside. They couldn’t avoid
being part of the official rituals and behaving according to the rules, adapting to the requirements
of power. At the same time, they were outside: they did not share the values and did not approve
of the practices, ‘deep inside’ they did not belong. Vardan Jaloyan, following Bakhtin, calls this
phenomenon ‘BHeHaxoamMocTs’ 140 — ‘positioning oneself beyond’ or something like that.

This created the schizophrenia of the Soviet system. We already mentioned the issue of dual
society earlier on.

What is lacking here? What should be the connection between the atomized citizens, state, and
society? Of course, the connection is the community, the concept of community. The concept of
community the way | use it here entered social science in early 20" century, particularly thanks
to Max Weber.'*! He distinguished between Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft'42
(society). Community was the biggest casualty of the Soviet system, even though it is the
community upon which functional societies should be built. Societies, in an ideal sense, should
be built on the participation of individuals in their communities, as a result of which, eventually,
the interconnected communities become the fabric of society. An atomized society, plus a clan,
plus blatnoy culture, plus some ideological, intellectual, creative input, which sometimes won
even despite the resistance of power, was insufficient for the development of a functional
lifeworld.

If we look at the literature of the 19" century, we can see how the community, because of its
adages, because of its values and traditions, voluntarily mistreats the individual, like in the cases
of Gikor, Maro, Anush, etc. If we look at post-Soviet Armenian literature, we can see the same

140 The Dialogic Imagination: chronotope and heteroglossia, Mikhail Bakhtin. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikhail _Bakhtin

141 Max Weber (1864-1920), German sociologist, philosopher, jurist, and political economist. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Max_Weber

142 Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft
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tendency. When people are writing about their childhood and Soviet times, about peasant life in
the villages, you can see the same situation: the community persecuting the individual because of
traditions and adages. You can see that plot running throughout the literature, from Tumanyan’s
Maro and Anush via Bakunts to Hrant Matevosyan and Levon Khechoyan.

We know that this pattern was a universal issue, typical for all human cultures. We know that not
only their heroes but the writers themselves were subject to victimization. William Faulkner4®
suffered harassment in his community for his writings. Sherwood Anderson** was oppressed in
his community, Henry Miller was villainized all over America for his writing. We had the same
situation in Russia historically. Censorship was not just state policy, it was also the small
community’s reaction to the ‘breaking’ of its tight rules, the values that it followed.

Such a community is as alienated from an extraordinary individual as the entire society is from
the state and power. State-society of the Soviet type, and not only, is often perceived as a kind of
foreign, alien power which is imposed on human beings. The community tends to unite through
the society’s practice of violence, even if it is a ‘soft’ violence: disallowing some practices,
behaviors, thoughts, words, and texts; mistreating its members for ‘deviations’ from the rules. If
these deviations are of a criminal nature, there is no problem. If the deviations are challenging
old traditional practices for the advancement of humankind, in the name of human rights and
humanistic values, we have what we have: a clampdown by society and the state.

If the state-society is perceived as particularly strongly alienated from the individual, and the
community also does not provide shelter, then the societal fabric tends to collapse and societies
develop backwards.

If the state-society is alienated, the community, trying to resist its pressure, becomes even more
draconian in its own rules imposed on individuals. A well-functioning state can shield
individuals from unfair treatment by the community; but not this type of society. Here both
entities—the state-society and the community—put pressure on the individual from two sides.

The deepest problem is not the suffering of an extraordinary individual. Of course, that is a
problem as well. Like Faulkner or Henry Miller, strong individuals will eventually overcome it if
they are strong personalities. However, many will suffer, their talent will perish, and they will
succumb to pressure.

This is similar to the problems a child experiences at school, where, even if there is no
significant direct bullying in the form of physical violence, there may be peer pressure, which
can be just as psychologically damaging. People go through that and they somehow survive it.
The problem is that, as a result, less people become significant talented leaders in their future
lives.

If we take the concept or the ideal of a functioning non-violent community as our unit of
reference, the biggest problem in Soviet Armenia, subject to these societal illnesses, was the lack
of capacity for collective action for common good.

143 William Faulkner (1897-1962), an American writer and Nobel Prize laureate. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Faulkner

144 Sherwood Anderson (1876-1941), an American novelist and short story writer. Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sherwood_Anderson
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This is a very well-known thesis from neo-institutional theory, political science and the social
sciences — the issue of collective action, to which the inclination to free ride is opposed. The
incapacity to organize and implement collective action is being studied extensively.*® In a
system like that in the Soviet Union, there are expensive, almost insurmountable transaction
costs'#® for each separate individual organizing or participating in a collective action. The cost is
perceived by an individual as more significant than the share of the end result, the benefits, and
positive effects expected from the collective action.

In post-Soviet times, we saw that problem grow even deepener. That is the problem that we
experience: a classical case, studied extensively in social science.

It is present in my personal experience as well. I live in an apartment building where people are
incapable of coming together to pay the elevator electricity costs. This is a small common good,
shared by all the people who live in three apartments per floor. There are nine floors, so twenty-
seven families have to unite and cover the electricity bill for the elevator, which serves them all.

However, those who live on the first floor say, ‘ We don 't need the elevator.” Those who live on
other floors say, ‘Well, if the first floor is not paying, then we disagree to pay for a share of 24.’

I say, ‘Okay, let me pay for everybody.’ But they disagree with that as well because they say, ‘It
is unfair. You cannot do that. We don 't want to feel indebted to you.’

This phenomenon is laughable. It took us ages to overcome this trap. We found a way. We
managed to find the way because it was a very important need for the people who live on the
upper floors to have a working elevator. However, we also want to install a lock with a code on
the building door that prevents non-residents from entering and using the building stairwell as a
bathroom. We still have not been able to do that.

If the community is incapable of collective action, of uniting to do something together, then it is
not a community. Only joint, collective action for a public good makes the community a self-
conscious and powerful entity. Collective action is difficult because there are high transaction
costs and overheads for that, including the fact that you need a leader who spends time and
resources on organizing these people. Let me mention that it is preferred to have leaders from the
inside because a leader from outside, imposed by an upper structure, disempowers these people.
If the leader is born from within the community, the community may become better capable of
collective action.

It is important to understand that, consciously or unconsciously, people behave based on a
rational calculus. ‘Rational’ here means their own rationality, what they themselves believe to be
rational. It is, of course, very much influenced by their value system. Therefore, if one wants to
have collective action after the community experienced the Soviet system for ages, one needs to
change the value system of the community.

High transaction costs exist, of course, because of the value system. If there are no other such
communities around, and if the state-society does not support this approach to action, then
transaction costs are indeed higher. They are higher when there are no previous examples to

145 The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and he Theory of Groups, by Mancur Olson:
https://www.amazon.com/Logic-Collective-Action-Printing-Appendix/dp/0674537513
146 Transaction cost, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transaction_cost
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work off. Once the trail is blazed, one can establish a system, an algorithm, a tool, an instrument,
a technology, a way of action which reduces transaction costs.

Transaction costs are higher for a positive, creative action and lower for a negative, destructive
action. They are higher for a building action and lower for a denying action, for a rebellion
against something. We can see the first case illustrated by the relative ease with which people
establish groups for implementing a negative act, such as a criminal act, and the second case in
the pattern of rebellions that take place in Armenia periodically since 1988: uniting for
something negative, such as removing the current power nomenklatura, the rhizome, seems
easier for Armenians (and, of course, this also applies to non-Armenians) than for something
positive. Destroying something, regardless of whether it is morally right or wrong to do so, is
easier than building.

Similarly, ousting Azerbaijanis from Armenia as a response to the ousting of Armenians from
Azerbaijan was easier than going to fight in Nagorny Karabakh. In the case of the Karabakh war,
the issue itself was ambivalent: it was negative in the sense that it required violence and
readiness to kill people; and it was positive since it was a liberation war. This is why both the
Karabakh war’s consequences, as well as the trauma that it left in the souls of those who took
part in it, are so ambivalent to this day. The problem here is, obviously, that the trauma left by
the war has not been addressed seriously by specialists. Many people experienced not only
violence against the enemy, which they had to conduct willy-nilly since it was a war, not only
trauma from people killed and wounded around them, not only direct trauma from their own
wounds, physical or psychological; they saw both the cases where the enemy behaved
appallingly, but also cases where their own side did not behave according to accepted
conventions of warfare. They experienced instances of marauding, not only by the enemy but
also by their own folk. All of this stays unaddressed by trauma specialists and deeply affects the
psychology of the nation, not only those who took part in combat directly, and not only those
who conducted unlawful acts themselves, but also their families, successors, communities and
environment, because such issues tend to radiate and include more people around them, affecting
the psyche of large parts of the society.

All of this increases transaction costs for positive collective action even more significantly. |
define positive collective action as an action that brings good to everybody who participates in it
and also even to a larger group, sometimes the entire society, similar to the lighthouse effect.!4’
Finally, it can have a reasonably long-term effect. All these dimensions allow for at least
heuristic'“® evaluation of the perceived transaction costs.

The perceived level of transaction costs in social science is associated with the value of trust.'4°
Simply put, they are higher in low-trust societies and lower in high-trust societies. The peculiar
type of community that evolved in the Soviet system could not entertain high levels of trust. To
the contrary, the entire Soviet Union was a typical low-trust society. In Armenia, lack of trust
was and still is rampant. Lack of trust increases transaction costs exponentially. It affects the

147 Boeri, Tito and Garibaldi, Pietro and Ribeiro, Marta, The Lighthouse Effect and Beyond (May 1, 2011). Review
of Income and Wealth, Vol. 57, pp. S54-S78, 2011. Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=1837196 or
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-4991.2011.00455.x

148 Heuristic, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heuristic

149 Francis Fukuyama, 1995, Trust: The Social Virtue and the Creation of Prosperity, Free Press:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/High_trust _and_low_trust societies
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long-term vision of the members of the society: their long-term vision becomes extremely
limited. If long-term vision is limited, people do not make plans with the future in mind. This
means the society is unstable. There is no stability because nothing depends on the members of
the society. The arbitrary power of the alienated state may intervene at any moment and change
the rules of the game. Therefore, the members of society do not feel any obligations vis-a-vis the
state. There is no social contract. This also affects the attitude of members of society vis-a-vis
their environment; they cease feeling obligations vis-a-vis their community, their neighbors, their
town, etc. As a result, the environment deteriorates. Within it, one may have several separate
‘castle-like” domains of particular individuals or clans, since the clan is the only value reference
point left for such atomized individuals.

Given the circumstances, it is actually surprising that at least partial public mobilization became
possible quite fast, relatively speaking, to defend Karabakh. I call it partial because many people
avoided going to war, and many people left Armenia in order to avoid the war and hardship.

However, at least partial and overall relatively successful mobilization to defend Karabakh
became possible. Perhaps this was because, given the lack of a positive communal and societal
value system, where only the clan value system prevails, the next value system that people tend
to refer to is the national or other mythological value system. Nation, as an imagined
community,**° substitutes for real communities and for the society as a value. National
mobilization becomes easier around a national cause rather than any other.

This is a very simplified picture, but while trying to understand Armenia, we have to keep in
mind the thick variables, such as transaction costs, trust, collective action, imagined community,
community, etc.

To sum up the discussion on the rationality of a Soviet citizen, as one was subject to violence by
the state power, depending on the relative weigh of the issue, they agreed or disagreed to
comply. As long as they felt that they could deviate, they deviated. If they felt that they had to
comply, they complied. But mostly they did not acquire the capacity to build a social fabric
capable of positive collective action.

In the worst cases, this relative ‘rationality,” rather than corresponding to the values of
enlightened self-interest,*! deteriorated into ‘the Gulag pragmatism,” with its tenets that I
already mentioned: you die you first and | die second, all of which can be summed up in homo
homini lupus est. Lack of long-term vision, which resulted from this picture, contributed to the
appearance of such a typically Soviet Armenian value as ‘naghd’ (wwnr). Naghd means
preferring the easier gratification that can be received ‘here and now,” even if it is short-lived and
followed by ruin, to effort or action that can provide gratification in the unknown future but
potentially for a much longer term and much larger group in the community. The psychology of
naghd results, for instance, in the proliferation of extractive industries instead of environmental
CONSciousness.

Psychological dependence on imagined community-related concepts is also very well known in
our life. Take, for example, Tigranes the Great and the Armenia of his time. There is very little

150 Imagined community, a concept developed by Benedict Anderson in his 1983 book Imagined Communities
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/lmagined_community
151 Enlightened self-interest, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Enlightened_self-interest
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known about the times of Tigranes the Great; however, many Armenians feel comfortable
referring to him and his times as an essential part of their own identity. In contrast, Armenia’s
Soviet history is not seen this way. It cannot be avoided, because we live in cities and villages
designed and built during that time, we use roads constructed at that time, we go to theaters and
the Opera which were built at that time, but we do not realize that this is our primary history
rather than the Bagratunis or the Arshakunis.

The mythologized version of our ancient and medieval history is deeply ingrained in our thinking
and culture, including, unfortunately, our scholarship and even international scholarship.
Speaking and writing about the medieval kingdoms, we don’t know which of their inhabitants
were Armenians, and we don’t even ask ourselves the question of what it meant to be and feel
‘Armenian’ then.

Recently, a foreign friend of mine asked me for a book which would present the history of
Armenia in a succinct but fair way. I myself have been looking for such a book for ages. In my
opinion, it does not exist despite the numerous books written in the last two hundred years on the
topic. However, trying to help my friend out and looking through my library, | happened to come
upon a recently published book that I thought would do the trick. | opened it and on one of the
first pages | read this sentence: Because most of the Urartian stone cuneiform scripts are written
in the Urartian language, we come to a conclusion that the rulers of the Urartian state were
Urartians, whereas the population was Armenian.

This reminded me of a joke that | read many years ago, back in 1993, in an article by Tom
Nairn!®? about the archeological battles in the South Caucasus. Azerbaijanis were digging the
soil and almost twenty meters deep in the ground found a piece of wire. A great Azerbaijani
academician immediately writes a treatise stating ‘This finding demonstrates that Azerbaijanis
had telephone connections in the 20" century BC’. The Armenians got very jealous and they
started vigorously digging but could not find anything, even down at forty meters. Therefore, a
famous Armenian academician published an article stating ‘This finding demonstrates that the
Armenians had wireless phone connections in the 30" century BC’.

This is a different issue, outside the scope of our discussion, but it would be very interesting to
trace how and why, after the collapse of the USSR, many nations, including Russians, Ossetians,
Karachay, Uzbek, and many others, started to reinvent their imagined ancient histories. The
question is: do we, the Armenians, have a critical history of Armenia available at all, a book that
would correspond to the criteria of fair modern scholarship?

Another very well-known phenomenon is the patriotic rhetoric of those who emigrated from
Armenia; while they emigrated to avoid hardship and thereby to a certain extent, at the personal
level, declared their break with their community, they are often some of the staunchest
nationalists in their public statements on Facebook. Similarly, many of those emigrants who
reside in the US, who went there with difficulty, acquired the right to stay, sometimes even
illegally, are ardent supporters of Putin and his policies, if one were to take their public
statements seriously. Similarly, but somewhat more understandably, a majority of the community
of over two million Armenians residing in Russia, acquire a Russian identity very quickly. They
stop reading and writing in Armenian and also acquire a set of values that support Putin’s

152 Tom Nairn, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Nairn
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policies to an amazingly deep degree. But this does not stop them from propagating the very
same imagined community of ancient Armenia.

Many things that | said above may generate negative reactions from a variety of corners. It is
comfortable for one to stay in the cozy world of an imagined community. For many years now,
since independence in particular, this imagined community has been constructed by the
Armenian independent state power, and the Diaspora communities have had a use for it for a
very long time. Since their appearance, they needed at least some value system to resist
assimilation, and the real values of being an Armenian came to them via texts and practices
which included a lot of imagined entities that | consider being simulacra.

Questioning this simplified primordial®>3, parochial'®*, ‘ruritanian®™®, essentialist*>® and
nominalist’®’ view on Armenia’s and Armenians’ history has been mainly taboo, as is
questioning the simplified heroic legend about the Karabakh war. However, the events of April
2016, for instance, brought back to the forefront all those issues about the war that | mention
above, about the fairness of one’s own military’s behavior. Finally, these issues started to come
out in the media and social media, no longer confined to narrow personal discussions. This is a
situation where patriotism, wrongly understood, disallows freedom of discourse which will be
very valuable in making the society healthy and allowing it to address its shortcomings. Such
‘patriots’ who disallow these debates are of the two types: those who are robbing society and
want to hide behind the smokescreen of simplified nationalism; and those who are just naive, do
not have critical thinking skills, and essentially become a chorus for the first group. Recently,
these have been referred to as ‘useful idiots.’*8

There is also another argument which says that Armenia has suffered too much. Therefore, there
is no need to be critical toward its nationalist ideology, which has been persecuted alongside with
its bearers over a substantial part of its history, first in the Ottoman Empire, then under
communism.

However, a sober and scientifically valid modern approach to the analysis of these issues, and a
more realistic estimate of the strengths and weaknesses of the Armenian nation, will allow it to
become stronger. The capacity of a nation for valid and enlightened self-criticism is a sign of its
health and strength, rather than of defeatism and ‘betrayal’ of the national cause.

The high cost of positive collective action is one of the key issues which defines Armenia today;
and not just Armenia, this is a very typical situation for post-Soviet states. Many reforms try to
address this issue, many reform projects target setting up this capacity for collective action, work
on establishing these systems for collective action, building real communities. However, success
is still far away, this route is not straightforward and easy.

RG: How was this issue tackled in Soviet times?

153 Primordialism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Primordialism
154 parochialism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parochialism
155 Ruritania, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruritania

156 Essentialism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Essentialism
157 Nominalism, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nominalism

158 Useful idiot, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Useful_idiot
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GTG: As | said, there was no need for that. The power of community was ruined in Soviet times
at every possible level and in every possible sense of community. You had clans and family
community, which is not really a community because it is based on blood ties first of all. You
might have a mafia, which is again a deteriorated version of a community. You might have an
imagined community. But you didn’t have a real community. In the school, you would go to
work on Saturday, the so-called Subbotnik®*® (pwipwponjuy in Armenian). It was a requirement
imposed from above: an additional work for the community, a kind of substitute for
philanthropic participation in the community affairs. You would go if you were forced to,
otherwise you wouldn’t go. This feeling of what was described in the early Soviet years in
Arkadiy Gaydar’s'® work, for instance, in Timur and his Squad,'®* when young people would go
to do something nice for others, to help the community and its members, and this entire
pioneer'®? movement that was built on that idea — the Soviet Union’s version of the ‘scout’
movement - all of this was absent in real terms. There might have been some accidental
communities, but as a culture, this was absent. In fact, this means that civil society was absent.
So it was usually either an order coming from an alienated structure, or it happened through a
clan or, for that matter, a mafia. Populations were dislocated. To remove their attachment to the
land, family members and work colleagues were pitched against each other, and the individual
was reduced to an atomized entity. In the ‘pockets’ — provincial areas beyond the reach of the
Soviet ‘hand’ because they were either hidden or because there was no significance given to
them — some community feeling and consciousness remained. Such was the case with Artsakh,
for instance. Even in such instances, however, the community concept was twisted.

In the cultural or scientific institutions, one might find some teams as a random occurrence. If the
leader was good, then there was a good team there for a while. When the leader left and another
leader came, it all collapsed. There was no continuation. My mother experienced it very well.
She used to work at the Hayfilm studio. The editorial department had different heads. In the
1960s and 1970s, she managed tolerable relations with the bosses; then came the 1980s. One of
her very good friends and close colleagues got a promotion and became the head of that
department. He immediately started to behave differently than before, in a more cowardly way.
The entire department collapsed. Since then, this department has never really functioned
properly. Many people left and new people came. But it was already the end of the Soviet Union,
and Hayfilm was on the brink of collapse. So the story ended there.

We have many such examples, like the development of the Physics Institute!®® by Artem
Alikhanyan.'®* Most of the successes, or the identifiable elements of successes at the Physics
Institute took place after the death of Stalin: their inventions, the culture of physicists, their
relations, the famous Cheryomushki (the Ajapnyak district),® their culture and cinema house

159 Subbotnik, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subbotnik

160 Arkady Gaidar (1904-1941), Russian Soviet writer and a Red Army commander, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arkady Gaidar

161 Timur and His Squad, a short novel by Arkady Gaidar in 1940, Wikipedia:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timur_and_His_Squad

162 \/ladimir Lenin All-Union Pioneer Organization, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vladimir_Lenin_All-

Union_Pioneer_Organization

163 Yerevan Physics Institute, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yerevan_Physics_Institute
164 Artem Alikhanyan, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artem_Alikhanian

165 Ajapnyak District, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ajapnyak_District
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where otherwise inaccessible foreign films were being screened, Soviet dissidents and cultural
figures perceived as infringing on Soviet taboos, like VVysotski or Brodsky, arriving there for
meetings and concerts. Once Alikhanyan was gone, the Institute plodded on, but this leadership
was no more. By the way, he is the prototype for Dovlatyan-Aghababov’s film,'®® the main hero
of the Hello, it’s me film, played by Dzhigarkhanyan.'®” It is symbolic that TUMO®® was built in
the same district more recently.

The situation was totally dependent on the individual leader, whether he was skilled
management-wise, strong and nice or not. The connections between different institutions with ad
hoc good leadership couldn’t be established. Quantity wouldn’t usually translate into quality, and
it was not becoming a qualitative leap for the society. There was no institutional memory of
achievement; there was, though, institutional memory of bureaucratization. Every time the leader
changed, the achievements and the network of an institution would be forgotten. Connections
were absent. Every institution was like an island, so you just experienced the feeling of
pessimism that yet another structure that existed had now collapsed because of a change in
leadership. It would be infrequent for a good leader to be replaced by another good leader, and
then to be followed by another good leader. The culture was not like that; the culture was mainly
about negative selection. Good leaders were usually a rare case. In the 1960s, when the political
atmosphere was good thanks to destalinization, there were many good leaders and initiatives. In
the 1970s, when stagnation started, they mostly disappeared.

One could say that it is the same all over the world. However, there is a difference because of the
community feeling, which is, for instance, so typical of the United States and Canada. So far,
there has been a community feeling there. I don’t know what will happen next. At least it has
been encouraged by the society. Participation in community action, being in a net of a variety of
voluntary and community activism is an important part of that culture. So far, we see and we
know that people in the communities in these cultures gather to resolve issues. You can have
different shapes and types of community — a professional community, a territorial community, a
bureaucratic community — but they are either capable of a positive collective action or they are
not.

There is this feeling of community. In this culture of the Soviet Union, it was totally lost. The
repatriates of the 1940s brought it with themselves perhaps, but then many of them were sent to
Siberia, and it collapsed again.

| said earlier that writers, when pressured from above, were not supported by their peers, nor by
editors, nor by translators in Armenia itself. They often tried to work directly with Moscow to
circumvent the local censors and, in a way, acquire power through legitimation by the Soviet
system. If they were published in Russian, after that they could publish their work in Armenia.
That way, they would somehow bypass the obstacles created by their own peers, community,
society, the local political power of the Soviet Republic of Armenia. It was the same with almost
every area of activism and profession.

186 Arnold Aghababov, srcipt writer, film director, Wikipedia (in Arm.):
https://hy.wikipedia.org/wiki/Untinin Unwpwpny

167 Armen Dzhigarkhanyan, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armen_Dzhigarkhanyan
188 Tumo, Center for Creative Technologies: https://tumo.org/
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The Soviet Union collapsed, Armenia became independent, and these tendencies were inherited.
I mentioned two types of competing ideologies. One was this tripartite concept of society, power
and state, a totally formal one. The other, also a similarly mythologized ideology, was the
national ideology. The latter was closer to the people’s hearts, in part because it opposed the
official socialist ideology. On one hand, there was a clash between the socialist and nationalist
ideologies to some extent, but sometimes they went hand-in-hand. | already explained their
complicated interrelationship. The national ideology started to become used extensively by free
thinkers, intellectuals and others, as much as possible, to promote and advance their anti-official
ideology. The analysis of today’s literature textbooks, done within one of our projects,®°
demonstrates how nationalism filled the poems of the 1960s-1970s. They are great poems which
continue to be taught today, continuing the indoctrination of nationalism in the minds of new
generations.

So we had two false consciousnesses.’® One was the national ideology, less so but still quite
false, because it was very much past-oriented and mythologized history-oriented, without much
knowledge of real history, and without the methods to study this real history.

Some work was done by historians. Even now, when we are looking for a good publication about
the Genocide, for instance, we may refer to the work by Nersisyan and Sahakyan,!"*published in
1983. It is a compendium of documents rather than merely a rhetoric of the historian who is
telling more or less plausible stories. This is just an example. To sum up: some worthwhile work
was being done within the realm of national ideology, but essentially most of the time there were
two false consciousnesses against the reality.

The one thing that happened as a result of this was a lack of real stories, narratives, and
memories. This was another indication of anomie. We had and still have a lack of real stories
about that part of history, about the 20" century, as well as a lack of real stories about the rest of
our history. We have gaps in real stories. There were still many stories produced. So one
problem is that they haven’t really been studied, but the other problem is that there were fewer
produced at that time, and fewer produced about that time afterwards. We have a lack of stories
about the 20" century, and we have a scarcity of stories about the next period, after 1988, as we
all know. With the advent of the Internet and IT technologies, we now have more and more
documentary materials easily available. However, we still lack the analytical approach to the
time period from early 20" century to today.

In that situation, some of the significant art products of that time were mythologized and
acquired more significance, and rightly so. This was a kind of forced landing—when stories are
scarce the infrequent good ones acquire special significance. The time of Sovietization is

169 The article titled “Manifestations of tolerance and intolerance in Kh. Abovyan’s folkloric work,” Mher Kumunts
and Lusine Nersisyan, 65-106 pages (Original title in Armenian: Zwunnipdnnuljuunipjui by
whwinnipdnquljwunipjut ngputynpnidutpn v. Upndjutth puwbwhniuwlwub wlyniup niikgng
unbndwgnnpénipnititpnid) included in the Research Book. Manifestations of Tolerance and Intolerance in
Armenian Literature, EPF Armenia, 2017:
https://epfarmenia.am/sites/default/files/Document/Tolerance_Intolerance_in_Armenian_Literature _book 2017.pdf
170 False consciousness, Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/False_consciousness

171 The Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire: Collection of documents and materials (original title in Russian:
I'enonnn apmsia B Ocmanckoit Mmmepun: COOPHUK JOKYMEHTOB U MaTepHAOB)
http://www.genocide.ru/lib/nersisyan/genocide.htm
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expressed in a film that | already mentioned, by Frunze Dovlatyan — Myasnikyan, produced in
the 1970s. It is a wonderful film; I recommend it to everybody. It tells us about Alexander
Myasnikyan'’? coming to newly-Sovietized Armenia and dealing with all of the crises that
Myasnikyan inherited after independence was crushed. Of course, it’s made from a Soviet
perspective.