Impressions of Armenia
When I found out that I will be serving in Armenia for the next 27 months, the first images that came to my mind were of mountain-people living on barren steppes with a perpetual wind blowing. Even after reading through the prepping material Peace Corps sent me, purchasing guidebooks, and looking on the internet, I still had no idea what Armenia will be like. But it is so, isn’t it? We can watch documentaries on the Discovery Channel, read the National Geographic and books written by explorers, but in the end, our mind is completely incapable of forming a realistic picture of a place that we’ve never been to. Not in a thousand pages could I convey what Armenia would be for you were you to come here. What I will try is to distill some images that I have found to be false, and to convey some impressions that I have formed over the past nine months of serving as a Peace Corps Volunteer.

Were you to read guidebooks about Armenia, they would tell you about luscious mountains and ancient churches. Perhaps images of the Rockies or the Adirondacks would spring to your mind. They will tell you that Armenia was the first nation to adopt Christianity as a state religion, and that its people are a rugged mountain people. This first image I find quite misleading. True, there are many mountains; I can see peaks that are over 2,200 meters high from my village. But the slopes are rocky and barren. And certainly many of the villagers could be described as rugged; I’ve met many men with tattoos on their hands attesting to their service fighting for their homeland, their most recent war having been suspended only a decade ago. People even greet each other with the phrase “Tsavd Tanem,” which means, “I take your pain.” But, my host family, my students and most of the people I work with are warm, friendly people who have an eye for the future and not for the many hardships that the country has undergone. And thirdly, although it is true about Armenia and Christianity, Armenians today hardly ever go to church. Yes, there are ancient monasteries, and there is a beautiful little chapel right on the hill next to my village, but there are no services held there. I have only been up there with my host family once over the past nine months. Were you to ask an Armenian to tell you about his country, he is likely to mention the recent hard war with Azerbaijan, the devastating effects of the earthquake that hit the region in 1987, and the genocide of their people in 1915 in Turkey. But these are not topics that come up when we I sit down to eat supper every night with my host family. So I warn against forming idealized images from sources with an interest in portraying Armenia in such a light.

A second image – which most Westerners tend to form after seeing the country for the first time – is a fairly critical one. There is garbage everywhere. The concepts of quality and of a “job well done” are missing or, at least, very different. There are many half-built buildings, and even the newest ones are usually missing something. The Armenian people can be described as a nationalistic people. They look very negatively upon Islam (a common misconception is that most Islamic men keep multiple wives). Western standards of punctuality and reliability simply don’t exist. For example, I have a class that meets at 3 p.m. But most of my students aren’t actually ready to start class until 3:15. So, one would think with a Western mind, let’s change the time to 3:15. But such cunningness has no power over local culture. Change the time, and next class everyone will just show up at 3:30. If someone says they will meet you tomorrow for lunch, well, that doesn’t really mean that they feel obligated to do so. This image is not false in terms of observations – these things are true – yet it is sill incorrect. One cannot gain an appreciation for another nation and culture without discarding the prejudices and expectations and concepts learned from their own culture. There is a nice story that one of my Peace Corps Trainers told us of a man who lived in a country where everyone wore yellow glasses. One day he went to live in another country where everyone wore blue glasses. At first, he still saw everything in yellow glasses but, over time, he started to see things in a different color. Finally, after he returned to his own country, he gathered his friends together and told them how he had been to a strange land – a land, where everything was green. Of course, this man never took off his original yellow glasses before putting on the blue ones of the other country. The story is corny, but the point is valid: one must be able to step outside of the cultural framework of one’s native country before being able to appreciate a completely different culture.
So, I invite you to view Armenia from an Armenian standpoint. Garbage is everywhere because garbage collection services stopped after the collapse of the Soviet Union. By an Armenian perspective, some garbage on the street is not a bad thing, in a way, it is a sign of life – that we have food to eat, consumables to consume, products to throw away. After a long time of shortage, it feels good having so much that one can actually discard unnecessary items. Regarding deforestation, there was a large energy shortage after Armenia’s one Nuclear Power Station was shut down for a few years, and after oil stopped flowing from Azerbaijan. So, out of pure necessity, the woods surrounding the villages were cut down and burnt for heating in the winter. Even now, when the nuclear station is once more operational, and Russia is supplying gas at a fairly good rate, most public buildings are unheated, and in our home the average temperature over the past three months has been around 55 degrees Fahrenheit. I started the environmental club in my High School in America, but I felt no remorse at burning wood to keep the house “warm” this last winter. Finally – and this is a difficult one to swallow – I propose that the feeling of carelessness and irresponsibility that leads people to be regularly late for class or to miss appointments may be bad for business, but it is very good for mental health, as it alleviates most sources of stress! From an Armenian standpoint, the capitalist production-oriented, deadline-obsessed system in many Western countries may bring more material wealth, but in the end it is just a good way to be stressed out all the time. 
From my own perspective, each culture includes good and bad things. This is why I am able to contribute to Armenia the best of my own background, while at the same time be repaid by learning new and different ways of thinking. My own obsession with perfection has been toned down, while I am able to convey to my students not only English speaking and computer skills, but also concepts like gender equality and religious tolerance. I find being a Peace Corps Volunteer to be very difficult at times with my friends and family being so far away, but also very fulfilling in terms of work and social interaction. During the day I teach classes, work with the computers creating websites or maintaining computer labs in the NGO-s I’m assigned to, and plan and implement aid projects targeted at those who truly need it. In my free time I continue to endeavor to learn the Armenian language. They have their own alphabet quite unlike any other, and I am hard pressed to find any words they have in common with English. I also spend a lot of time with my host family. Almost every week we have a reason to celebrate. Just last night we had a small feast because we slaughtered a bull (which I became aware of in the morning as I went to the toilet and found the bull’s head staring up at me from a bucket on the floor). And last week we celebrated the birth of a new calf. My host family proposed that they name it after me, but I kindly declined the honor as a scene of my host mother calling to my host dad “go give some fresh hay to Laszlo in the stables” flashed in my mind. All in all, I have come to form a deep appreciation for the Armenian way of life. This would not have been possible without living with the local people for so long.

By the way, the concept of family and marriage is quite different here than in the U.S. When the youngest son gets married, he brings the girl to live with his parents. From then on, it is his responsibility to provide both for his parents and his new family. Dating per se does not exist in Armenia – if you’re seen walking alone with a boy or a girl of your age in the village who’s not a relative, you are expected to marry them. Overall, family plays a much bigger role in people’s lives here than in the states. On the other hand, to be someone’s “friend” here means a lot less than in the states. If you do become very close with a family, then you are no longer considered a friend – they call you “brother” or “sister” and you are essentially considered a part of the family. Personally, I find that this arrangement, where the family unit stays together and kids don’t move out of their parents’ homes when they turn 18, is a much better formula for happiness than the family and social models in the West.
In closing, I would like to say a word regarding my upcoming project with St. John’s. I have become acquainted with channels of international aid distribution and honestly I find that blindly throwing money at a country is hands-down a bad thing to do. Most aid money is wasted or falls into the hands of corrupt individuals both in and outside of the government. Peace Corps Volunteers, however, are able to make sure that aid really gets to where it should get to. So I am happy to be able to cooperate with St. John’s on this project to secure clothes for orphans in the local orphanage and for youth living in temporary dwellings in the city. The need certainly is there, and this is an extremely efficient and effective way of fulfilling it.
