
Can the Vlachs Write
Their Own History?

by NICHOLAS S. BALAMACI

A distinction between "traditional" and "modern" societies'
is extremely useful, though it has certainly been subject to some
misuse. Perhaps the worst misuse is when Westerners simply
assume that their society is "modern" (or "developed") and
better off while others are more or less "traditional" and,
implicitly or explicitly, worse off. A common corollary to this
argument is that there exists a series of steps, which can be
discovered through the application of strict social-scientific
method, that all societies must pass through in order to sur-
vive in today's world—as if there were one future, or one path
to it, for al12

This brand of modernization theory has not fared well in
the postwar period, which has seen the self-assertion of non-
Western societies (with their own patterns of development) and
the emergence of a inentalitg of pluralism in the West. Some
still argue that the West is better because it developed the very
notions of pluralism and of objective standards for measuring
what is good, while non-Western societies tend to assert that
what is their own is best, thereby leaving no room for pluralistic
ways of thoughts But this argument defeats itself: The develop-
ment of the idea that no one culture is necessarily superior to
any other proves that Western culture is superior to all others.
Clearly the West deserves credit for its various innovations, in-
cluding pluralistic ways of thought, but the point is precisely
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that other cultures deserve some credit, too. 'While the particular
excellence of Western society may very well be the system of
rational inquiry that has led to, for example, advanced, successful
economies and systems of government, the particular excellence
of non-Western societies, which often demonstrate a limited ability
to harm the natural environment and a 'healthy respect for things
spiritual, is that they have not led to such Western ills as massive
environmental pollution and the possibility of nuclear annihila-
tion. Cultures can learn "excellences" from one another; the one
thing that we now feel we must avoid—and we are indeed in-
debted to the West for this particular bit of wisdom—is that
any culture think itself so superior as to seek to dominate the
others, putting an end to what diversity still remains after a
half-millennium of Western hegemony.

Another critique of the traditional/modern distinction sees
it as a typical dichotomous division of reality between an idealized
past and a less-than-ideal present.4 Yet the human tendency to
idealize the past does not by itself negate the value of distin-
guishing two different types of society. And criticisms of moder-
nization theory as simplistic and dichotomous can best be an-
swered by noting that the theory does not necessarily postulate
that there are only two types of human society, "traditional" and
"modern"; rather, it simply seeks to describe a transition from
one type to another without excluding the possibility of, say, a
third type (such as a pre-Neolithic hunting and gathering society,
for example).

Thus while some of the earlier views of modernization are
discredited, the concept remains; modernization is seen not as an
absolute series of stages through which a given society must pass,
nor even as "good" or "bad," but rather as "a tendency or set of
tendencies," as the historian John Gillis puts it. Gillis goes on
to explain,

{T]radition and modernity are not two completely
different conditions. Elements of modernity—for ex-
ample, the recognition of merit over birth—existed
to some degree in preindustrial society. By the same
token, the traditional factor of advantage from birth
is still powerful in most modern societies, despite every
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effort to give all children equal opportunity. Yet few
would deny that over the past two hundred years merit
has become more important and birth less so in deter-
mining the many important functions in a society. It is
therefore the tendency toward equal opportunity rather
than the realization of total equality that we describe
as modernization. 5

This interpretation, too, is not without its critics; Immanuel
Wallerstein, for example, argues that this view of world history
ignores the fact that in order for certain areas of the
planet to be developed (a loose synonym for "modernized"),
certain other areas of the planet must be underdeveloped .° Yet
by pointing this out, Wallerstein does not refute modernization
theory, but amplify it; indeed, he himself retains the distinc-
tion between societies that are "developed" and those
that are not, simply asserting that the latter are a prerequisite
for the former. Eric Wolf warns that the label "traditional"
tends to obscure the differences between widely disparate peasant
societies.' This is an important point to keep in mind when deal-
ing with modernization theory, which, though it seeks to delineate
characteristics various societies have in common, should not be
construed to imply that all traditional (or even modern) societies
are precisely the same.

Not only does the traditional/modern distinction continue
to be a useful one, it still provides a basis for the periodization
of the last European millennium—we speak of medieval, early
modern, and modern European history. Various characteristics
have been suggested as criteria for modernization, including
urbanization, commercialization, and industrialization; the chang-
ing social mobilization of peoples from localistic loyalties to
centralized, integrated national societies; the priority of merit
over inherited status; the specialization and prof essionalization
of labor, with resulting new social divisions; the separation of
politics and economics from religion and family life; the growth
of literacy; the rise of mass media; increased social mobility;
and, of course, a new mentaliti whose main characteristics are
an acceptance of social change and a concomitant emphasis on
progress .° It is this new mentalite and its new conception of
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time with which this essay is most concerned; Mircea Eliade
describes the "two distinct orientations" of time in human society
as "the one traditional, ... that of cyclical time, regenerating it-
self ad infinitum; the other modern, that of finite time."'

Since these developments first occurred in the West, there
is a tendency to call this process "Westernization." That term
implies that when a society undergoes modernization it is for-
saking local culture in favor of wholesale adoption of Western
European and American cultural forms. It is still far from cer-
tain, however, that a modernizing non-Western culture must
lose itself in the process (one thinks of the Soviet Union and
Japan); thus the term "Westernization" will be avoided here.
At the same time, there is no doubt that traditional societies
throughout the world have not systematically modernized before
contact with the West; they did not produce, say, a modern
historical ideal—portraying change over time in an objective
manner—before their exposure to Western education and aca-
demic values. This ideal of objectivity is indeed something new
under the sun; in fact, the degree to which even Western societies,
long convinced of their own superiority, approach that ideal with
consistency is questionable even today.

The Vlachs are a traditional society of the Balkan penin-
sula. Once contained entirely within the Ottoman empire, they
were divided as that empire was dismembered to form or enlarge
the modern Balkan nation-states. By 1918, the Vlachs were ef-
fectively split between Greece, Bulgaria, Albania, and what was
to become Yugoslavia. Mass migrations created additional com-
munities in America between 1900-20 and in Romania be-
tween 1920-40.

For reasons that constitute the basis of this essay, much
paper and ink have been wasted on the question of the origin
of the Vlachs. Perhaps the simplest way to approach an answer
is by analogy to the Americans of today; in antiquity, the Roman
language (Latin) and culture supplanted most of the other
languages and cultures of Europe save those of peoples who had
developed their own literature (the Greeks) or were not subdued
by the Romans (the Basques) or had a segment of their popula-
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tions located outside the Roman Empire (Germans, Gaelic-
speaking Celts). Since there is no way of knowing the lineage of
the Romanized populations—there were Greeks in what is now
Marseilles, Germans in Spain and Italy, Syrians in the Roman
army—they are known to us simply by the language they cur-
rently speak, whether Catalan, Italian, Provencal, French, Rhaeto-
Romance, Spanish, or Romanian. (A short-lived European pre-
occupation with "racial origins" ended with the cataclysm it
helped cause—World War II—and one hardly hears the term
used any longer.)

The Vlachs are thus the Balkan populations that were
Romanized, along with individuals later assimilated to Vlach
language and culture (as Slays, Greeks, and even some Gypsies
have been). In other words, the Vlachs do not date to classical
times, but are a "new" people; there simply was no such
thing as a Vlach before the Roman conquest. Which popula-
tions existed in the Balkans at the time of the conquest?
According to the best information we have, the main groups
were Illyrians, Thracians, and Greeks, the last group including
the Macedonians." North of the Danube were the Dacians.
Some members of each group were certainly Romanized. The
Albanians may be the descendants of the Illyrians, as they as-
sert. The Thracians, Dacians, and Macedonians disappeared,
assimilated by Romans and Greeks (and, of course, after the
sixth century A.D., by Slays). In Byzantium, Greek civilization
was fused to that of the Romans, with Christianity being the
catalyst; after a brief period during which it gave way to Latin
in official circles, the Greek language came to dominate again
in the sixth century A.D., except in the more remote areas of the
Balkan peninsula, where a new Romance language was spoken.
It is surmised, on the basis of linguistic evidence, that these
Eastern Romance speakers were in touch with the Italian penin-
sula until the sixth-century Slavic invasions severed this
connection."

Though both Romance-speakers and Greek-speakers were
known by the same designation at this time—"Romans"-
it seems that the Romance-speakers nevertheless differentiated
themselves from the Greek-speaking "Romans"; it remains un-
certain whether Greek-speakers considered these Eastern Romance-
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speakers as somehow different from themselves 1 s After the
Slavic invasions, which severed the Byzantine empire's con-
trol over much of this Romance population, the Byzantine Greeks
came to perceive these Romance-speakers as outsiders and called
them by a new name they had learned from the Slays, who in
turn had learned it from the Goths: "Vlachs." This word came
from the same Germanic root that provided the designation
"Welsh," and it has an interesting history. The Oxford English
Dictionary cites these forms: Serbian and Bulgarian Vlach,
meaning Romanian or Italian; Czech Vlach, Italian; Polish
Vnoch, Italian; Polish Moloch, Walachian; Russian Voloch',
Walachian or Italian. These forms "are Slavonic adoptions of
the Germanic Walh (OHG. Walh, Walah; MHG. Watch;
OE. Wealh), foreigner, applied especially to Celts and Latins.""
The Anglo-Saxons, Germanic invaders of England, applied this
term to the native British (Celtic) population they found there,
calling them "Welsh."" The extension of meaning from "Celt"
to "Latin" is explained by John A. Armstrong in his Nations
Before Nationalism; in speaking of the tendency of ethnic groups
to define themselves by comparison to "strangers," he notes:

Thus the extensive Germanic groups defined them-
selves as the people "between Wend and Walsche,"
never using either term to refer to any group that
spoke a Germanic tongue. Just as the real referent for
Wend shifted, probably, from Finnic reindeer nomads
located northeast of the Germanic elements to the
Slays who later occupied the eastern limits of the
Germanic sphere, the referent for "Walsche" (or
"Welsch") changed from Celt alone to Celt, Latinized
Celt, and Roman alike, on the southeast confines of the
Germanic world. 15

While there is a gap of several hundred years in the history
of the Romance-speakers north of the Danube River, the Vlachs
of the southern Balkans seem to have existed there (though not
necessarily in the same precise locations within the southern
Balkans) since the Roman conquest. Here we enter the turbulent
waters of Balkan history, which, more than other branches of
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European history, has regularly been subordinated to present
national imperatives; in this case, the Romanians and Hungarians
both covet Transylvania and have sought to legitimate their claims
to it by asserting historical priority in that region. Thus the
Hungarians theorize that the Romanians are really Vlachs from
the southern Balkans who migrated north of the Danube during
the Middle Ages, i.e., after the Hungarians got there. The
Romanians respond by asserting that they are the descendants
of the autochthonous Dacians who, though conquered and partially
assimilated by the Romans, have continued to exist in all cur-
rent Romanian lands since antiquity; the Romanians see the
Vlachs of the southern Balkans alternately as autochthonous
Thracians who were Romanized (the Dacians were a Thracian
tribe) and as Romanians from north of the Danube who migrated
south."

Like all other ethnic groups on the continent, the Vlachs'
consciousness and primary loyalty have long been linked to their
immediate environment—village, mountain, valley, clan—and not
to any national idea; such ideas were born in Western Europe
in the early nineteenth century, and only since then have Vlachs
and others come to see themselves as part of a "nation." (The
religious history of the Vlachs has not even begun to be ad-
dressed by serious scholars.) Whereas the Romanians eventually
went on to create their own nation-state in the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Vlachs have, since at least the seventeenth century,
come more and more under the influence of Greek culture,
especially through the vehicle of Greek Orthodoxy, due to their
proximity to Greek populations. In fact, all Balkan groups during
the Ottoman occupation were marked by their relatively peaceful
coexistence and the fluidity with which they adopted aspects
of each other'• culture (especially Greek culture, which pre-
dominated through the Church). Once nationalism became a
force in European political life in the nineteenth century, how-
ever, this peaceful Balkan coexistence ended, and as Ottoman
strength in Europe faded, the various Balkan national groups
fought over the remaining Ottoman lands in the peninsula.

A Vlach national movement began among wealthy Vlach
merchants in Vienna and Budapest at the start of the nineteenth
century,' but the rising Romanian state soon took the lead,
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claiming the Vlachs as long-lost kin and investing large sums
in Romanian schools and churches for the Vlachs. While genuinely
fraternal feelings certainly existed under the benevolent, naive
form of early nationalism, the Romanians also hoped to use the
Vlachs as a bargaining chip in their territorial claims against
Bulgaria." This Romanian nationalist movement gave rise to
the new ethnic designation Macedoromani, which meant to
signify that the Vlachs were simply Romanians who happened
to come from Macedonia. The new designation was adopted at
the expense of two important facts, however: first, that (as-
suming the Romanians have been north of the Danube since
antiquity, as they assert) the two branches of Eastern Romance
population had been virtually separated for some twelve cen-
turies (i.e., since the Slavic invasions) and had evolved rather
differently during that time; and second, that while Vlachs are
certainly found in Macedonia, they also inhabit the neighboring
regions of Epiros, Thessaly, and Thrace.

The recently formed Greek state opposed this Romanian
national movement, and the Vlachs soon came to be divided into
pro-Greek and pro-Romanian factions. The bitterness between
the two was not great until Greece, in conducting a guerrilla war
at the turn of this century against various armed groups of
Slavic nationalists for possession of Macedonia, made the un-
fortunate decision to use force against the unarmed Vlach
nationalists, too." Conflict erupted on the academic front as
well: Greek nationalist scholars, seeking to prove Greek his-
torical priority and continuity in Macedonia from antiquity (i.e.,
before the Slays got there), adopted the theory "that the Vlachs
were Vlachophone Hellenes, that is to say racially Greeks who
had learnt Vlach."" Though this thesis has never found sup-
port outside of Greece, it has enjoyed a remarkable staying power
among both Greeks and Hellenized Vlachs, and it is important
for its effects on Vlach identity. If one is "biologically" Greek
anyway, and one's Latin idiom merely an anomaly, then indeed
why not abandon that idiom and return to one's true "race" ?

It is upon this skeletal sketch—unencumbered by the
Romanians' desire to have been in Transylvania before the
Hungarians, untainted by the Greeks' need to claim members
of their "race" in Macedonia from time immemorial—that the
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other facts of Vlach history may be hung. Just what that his-
tory and those facts are has not yet been attempted (much less
realized) outside of a handful of rather remarkable works
which, not coincidentally, have had no particular axe to grind
concerning the Vlachs: the writings of Gustav Weigand, pub-
lished in Germany in the 18905; the Englishmen Alan Wace and
Maurice Thompson's 1914 classic, The Nomads of the Balkans;
and the 1987 book by Tom Winnifrith, also an Englishman, en-
titled The Vlachs: The History of a Balkan People?' Particularly
important is Winnifrith's comprehensive critique of Greek,
Romanian, and other local scholars who have purported to study
the Vlachs impartially but who in reality have subordinated the
Vlachs to their own narrow nationalistic concerns. This critique
has cleansed the slate of Vlach history and rid it of the ac-
cumulated debris of 200 years of nationalist infighting—almost all
of it at the expense of the Vlachs. Winnifrith's historiographical
critique is the signal for a fresh start in Vlach history, a start
provided by the remainder of his own book.

But Winnifrith's book is short, far from comprehensive, and
suffers from a weak theoretical structure. If local scholars have
been ruled out due to their nationalist concerns, to whom can
we turn for the definitive history of the Vlachs? Winnifrith's
critique of Balkan national scholars would seem to leave us
with two main alternative sources: impartial Western scholars,
motivated by a sense of curiosity and wonder, or the Vlachs
themselves, motivated by an interest in and affection for their
ethnic background. Western scholars have already shown that
they can produce reliable works on the Vlachs—but those works
are few and far between, and there is not much interest in the
Vlachs, though they are clearly on the verge of extinction. On
the other hand, the Vlachs themselves have a natural interest
in the subject—but can the Vlachs write their own history?

Vlach society never modernized—as a society, that is, for
many Vlachs assimilated into societies that were modernizing.
But in doing so, they had for all intents and purposes to give
up their identity as Vlachs: no modern schools, literature, or
political entities were created by or for the Vlachs (the ap-
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proach of both Romanians and Greeks was generally that
theirs was the literary language of the Vlachs, so rather than
modernizing Vlach language and literature, Romanian and Greek
schools taught the Vlachs Romanian or Greek language and
literature). Without schools, Vlach never developed words for
the myriad innovations of modernity, from automobiles to presi-
dents; such terms as do exist are borrowed from more de-
veloped languages such as English, Turkish, Greek, Albanian,
or one of the Slavic languages. No modern Vlach culture has
been created.

Herein lies the essence of the problem, for Vlachs who
have chosen to remain involved with their culture have by and
large continued to work within the conceptual framework of an
extremely traditional culture—even when the intellectuals among
them impose on that culture the nomenclature and forms of
modernity—rather than seek to create a modern pan-Vlach iden-
tity complete with literature, criticism, representative in-
stitutions, etc. One of the ramifications of this phenomenon
(and the thesis of this paper) is that a traditional mentalite is
imported into such nontraditional activities as the writing of
history, with results as damaging to the traditional society as
they are to the ideals of the modern historical profession.

What is a "traditional mentalite"? Better yet, with the
benefit of Wolf's criticism, what is the traditional mentalite of
the Vlachs? I would like to offer three criteria, one that is
characteristic of traditional societies in general, one that is
typical of pastoral-nomadic groups such as the Vlachs, and one
that is particularly associated with Vlach traditional society and
is critical to any attempt to understand that society.

The first of these criteria—and what Claude Levi-Strauss
describes as "[t]he characteristic feature of the savage mind" 22—
is what we might call timelessness. The Vlachs, like many others,
were a "people without history," attuned mostly to the rhythms
of biology and nature before coming into contact with anthropo-
centric Western societies. Even after centuries of contact with
the West, however, the Vlach traditional mentaliti survives, and
in this the Vlach experience is comparable to that of other
traditional societies. In fact, the antipathetic relationship between
the traditional mentalitê and modern historicism is brought out
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most clearly by Calvin Martin, a historian whose essays on the
historiography of the American Indians stand as a landmark for
all scholars interested in the survival of traditional ways of think-
ing in seemingly modern times and places. Martin asserts that

despite our profusion of monographs we have in
truth largely missed the North American Indians' ex-
perience and meaning of it. We have missed their "time"
as they construed and sought to live it. Instead ... we
make them into a "people of history": assign them our
terms and conception of living in time and space, our
commitment to changing reality and changing humanity
over the ages 23

In contrast to the anthropological (human-oriented) outlook of
a "people of history," American Indians have the biological
(nature-oriented) outlook of a "people of myth." 24 According
to Eliade, the only "history" mythic people have is sacred his-
tory, which

is a "history" that can be repeated indefinitely, in the
sense that the myths serve as models for ceremonies that
periodically reactualize the tremendous events that oc-
curred at the beginning of time. The myths preserve
and transmit the paradigms, the exemplary models,
for all the responsible activities in which men engage 2s

Moreover, "such an ideology makes it impossible that what we
today call 'historical consciousness' should develop . "28 If some-
thing exists now, it must always have existed. "The man of
archaic cultures tolerates 'history' with difficulty and attempts
periodically to abolish it." 27

The second criterion of the Vlach traditional tnentalite is
a preoccupation with genealogy, the tracing of real or fictitious
bloodlines through the branches of biological descent. The his-
torian John A. Armstrong contrasts the territorial sense of iden-
tity that arose in Western Europe during the Middle Ages
(and led to the development of stable frontiers around
the various territories) with the nonterritorial ethnic identity of
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pastoral nomads characterizing such areas as the Middle East;
for the latter, "[b]y far the most important mechanism is the
extraordinary dominance of the genealogical principle." 28 This
"concern for finding ancestors has been carried to lengths that
appear absurd to an objective observer," such as when "Albanian
refugees in the Negev and non-Semitic Somalis alike claim
descent from Mohammed himself." 2° Moreover,

Because such claims are neither provable nor disprova-
ble, the force of their presentation, including skill in
enlisting learned authorities, the superficial plausibility
of the oral traditions, and the real power of the claim-
ants are decisive.... It is obvious that what is at stake
here is a set of myths, among the most potent struc-
tures that have ever influenced identity.... [I]t is not
real blood relationships but conviction impelled by an
intense desire to identify with a more prestigious group
that determines the identity myth. 3°

Of pastoral nomadic origin themselves, the Vlachs, too, rely
heavily on genealogy as the ordering principle of their identity.

The third and final criterion of the Vlach traditional
mentaliti I will cite for the purposes of this paper is an attrac-
tion to the freedom, mobility, and inconspicuousness of a moun-
tain lifestyle; the Vlachs have done much as they pleased for
the last two millennia simply by staying out of the notice of
other peoples. As Charles Eliot noted in 1908, "Their villages
are nearly always placed in the highest and least visible spots ...
[an] obvious advantage as a means of eluding the Turkish tax-
collectors." 31 One way these characteristics show up in the pres-
ent is in the strong impulse to camouflage Vlach identity within
the context of a stronger, more prestigious, or more successful
group. Such a phenomenon, of course, would be most marked
in the modern period of competing national identities and states;
the old empires did not aggressively seek converts and in fact
tended to insulate the governing classes from the governed, keep-
ing the two cultures apart.° This chameleon-like characteristic of
the Vlachs has been cited often in the last century. Wace and
Thompson observed that the Vlachs "are essentially a mountain
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people and as soon as they begin to settle permanently in the
plains ... [they] rapidly become merged with the surrounding
races."" The two British scholars, who traveled through Vlach
villages in Greek regions during the period of Romanian-Greek
friction over the Vlachs, noticed peculiar behavior even in Vlach
villages:

Thus on one occasion we overheard the school children
being ordered to talk only Greek as long as we were
present; in another village we were assured spoke only
Greek, Vlach proved to be the common tongue....
Once in the early days when our knowledge of Vlach
was small we arrived at a Vlach village which had just
reunited after a winter in the plains. All around were
talking Vlach; we were welcomed kindly by the school-
master who spoke to us in Greek. "We only talk Vlach
when we first meet again after the winter" were almost
his first words. It was not until a month later that we
heard another word of Greek."

So noteworthy did Wace and Thompson find this phenomenon
that they chose to end their tome on the Vlachs on this note:
"[T]heir numbers have been steadily, but slowly diminishing,
and they themselves have helped this by their lack of national
feeling, their dispersion and their power of self-effacement."

Barely a decade earlier, in 1905, the British socialist and
journalist Henry Noel Brailsford had written,

There is no race in all the Balkans so mysterious and
so individual as the Vlachs. They shelter themselves
in the Greek Church, adopt Greek culture as a disguise,
and serve the Hellenic idea. It is rare to meet a man
among them who does not speak Greek more or less
fluently and well, but at home the national Latin idiom
persists, and their callings, their habits, their ways of
thinking make them a nationality apart. .. . They live
apart, rarely intermarrying with Slays, upheld by some
tradition of an ancient superiority which teaches them
to despise the newer races. If they are a timid people
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they are also singularly tenacious. A family may be
scattered between Roumania and Thessaly, but they
never cease to be Vlachs."

While he acknowledged that with some Vlachs Hellenism was
a genuine passion, Brailsford was quick to add,

With the mass of the Vlachs, however, this loyalty to
Greece was a more calculating and interested attach-
ment. This sparse and furtive race is of necessity op-
portunist. It seeks to merge and conceal itself in some
larger organisation from the same timid and unobtru-
sive instinct which causes it to build its villages on
the mountains. So long as Greece held an undisputed
primacy among the Christian peoples of the Balkan
Peninsula it was obviously the interest of the Vlachs to
shelter under the Greek name.... But the recent mis-
fortunes of Greece have thrown some doubt on the
wisdom of this connection.... The stronger force has
an attraction for the Vlach mind.'

Modern scholars, too, have noticed this characteristic of
the Vlachs, which is operative not only in Greek regions but in
Albanian and Slavic areas as well. The Croatian-American soci-
ologist Vatro Murvar noted,

The Vlachs preferred to use the names of people [Sc.
nations) with whom they wished to become assimilated.
They were anxious to achieve this assimilation quickly
because "they were ashamed of the associations attached
to their own names. They therefore preferred to call
themselves Greeks or Serbs." They identified themselves
with the Serbs, although they had nothing in common
with them but the religion."

Murvar in fact devoted his entire doctoral dissertation to at-
tempting to prove the existence of a Vlach elite calling itself
Serbian but still operating within the context of Vlach culture
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even as it controlled the new Serbian state and today continues
to dominate in Yugoslavia.

An ambivalent attitude toward national identity is not unique
to the Vlachs; it may even be common among what we might
call the world's "smaller" cultures. In his book on nationalism,
Geilner notes that

in many cases, it is far from clear how a given in-
dividual is to be assigned to his "cultural back-
ground." . . . Life-style, occupation, language, ritual
practice, may fail to be congruent. A family's economic
and political survival may hinge, precisely, on the adroit
manipulation and maintenance of these ambiguities, on
keeping options and connections open. Its members may
not have the slightest interest in, or taste for, the unam-
biguous, categorical self-characterization such as is now
associated with a putative nation, aspiring to internal
homogeneity and external autonomy. In a traditional
milieu an ideal of a single overriding and cultural iden-
tity makes little sense.°

Precisely how the Vlachs have manipulated the various am-
biguities inherent in their situation is the subject of an im-
portant essay by Muriel Dimen Schein entitled "When Is an
Ethnic Group ? Ecology and Class Structure in Northern Greece.""
Concentrating on the region of Epiros, Schein contrasts the Vlachs
(whom she calls 'by their self-designation "Aroumani") with
the Sarakatsans (a Greek pastoral nomadic group) in order to
demonstrate that "under conditions of competition for strategic
resources, ethnic identity can be used as a means of organizing
adaptation to natural and social environments; ethnic differences
will then be expressed and recognized, and ethnicity becomes a
basis for differential success."'

Schein begins by recognizing the ubiquitous Vlach custom
we have been discussing: "Like the Aroumani who inhabit other
Balkan countries, those in Greece have adopted the major customs
of their host country, so that today, in a town or city, the
Aroumani can be distinguished from the other rural Epirotes
only when they speak Roumanian [sc. Vlachl."42 In the course
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of their competition for the limited pastures of Epiros, Vlachs
and Sarakatsans have "made use of ethnic identification as a
way to allocate and secure pasture."' Political and ecological
factors interacting with ethnicity led to Sarakatsan success, their
lower classes becoming specialized as stock-breeders while their
upper classes, as well as both upper and lower classes of the
Vlachs, were forced to become generalized into numerous pro-
fessions—an advantage if the ecosystem changes (as it did in
this century) ." Yet Sarakatsan upper classes tend to lose their
Sarakatsan identity, becoming for all intents and purposes Greek
when they leave their villages; this does not always happen with
the Vlachs, giving the Vlach upper and lower classes the
potential advantage of a common bond of ethnicity. In past
centuries the Vlachs retained their language and identity due
to specific economic and legal advantages given them by the
Ottoman Turks.

But Roumanian [Vlach) is still learned today in the
villages, not because of any one particular reason, but
because identification as Aroumani continues to confer
advantages in diverse contexts. Aroumanian ethnic iden-
tity condenses multiple experiences and meanings—non-
Greekness, ecological and economic marginality, unique
control of muleteering, and dominance of the cheese
trade—and thus has great but non-specific potential
uses. . . . This is not to say that all Aroumani have al-
ways maintained their group membership. Emigrants do
so when it is to their advantage: thus, politicians clearly
find it useful, as do cheese and stock merchants who
use it to maintain connections with Aroumani shepherds.
At the other end of the hierarchy, villagers in the re-
mote mountains also continue to use their identity as a
major means of finding a way into commercial and polit-
ical networks. On the other hand, those who settle in
plains villages, or become businessmen in non-related
industries find it less beneficial to identify themselves
as Aroumani and consequently cease to speak Roumanian
[Vlach]."
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In short, ethnicity is a more fluid concept than it is commonly
held to be, and ethnic identity is often asserted when doing so
confers some political or economic advantage. Schein's thesis
goes a long way toward explaining the paradox of the Vlachs'
assertion of a non-Vlach ethnic identity to outsiders even as
they tenaciously retain a Vlach ethnic identity among themselves
(save when they settle in lowland areas and are genuinely
assimilated).

As stated earlier, in the absence of a modern Vlach cul-
ture, Vlachs who have wished to modernize have done so by
assimilating into other cultures that were modernizing. Those
who have retained a Vlach ethnic identity have often continued
to work within the conceptual framework of an extremely tradi-
tional culture—to be Vlach, in other words, is necessarily to
be "traditional" to that degree—and virtually no one has sought
to create a comprehensive modern Vlach identity. At best, Vlach
intellectuals have merely imposed the nomenclature and forms
of modernity on traditional Vlach culture, and as a result a
traditional Inentalita is imported into such nontraditional activi-
ties as the writing of history, which we now anticipate will
lead to assertions that the current situation of the Vlachs has
always existed (timelessness) and that the Vlachs have a direct
biological link to prestigious ancestors (preoccupation with gene-
alogy); furthermore, the choice of which ancestors to assert will
be related to the advantages conferred by the resultant ethnicity
(usually either Greek, Serbian, or Romanian outwardly, with a
Vlach identity held in reserve for possible ingroup use). Let us
now conclude this study by examining a few examples of how
these organizing principles of the traditional Vlach mentalite
have acted to shape and circumscribe the Vlachs' writing of their
own history.

* * *

Considering how consistently scholarship has been subor-
dinated to political imperatives in the Balkans, it is no surprise
that the two main schools of thought among the Vlachs con-
cerning their own history should parallel quite closely the
Vlachs' political alignments. In other words, there is a Latinist
school (essentially a new incarnation of the old Romanian
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school), asserting the kinship and non-Hellenic racial origin
of the Vlachs and Romanians, and a Hellenist school, main-
taining the kinship and Hellenic racial origin of the Vlachs and
Greeks. The traditional nature of the debate is evident from the
fact that it has never ceased to center on this question of
"racial" origins.

The Latinist school is now represented by Vasile Barba
of Freiburg, whose Uniunea tra Limbs shi Cultura Aromana
(Union for Arumanian Language and Culture) issues a quar-
terly periodical, Zborlu a Nostru (Our Word) as well as
some occasional publications, including a softcover collection
entitled Latin South of the Danube Today." ULCA has also
held two international "congresses" thus far, at the University
of Mannheim in 1985 and the University of Freiburg in 1988;
the participants have been few and overwhelmingly of the Latinist
school themselves. The mantle of the Hellenist school has
recently been taken by the linguist Achilleas Lazarou of Athens
with his major work Arumanian and Its Links to Greek. 47

Lazarou has also written articles concerning the Vlachs for
various periodicals, most recently his controversial "History of
Vlach Popular Songs."48

The radical nature of the last-mentioned article makes it a
natural starting point for us, as a very stark example of how a
phenomenon sharpens one's ability to pick out more subtle ver-
sions. For more than a century now, a single fallacy generated
by an over-enthusiastic Greek nationalist researcher has skewed
the study of Vlach folklore in Greece. In 1880, Aravandinos
wrote that the Vlachs,

though they do not use the Greek language at home,
nevertheless compose [sic!) their songs in it. The
reader will find many such songs in the present selec-
tion, mostly gathered in Metsovo, Grevena, and Ma-
lakasi—Vlach districts in part, certainly, but where one
almost never hears a Vlach song. In their dances, at
weddings, saint's day festivities, or at home when their
women sing lullabies to their babies or keen dirges over
the dead, they always sing in Greek, even though oc-
casionally some of them, in their ignorance of the Greek
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language, do not precisely understand the meaning of
what they sing. Let this therefore stand as yet one more
proof of the almost complete assimilation of this race
with that of the Hellenes.4a

We may ignore for a moment the patent impossibility of
composing songs in a language which one is either ignorant of
or does not precisely understand, the fact that the songs in
question were gathered in areas that were partly Greek, and the
problems that arise when circumstances cause one to feel com-
pelled to prove "the almost complete assimilation" by one's
own group of the group one is examining. One does not require
even these arguments to realize that in order to prove that the
Vlachs "always" sing their most important songs in Greek,
one would have to prove the almost total absence of such songs
in Vlach among unassimilated Vlachs. In light of the well-
known reticence of the Vlachs, one would have to have secreted
sound-recording equipment in Vlach villages over a period of
a century or more. Not only would this have been impossible,
but the very notion upon which it would have been based—
that a certain linguistic group, unlike all other linguistic
groups the world over, is defective in that it speaks in its own
language but somehow cannot or will not sing in it—is absurd
in the first place. Aravandinos has taken his own peculiar experi-
ence—that of a Greek nationalist visiting villages anxious to be
considered "Greek"—and generalized it as if it were representa-
tive of all Vlachs at all times; indeed, here is a striking example
of the events of a very particular place and time being forced
to fit the mold of "timelessness."

Regardless of this, the notion that "the Vlachs always sing
their songs in Greek" has enjoyed a certain staying power among
Greek folklorists. The appearance in 1985 of an anthology of
folk songs in Vlach, The Songs of the Vlachs," flew in the
face of this staple of Greek scholarship and created no small
degree of consternation; not only did the author, Zoe Papazisi-
Papatheodorou, assert that the Vlachs sang songs in their own
language, she had the temerity to publish those songs in an
alphabet derived from Romanian—thus drawing a connection
(consciously or not) between the Vlachs in Greece and the
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Romanians for the first time since the end of World War II,
when a new Romanian government chose to discontinue support
of schools and churches for these Vlachs. To be sure, this was
not the first collection of Vlach songs ever published; several
editions have appeared in Romania in the last dozen years
alone.51 But Papazisi-Papatheodorou's book was the first Vlach
effort to break the Greek postwar consensus not to assert any
non-Hellenic ethnic identity in that country, and as such the
book achieved a certain notoriety.

Lazarou's article was an effort at a direct scholarly re-
sponse which, though it spoke in the idiom of the Greek polit-
ical and academic establishment, would come from a person who
was himself Vlach. Piqued by the appearance of a collection
of Vlach folk songs, which were not even supposed to exist,
Lazarou's tactic was simply to resurrect and reassert the
Aravandinos fallacy of a century ago, only with more of a
scholarly apparatus this time. But one need not be a scholar
to know that Aravandinos requires more than footnotes; indeed—
as most Vlachs know whether they've had one year of education
or twenty-one—the Vlachs have a sizable body of folk songs in
Vlach that have come down over the centuries, and to this day
new songs are created in Vlach almost daily by people who speak
Vlach as their primary language.

Lazarou's thesis is this: that the Vlachs sing their folk
songs in Greek, and that any folk songs they have in Vlach are
the (artificial, by implication) creations and residue of the pro-
Romanian nationalist movement among the Vlachs (which lasted
from roughly 1860 to 1945). The evidence against this radical
position is vast and, with the exception of the collection by
Marcu cited earlier, eminently reliable. (Marcu apparently rea-
soned that Greek songs referring to the Vlachs or their villages
must once have been sung in Vlach; though there is no clear
evidence that such an assumption is warranted, Marcu never-
theless seems to have gone ahead and translated some of these
songs "back" into Vlach—this, if anything, is the "smoking gun"
Lazarou seeks.) The other collections cited above are largely
reliable, as is the sampling in Wace and Thompson, who are in
fact explicit about certain types of Vlach songs:
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There are two men in the village [of Samarina] who
continually compose new ones which they sing at fes-
tivals. They do this not for gain, but for amusement;
and neither of the two song writers can be said to have
had much education. This song writing is not due to
the Roumanian propaganda, for every now and again
some one else will make up a topical and personal song,
and we have heard muleteers singing them.'

Numerous recordings exist of Vlach folk songs; though many
were made in Romania, most of the recent issues have come out
of Greece (those that have not include collections compiled
by the United Nations and by the French National Center for
Scientific Research). In the course of my own travels in Thes-
saly, Macedonia, and Epirus, I have heard dozens of songs and
located and purchased several cassettes featuring Vlach songs,
most or them from Vlach villages that had little or no con-
tact with the pro-Romanian movement (for instance, Metsovo,
Gardiki, Migidei); new cassettes, as one might imagine, are being
produced constantly.

Even Vlachs transplanted to America have continued to
compose and sing songs in their own language, on almost any
subject—from factory work to the moral deficiencies of the next
town to major events within the community. Of course, these are
not limited to songs recorded on paper, disk, or cassette; the great
majority of Vlach songs, now as ever, goes unrecorded. As I
was growing up in the United States, I heard perhaps hundreds
of songs, not one of which was ever recorded." Does this mean
that they did not exist? Moreover, because our community here
is, like the Vlach villages of Greece, located within the con-
fines of a significantly more advanced culture (i.e., one with a
long, established literature, with schools, with a vocabulary that
has kept up with the times), at a point when cultural interaction
was unavoidable Vlachs in America naturally began to learn
and sing American popular songs—even Vlachs who hardly
knew any English. The same thing occurred in Greece a genera-
tion or more earlier, much to the delight of Aravandinos. The
number of these non-Vlach songs has obviously increased over
the years, to the point where most members of the current
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generation here—again, like most members of the current genera-
tion in Greece—know almost no songs in Vlach, but plenty in the
second language.

Which brings us to another fallacy propagated by
Lazarou in his eagerness to make Vlachs into Hellenes: the
relegation of Vlach to a "second language." While it is true
that in 1991 very few Vlachs manage to get along without
knowing at least one other language besides their own, most
Vlachs know of elderly persons who to this day speak no other
language but Vlach. There is abundant evidence that fluency in
Greek has come to most Vlachs only lately; as recently as 1861,
for example, Spiridhon Sokolis, a Greek doctor visiting Metsovo--
the most ardently pro-Greek of all Vlach villages—found that

with only a few exceptions none of the women or the
boys up to the age of ten knew Greek at all, so that
Mr. Sokolis had to employ an interpreter. The men,
however, could speak Greek freely as it was an essential
language for commerce."

What has happened here is that Lazarou has taken a
very recent state of affairs and removed the time factor from
it; "if Vlachs speak Greek now and sing songs in it, they must
always have done so." In other words: What exists now must
always have existed. Timelessness.

Timelessness and the assertion that the Vlachs are the direct
biological descendants of prestigious ancestors are in fact the
concepts that animate Lazarou's major work, Arumanian and
Its Links to Greek. Though it proposes to examine the origin
of the language spoken by the Vlachs of Greek regions, this
book actually attempts to assert that the Vlachs are biological
Greeks whose Greek language became Latinized after the Roman
conquest of Greece." This assertion clearly places Lazarou with-
in both the Vlach tradition of tracing a prestigious biological
ancestry and the discredited European tradition that views his-
tory in terms of racial or biological continuity. It is as impos-
sible to prove purity of ancestry for the Vlachs as it is for the
French or the Greeks, a fact readily recognized by Lazarou's
colleague M. Hatzopoulos. In a brief but important essay en-
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titled "Photice: Colonie Romaine en Thesprotie et les Destines
de la Latinitê Epirote,"" Hatzopoulos concedes the futility of
Lazarou's biological approach to the Vlachs and suggests instead
that we attempt to describe and trace what happened to the
Latin colonies we do know existed. One need not share Hatzo-
poulos's faith in linguistic and inscriptionary evidence in order
to agree that this approach is more promising by far than what
Hatzopoulos terms the "false problem" of "racial" origins.

"Racial" origins also preoccupy the Latinist school led by
Barba. In this case, however, the chief concern is to prove
the purity of the non-Hellenic ancestry of the Vlachs; within
that constraint, there is room for some flexibility, as shown in the
following statement:

The Arumanians have been in the areas known today
as Macedonia, Thessaly, Epirus, and Albania for many
thousands of years. For two thousand years alone the
Arumanians have been known by this name and have
spoken the Latin language brought by the Romans after
Rome was able to conquer these regions. For many
thousands of years before that the ancestors of the
Arumanians were known by the names of the regions
inhabited by the groups to which they belonged:
Agrionians, Dorians, Dardanians, Hedonians, Mace-
donians, Pelasgians, Sitronians, etc. However, they were
all the same, for they were part of the most numerous
people then known in Europe, the Thracians. All groups
of Thracians spoke a single language, Thracian, which
has not come down to us in written form, but we
know well today that it was a different language from
the single written language of that time, the Greek
of Greek towns located on the coast in the area of
the Peloponnese."

It is no accident, however, that the most prestigious ancestors
of this lot, the Romans and Macedonians, are mentioned most
often in ULCA publications—both in word and in image, for
a Roman coin with Caesar's portrait is the logo on every issue
of Zborlu a Nostru, while the cover of Latin South of the Danube
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Today carries both the same coin and a portrait of Alexander
the Great. Moreover, it is a sad remark upon the ULCA's des-
perate flight from any sort of Greek ancestry that it has led
directly to several groups that modern Western scholarship agrees
were Greek, most notably the Macedonians!'

The extent of ULCA's concern with proving the purity of
the Vlachs' non-Hellenic ancestry is evident throughout its lit-
erature. Great pains are taken to eliminate even a drop of
Greek blood:

In 146 B.C. Greece, too, was conquered by the Romans,
who made it a Roman province. But since the Greeks
had a language that was written and was respected
by the Romans, they kept their language even after the
Roman conquest. The Greeks were not Romanized.
But all of those in the Balkan Peninsula who did not
speak Greek—the Macedonians—took the Latin lan-
guage."

Not only must Greek blood be avoided, but that of barbarians,
too:

After the division of the Roman Empire into two
parts—one with its capital in Rome and the other in
Byzantium—Macedonia stayed with the Byzantines
([A.D.) 395). For some 200 years, the ancestors of the
Macedo-Romanians protected themselves well from the
barbarians who occasionally crossed the Danube to loot.
In 447 groups of barbaric Huns reached the Pindus.
Nevertheless, all barbarian groups left the Arumanian
regions just the way they had come—like a storm. "Water
comes and goes, but stones remain." The barbarians
came and went, but the Arumanians remained!"

Thus closes the circle of Vlach history for both schools, Hel-
lenist and Latinist alike; indeed, the only difference between the
two seems to be that one arose within the framework of a society
that confers advantages on those asserting Hellenic origins, the
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other in one that confers advantages on those with non-Hellenic
Latin origins."

This is a carousel in which some of the horses are black,
others white, but all have the same overarching concern: to get
back to where they began. Can the Vlachs write their own
history? "Historical consciousness" commences precisely at the
point where such carousel figures tear free of their moorings
and take flight into a future they create for themselves. The
possibility of a modern Vlach-authored history can begin only
when the Vlachs have abandoned the safe, circular track of
their traditional ways of thought.
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in America has been performed in the polyphonic style of the Vlachs who come
from what is now Albania, there were many in the solo and choral styles of
the Vlachs from Greek regions.

54Wace and Thompson, Nomads of the Balkans, p. 184.
55"The Arumanians are pure Greeks, as much as Greeks from other regions,

and ... were bilingual, or even spoke another language because of the vicissitudes
which befell their nation." Lazarou, L'Aroumain, p. 103; 1-1 'Apcallouvue),
a. 158.

58Balkan Studies 21:1 (1980), pp. 97-105. Lazarou's book was first published
in 1976.

52Unsigned article "Straausilli" (The Ancestors), in Barba and Barba, Latina,
p. 46.

53Who were at the least rather thoroughly Hellenized by the Roman period,
and at most a Greek tribe; for the latter view, see, for example, J. R. Hamilton,
Alexander the Great (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1982), p. 23.
There is a vast literature on this subject.

59"Straausilli," in Barba and Barba, Latina, pp. 50-52.
80"Straausilli," in Barba and Barba, Latina, p. 54.
51Many—if not most—of those active in ULCA were educated in Romania.
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