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Abstract

This paper addresses the issue of language maintenance and identitarian memory reproduction in the Armenian diaspora, considering the case of the Armenian community of Plovdiv, Bulgaria. To this end, I illustrate the status of Western Armenian as a refugee and migrant language in Europe and Bulgaria and explain the educational role of the charitable organization AGBU in supporting this endangered language. I pay special attention to (Western) Armenian language teaching at the local Armenian school Tiutiundjian, to the classes organized by the Plovdiv Saturday School, and to the local bilingual (Bulgarian-Armenian) newspaper Parekordzagani Tzain. I argue that the Armenian language and alphabet, by virtue of their spiritual component associated with a history of distinctiveness, are part of a process of collective representation, as key symbols expressing national belonging and nurturing links to the spiritual and cultural heritage of the ancient Armenian motherland. The use of the Armenian language and alphabet is thus functional in promoting certain patterns of cultural memory and (trans)national identity. Nevertheless, these do not seem to contribute sufficiently to maintaining the vitality of Western Armenian in the Bulgarian diaspora, and the future seems to be challenging for this endangered language.


Introduction: Western Armenian as an endangered language in Europe

More than one million people of Armenian descent live on the European continent (AGBU 2015: 1). Many of them speak one of the two forms of the Armenian language that developed independently in the 19th century in the Ottoman and Russian Empires: Western Armenian and Eastern Armenian, corresponding to the historically spoken varieties in the cities of Constantinople and Tbilisi, where large Armenian communities once lived (Zekiyan 1997: 66).
Western Armenian, based on the dialect that evolved around the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople (Chahinian & Bakalian 2016: 39), is today the language of the Armenian communities in the Middle-East (Lebanon, Syria, Cyprus, Jordan, Israel), Europe (especially France, Ukraine, Bulgaria, Greece), North America (Canada and the USA), Australia, and of the remaining Armenians in Turkey. It has official minority language status in several EU countries, including Bulgaria, Cyprus, Hungary, Poland and Romania, and a strong historical presence in a number of other European countries. The Western branch of the Armenian language is a non-territorial minority language, is not used anywhere as a state language, and is therefore not a language of administration or official/public life (Dermerguerian 1997: 22). 
During the 20th century, the use of this Armenian variant in the diaspora decreased considerably. Still spoken by millions in 1900 (AGBU 2015: 2), it is now considered a “definitely endangered language” according to UNESCO classification (Moseley, 2010), implying that it is no longer learned by children as a mother tongue at home, with a break in intergenerational transmission.
The Armenian language in Europe shares the local challenges faced by many other minority languages, but also possesses a number of features that distinguish it from them, most notably the global dimension of its presence, a fact that links its preservation and development to larger issues that transcend the national (Oshagan, 1986).
The other variant, Eastern Armenian, is the official language of the Independent Republic of Armenia, also spoken among the Armenian diaspora in Iran, as well as the language of the Armeno-Iranian and Armeno-Russian diaspora communities in Europe, and it is not an endangered language.

Armenian as a “refugee” and diasporic language

Much of the Armenian diaspora in Europe consists of descendants of refugees and exiles who survived the Genocide; thus, the Western variant is today almost exclusively a diasporic, exilic language (Chahinian & Bakalian 2016: 47) as well as a “refugee language” (AGBU 2015: 2). In the original Armenian homeland (in today’s Turkey), on the other hand, this language is almost extinct, its speakers having disappeared almost completely after persecutions, massacres, and deportations in the years 1915-1922.
It should also be noted that, since the fall of USSR, large numbers of Eastern-Armenian speaking immigrants from the former Soviet territories have also settled in the EU, while, most recently, Western Armenian speaking refugees and migrants have arrived from Turkey and the Middle East (Syria, Lebanon). The Armenian language, therefore, is also the language of contemporary migration and faces several obstacles, including its dispersion across different countries, the lack of resources for teaching it,[footnoteRef:1] and the risks of assimilation that threaten its survival and its transmission to younger generations.  [1:  As far as education is concerned, although some established Armenian communities have managed to open schools and offer some form of language teaching (e.g. in France, Greece and, as we shall see, Bulgaria), their numbers are limited.] 


Armenians in Bulgaria: facts and history

Similarly to the condition experienced by this language in the wider European diaspora, Armenian in its Western variant is indeed endangered as a minority language in Bulgaria (Selvelli 2015: 165). Although unofficial Bulgarian Armenian sources estimate almost 20,000 speakers, Ethnologue (2018) provides figures referring to 5620 speakers of this language in the country. The same source also classifies Armenian in Bulgaria as an “immigrant language”, a somewhat problematic claim, since Armenian has been spoken for around 1500 years on Southeast European territories.
Armenians are indeed one of the oldest immigrant communities in Bulgaria: this community is a multi-layered one, the oldest core of which dates to the Byzantine period (especially 8th-10th centuries). In the last years of the Ottoman Empire, after the Hamidian massacres of 1894-1896, many Armenians came to Plovdiv as refugees (Mitseva 2001: 18), and then in the years between 1922 and 1926, about 25,000 Armenians who had survived the genocide reached the country (ibid.). The last wave of migration began after the dissolution of the USSR: Armenians (in this case speakers of the Eastern Armenian variety) started coming to Bulgaria after 1991 to look for better job opportunities, a process that has not yet stopped.

The role of the Armenian General Benevolent Union (Parekordzagan):
The functioning of diaspora communities over the course of the last century has depended and continues to depend in large part on a set of Armenian institutions and structures that enabled connection both with a “lost” or “imaginary” (Hall 1990: 226) homeland, as well as with members of the global diaspora. The most important role in this sense was (and is) played by institutions such as the apostolic church, the political parties, and social and charitable organizations, often supporting a network of printed newspapers and books. In Plovdiv, where the Armenian community counts about 3500 members (1% of the total city population), the Armenian General Benevolent Union (AGBU), the largest Armenian non-profit organization operating on a global scale, has made a fundamental contribution to the development of the cultural, educational and intellectual life of the community (Selvelli, 2018).
The AGBU was founded in Cairo in 1906 and has been based in New York II since the end of the World War. It embodies the main educational institution of the Armenian diaspora worldwide and supports a range of social and cultural activities related to the preservation of this minority language. 
In Bulgaria, this organization has been present since 1910, not only in Plovdiv but also in Sofia, Varna and Burgas and Ruse. Among the many forms of support for young people, the AGBU grants scholarships to students of high merit for the continuation of university studies, especially for the continuation of university education in the field of Armenian studies at Sofia University (Selvelli 2018: 208). The AGBU represents the real driving force behind social and activities aimed at the preservation of the Armenian language: thanks to this institution, relevant results are achieved, such as the promotion of courses of Armenian language and culture at the Saturday School, publications of books and of the main newspaper of the community: the bi-weekly Parekordzagani Tzain.

Significantly, the AGBU contributes to the promotion of a specific language ideology that opposes assimilation and praises the knowledge of the Armenian language: this is inscribed in a discourse on ethnic identity and community survival in the context of globalization, which also proves crucial for improving the minority’s relations with the Republic of Armenia. According to this perspective, ethnolinguistic minorities can survive for long time without a political autonomy, or their own territory, but social and cultural factors need to compensate for the absence of such elements, the most important of which are constituted by remembrance practices related to the trauma of the Genocide and the loss of the homeland (Kasbarian 2015: 359), as well as the praise of the mother tongue (and its writing system), viewed as inalienable links with the ancestors’ heritage. In the Armenian diaspora, the intimacy and the sense of authenticity created by linguistic bond is linked to its ability to build a symbolic barrier against assimilation, and this is further strengthened by the unique and distinctive graphic system, that is the Armenian alphabet created by Mesrop Mashtots in the early 5th Century (Maksoudian 2006: 157).

School education in the Armenian language 

Both in Bulgaria and in other countries of the European diaspora, the greatest obstacles to the functioning of Armenian language teaching are the lack of training and institutions suitable for teaching Armenian as a diaspora language. Nevertheless, the situation in Plovdiv looks somehow better than in other contexts, by virtue of the presence of the Armenian school Viktoria and Krikor Tiutiundjian, one of the oldest in the city, founded in 1834 (Selvelli 2015: 167). In the years up to 1944, the Armenian school was able to maintain its autonomy from all ideologies. However, when the Communist Party came to power in 1946, domestic policy gradually turned to the disadvantage of the ethnic minorities, and in 1976 the school was closed (ibid., 168). This fact not only affected the schooling of Armenian children, but also had a direct impact on the daily use of the Armenian language: children gradually began to forget it on both an active and passive level.
At this critical moment, the first so-called “Saturday classes”, consisting of informal lessons in Armenian language and culture, began to be organized by a group of volunteers who saw them as a remedy for the lack of official school instruction in Armenian language.
Since the 1990s, after the democratic changes in Bulgaria, in accordance with the Convention on the Rights of Minorities, the teaching of the mother tongue has been resumed for the Armenian minority school in Plovdiv. This is the only institution in Bulgaria where such courses are compulsory: in the other schools in the cities of Sofia, Varna and Burgas classes in Armenian language are optional. 
In the past, textbooks came mainly from Lebanon and Cyprus, and it was necessary to adapt the material to the programs of the Bulgarian schools so that the methods of work in the Armenian school would be consistent: the first books were quite experimental: much depended on the individual work of each teacher. Nowadays an attempt is being made to create a uniform textbook in Western Armenian for all diaspora communities (Arakelyan 2015:10) and the Office of the High Commissioner for Diaspora Affairs annually sends textbooks and other educational materials to this institution, whose instructional cycle consists of 7 years, and which counts approximately 400 students. Considered a model of tolerance and ethnic coexistence, the school is attended by students whose origin is not only Armenian, but also Bulgarian, Roma and surprisingly even Turkish. Perhaps the most significant fact is that there are four languages in the school’s curriculum: Armenian, Bulgarian, Russian and English[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  http://tutunjian.bg/dokumenti/uchilishten-ucheben-plan/ ] 

As far as preliminary knowledge of the Armenian language is concerned, there are children who speak it very well because they speak it at home, those who can hardly pronounce a word, and those who speak it only in the Eastern variety because they are children of immigrants who have recently arrived from the Republic of Armenia. The teacher’s endeavor is not only to design lessons to convey the necessary concepts, but also to make them attractive in content in order to arouse the students’ attention and engagement in a discourse that is not only scholastic but also subjective, since it evokes intense feelings of identity.

The Saturday School and the introduction of modern technologies

Since the communist period, the charitable organization AGBU has been running the so-called Saturday School (Mitseva 2001: 141-142), which is attended by about 25 pupils a year, not only from Plovdiv but also from the surrounding villages. Within the framework of these lessons, the terms that enrich the children's vocabulary are combined with illustrations, stories, plays and other stimuli that facilitate the memorization of new words and provide useful information about the history, literature and geography of the Armenian “homeland”. The latter, together with the language, the alphabet, and the Armenian Apostolic Church, derive their power from their positioning as symbols and from their being partly subjective: they thus become ideal means through which children learn to take their first steps on the collective ground of the community.
We can remark how, in order for a language to be passed on from one generation to the next, it must have symbolic meaning (Drost-Abgarian, 1997): children must receive positive reinforcement from what Fishman calls the “home-family-neighborhood-community” arena (Fishman 1991: 466). In terms of literacy, among the various learning environments, the area of writing is the most formalized in a society (Cardona 1981: 85): the most obvious reason for this is that writing is a form of highly praised knowledge that must be taught conservatively. Although the introduction of modern technologies is considerably altering the situation, this statement is especially true for minorities who live in a different majority language context. Students must learn to write and read that particular writing system with the utmost precision because this is the first crucial step that introduces them to the knowledge conveyed through the written word.  In the Armenian Saturday School of Plovdiv, the alphabet is used both in its practical dimension as a means of writing, and on a “mythopoetic” level as the subject that connects with the level of national and transnational identity and acquires strategic importance in the children’s imaginary (Selvelli 2015: 170).
In the perspective of modernization, digitalization and globalization, and in order to better meet the current needs of the Armenian diaspora, the so-called Armenian Virtual College was created at an international level, which aims to become “the leading online higher education institution in Armenian Studies with an educative outreach worldwide” (AVC website).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://www.avc-agbu.org/en/about/aboutAVC.html ] 

This online platform has been used during Plovdiv’s Saturday School courses for around five years with great success, bringing a fresh new perspective to Armenian children who want to learn the language. In addition to language training, the children also have access to courses on Armenian history, literature, music, architecture, chess, as well as to other cultural lectures comprising virtual tours of Armenia.

The role of the press

The bi-weekly bilingual (Bulgarian and Armenian) publication of the AGBU, Parekordzagani Tzain (“the voice of benevolence”), active in Plovdiv since 2004, seeks to reflect the principles of AGBU and inform its readers about its initiatives at the regional, national and international levels, expressing both a sensitivity for local issues and a broad transnational scope. As for the children, their “initiation practices” into the Armenian language and alphabet are extremely important in relation to this newspaper, which publishes a few columns in each issue devoted specifically to them, and sometimes also riddles and crossword puzzles. In general, we can note that over the years the newspaper has gradually enriched its content and a variety of sections have appeared: one dedicated to the Armenian School in Plovdiv, one on literature, one on the “AGBU Young Professionals” and many others. In addition, it is important to remind that, among the journalists working at this newspaper we find graduates of the Tiutiundjian school, according to a special program aimed at involving members of the younger generations in the newspaper’s redaction.

The activity of the Armenian press in Plovdiv plays a fundamental role because of its ability to spread positive ideologies about the importance of the Armenian language and alphabet, even though many of its articles are written in Bulgarian. The same applies to the books published by the publishing house Armen Tur, which is also supported by the AGBU. The choice of language for writing books or newspapers reflects the appropriation and application of models and elements associated with the surrounding Bulgarian context (Selvelli 2015: 176); it can also be interpreted as a necessary measure to avoid forms of self-isolation and to communicate with a wider audience by disseminating information about Armenian culture among the majority population.
In this regard, it can be argued that Armenians in Plovdiv actively cultivate forms of identity that go beyond the “exclusivist” national vision and find their legitimacy in the specificity of being a transnational community that maintains some important relations with other Armenians in Bulgaria, with those in other countries, as well as with those in the Republic of Armenia (Aghanian 2007: 118). 

Conclusions: language challenges after childhood
There is no doubt that the Armenian language is an endangered language for the Plovdiv diaspora: although the school contributes to the preservation of the language for the age group of 6 to 14 years, this is not enough, as there is no Armenian high school. Many young adults complain about this lack. They remember how well they could write and read Armenian during their school years and realize that these skills, especially in writing, have been lost.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Personal interviews and ethnographic fieldwork with young members of the Armenian community.] 

The actual use of the Armenian language, written or spoken, in the diaspora of Plovdiv, is indeed very limited. Planning to support the literacy skills that children acquire in school is as important as the initiation program to the language. In the current diaspora context, only people who actively engage in reading books in Armenian or follow the Armenian language satellite television channel (although this is in the Eastern Armenian variant) acquire a richer vocabulary, but most of the youth are rather passive in this regard. 
In recent years, social media, especially Facebook, have been playing a crucial role in promoting written news in Armenian language, targeting all generations. Broadening the writing and reading contexts of a minority and diaspora language, enabling its use for new functions, enlarging its field of application (especially in the case of the Internet and online communication), certainly has a positive effect on the image the community has of itself (Koulayan, 2006). Nevertheless, most young people on the Internet write Armenian with Latin characters, a phenomenon that could also be influenced by the fact that Bulgarian users also tend to write with the Latin rather than the Cyrillic script (Selvelli 2021: 251).
The educational, cultural, and social activities of AGBU aimed at defending the Armenian language are based on the assessment of the linguistic impact of the globalization processes, which significantly hinder the maintenance of national identity, language, and culture. In the diaspora, the Western branch of the Armenian language is losing its speakers at a high rate, and the challenge is to secure an appropriate, institutional role for this language in a long-term perspective: this could be achieved with the support of both Bulgarian and European institutions, aiming at valorizing the heritage of linguistic diversity of diasporic and migrant communities in the Old Continent.
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