Christopher Gomez, Michael Munson, Seth Williams

AAS 307 - Final Paper

Section 1:

Person interviewed: Clarissa Burt

Interviewee’s title or position: Associate Professor of Arabic Language, Literature and

Culture at the United States Naval Academy

Date, time and length of interview: November 10th, 7:00 pm, 45 minutes

Your objective in conducting the interview: To learn about the career and goals of

Associate Professor, Clarissa Burt

Section 2: Description of the pre-interview research (What did you find out prior
to the interview about the person and/or place with which she is affiliated? How

did you prepare for the interview?) List your interview questions.

For our pre-interview research, we decided to Google our interviewee. The
person that we found online was an actress and model. Before conducting any further
research, we asked Professor Christoff if this was indeed the correct woman. It turned
out that it was a different woman, so we were fortunate to catch this early on.
Christopher conducted most of the communication between our group and Clarissa
Burt, including initially contacting her about the interview, scheduling a time for the

interview, and getting information from Clarissa. We were also given information by our



professor as a part of our research. We learned facts such as Clarissa being a
professor at the US Naval Academy, her living in the Arabic world for over 10 years in a
20 year span, and about her interest in Arabic culture and literature. It was from this
information that we were able to construct questions as a group for the interview. The
group discussed and proposed each question, and organized them in an order that we
found appropriate in regards to a chronological perspective. Each member had a printed
out list of the questions we intended to ask Clarissa during the interview. These are
some of the questions that we asked: What interested you into studying Arabic? What is
it about Arabic literature that makes it stand out to you (as opposed to other types of
literatures)? Do you plan to return to the Arabic world? What interested into becoming a
professor? What kinds of responses have you gotten from your students? What is a

current project of yours?

Section 3: Answer these questions:

1. Did you get complete answers to your questions? Explain

2. Was your interview structured, unstructured, or mixed? Explain

3. What probing questions did you use? Explain

4. Explain your team approach. That is, who did what?

5. Did the interviewee give you any documents or references to articles to read, or

did she mention other people for you to talk to (or research)? Explain

Throughout the interview, Clarissa gave us vastly complete and elaborative

answers to our questions. In fact, she would often answer the next couple of questions



we had set up before we could even ask them. It made sense that would answer the
next questions that we had, as our list of questions was what we found to be
chronological. For every question asked, she left us well informed on that specific topic
and mentioned only information that was relevant to that topic. For example, when
asked about what interested her into Arabic, she included every important point leading
up to her ultimate decision, including what she was studying previously and what
interested her in general.

We consider that our interview was mixed, leaning more towards a structured
format. Our group planned to follow the list of questions we had printed out, but at the
same time, ask probing questions when appropriate in order to engage in somewhat of
a “small talk” conversation. An example of a probing question that we used was when
she told us about what interested her in Arabic literature, she mentioned the beauties
specific to it. We asked her what exactly it was about the literature that made it so
special, and sure enough she gave us a descriptive and immersive answer. She
explained that she was hooked on the works of ancient Arabics like nomadic
pastoralists and traders who lived such unique lives, and even by the ways young Arabs
use literature as a means of establishing themselves and calling for change.

Christopher conducted the communication between the group and Clarissa.
From there the group worked together to construct our questions. Some notes were
taken during the interview, but we also tried to focus on the conversations we were
having with our interviewee, as we understood that we could take advantage of the
interview being recorded. Michael was our group’s moderator during the interview, that

is, he started us off and ended the event. All members participated in asking the



qguestions that we had prepared as well as questions that were not printed out that came
as responses to Clarissa’s answers.

Professor Burt did in fact give us some poets to look into. As a part of one of her
answers, she mentioned Wadih Saadeh who now lives in Australia and whose work is
documented on the Internet (many of which are translated by Professor Burt). At the
end of the interview, Clarissa was apologetic in her current project not being woman-
centered and gave us two women poets that we could also look into online: Iman Mercal

and Farah Chammabh.

Section 4: Insert your interview notes/write up here. Remember to be accurate
and concise. Consider what was said, any emerging trends your interviewee
mentioned, different interpretations, and recommendations for follow up

interviews.

Being a teacher in the field of Arabic Literature and Culture at the United States
Naval Academy for about 11 or 12 years, Clarissa formally introduced herself as
Associate Professor Clarissa Burt. Clarissa was also quick to point out that she had
lived in Cairo for about 10 years total over a 20-year span prior to starting at the Naval
Academy.

It was be hard to hide our growing interest in Clarissa’s motives for learning
Arabic (a language mostly concentrated in the Eastern Hemisphere) so we got right to
asking her why she learned Arabic in the first place. Clarissa found the question

humorous and responded with a story: Clarissa actually did not learn Arabic from the



get-go. Clarissa had studied numerous languages in High School (and even some in
Middle School) and grew an immense interest for theology and the bible by her early
twenties. More specifically, Clarissa concentrated on Latin and German in High School
and then concentrated more on Hebrew and Greek as an undergraduate. Because of
her peers and teachers tendency to tell Clarissa that Arabic would be too hard to learn
without a prior general knowledge of the aforementioned languages, Clarissa saved
Arabic for the last (but definitely not least) language that she would learn. Clarissa was
immediately hooked on Arabic because of the beauty in the literatures she was
encountering while studying the ancient language. Besides, Clarissa could go to the
cafes in Cairo and bond with contemporary poets over the Arabic language and, well,
what could be better than that!?!

Ancient Arabic is different than other literatures and poetry because it shares a
great deal with other Semitic languages and ancient poetries. With a Ph.D. in
comparative Semitics, Clarissa is extremely knowledgeable on the subject and was able
to give us a quick rundown about Arabic. Arabic has its own unique beauties and
specificities because of the lifestyles of the Ancient Arabs who were nomadic
pastoralists in the desert and people doing trading across the Arabian Peninsula.
Clarissa was also naturally fascinated by how Arabic poetry was specifically being used
by young people during her time in Egypt. Young people used this poetry to promote
change for their generation and in society and displayed a tendency to go against what
their parents were doing. Arab culture also has much more powerful poetry than the
United States does. Poets would come to town in the Arab world and sell out giant

stadiums, much like Beyonceé would do in the United States. The final interesting fact



about Arabic was that women’s participation in literate culture and cultural space was
much more evident in Egypt than it was in the United States during the late eighties and
early nineties. It is important to note that women in Egypt were actually playing a big
part in politics, the working world, and literature at the time. They had a voice and a
great ability to use the power of literature and poetry in order to preach their own
concerns. This has interested Clarissa all throughout the course of her career.

After hearing Clarissa rave about her experiences in Cairo and her love for the
Arab world, we asked why she came back to the States and become a professor. The
simple answer to this question is because Clarissa wanted to make a living doing what
she loved and refused to settle for anything less. Clarissa loved studying and teaching
the literature and language so much that there was no other option than for her to
become a professor. Plus, Clarissa knew that her teaching could potentially open the
doors for others to follow her footsteps into the Arab world. Clarissa has been very
fortunate to have excellent students at the naval academy and has been tremendously
gratified by the students who really take an interest in her work. She has gone on to
watch some of her students become excellent in Arabic and this is what keeps her
going. She always hopes that some of her students will use their Arabic skills in
business, politics, or diplomacy after the navy.

Finally, we asked Clarissa to give us some insight on women’s roles in the Arab
world. It turns out that there are tremendously different situations regarding women'’s
roles that differ from country to country, or sometimes even within a single country.
Clarissa has watched things change radically in Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco throughout

her career. The extent of women’s involvement has gone up and down with the fortunes



in the Egyptian political system. There is a feminist consciousness in the Arab world,
which gets articulated differently from country to country. Since the revolution, Muslim
brotherhood backlash and hostility towards women on the streets has been a problem
and there continues to be suppression towards women. Just that morning, Clarissa had
heard of a death of two sisters who had been thrown off the top of an apartment
building. Her assumption that this was a murder goes to show the severity of these
issues in the Arab world. On a brighter side, although there are serious problems in the
Arab world, women are interested in creating opportunities for other women and in
making society better for women and girls. While between 25 and 50 percent of young
women cannot find jobs in the Arab world, women created an NGO that had very
successfully given them pathways into careers. With some extremist groups that have
the desire to push women back to a position of powerlessness and domestic seclusion
still present in the Arab world, there are still women and men actively finding ways to

participate and raise awareness.

Section 5: Your analysis: What aspects of the interview did you find to be
particularly meaningful? What aspects were not useful? What more would you
like to know? What other in-class presentations did you find particularly useful?

Explain

In my few years studying at Stony Brook University, | have only been assigned
one interview, for my freshman seminar class. At first | thought because this task was

so tedious that it would not be helpful. | figured that doing an interview was just a filler



assignment, just a project to keep us busy and Kkill time. After interviewing someone in
our Stony Brook marine biology department, | learned a lot about the practices at our
Stony Brook South Hampton campus, the biologist’s life and findings during her travels.
This knowledge gave me great insight on some of the amazing things people are doing
around the world. Learning about these experiences from a primary source is an
excellent way to figure out more about the world and more about you. After doing my
first interview it opened up my mind to new things that | may want to study here at Stony
Brook in order to take advantage of my college experience while | am young and still
have the chance. The same curiosity that is fulfilled with knowledge by reading books
and articles can be achieved during an interview of knowledgeable people. Interviewing
professionals has taught me that even if some have not yet gotten the luxury of
publishing their life experiences into a book or journal, they still have amazing life
changing lessons and experiences that are capable of inspiring those who are willing to
listen.

This year | was granted the luxury of being able to have a conversation over
video chat with Professor Clarissa Burt. Professor Burt is a professor of Arabic studies
at US Naval Academy. Her eventful life experiences have brought on her passion for
the Arab culture. She spent 10 years living in the city of Cairo in Egypt where she was
able to gauge her love for the topic from first-hand experience. She learned the
language and grew an everlasting relationship with the Middle East. Within Clarissa’s
journey throughout the Middle East, her main attachment grew between her and the art
of poetry expressed there. She spoke to us of wonderful poets that inspired her,

including Iman Mercal and Farah Chammabh to name a few. In her spare time she would



enjoy watching these poets live in order to feel the emotions they convey through their
work.

Professor Burt wishes to be able to spread awareness to all of the unwritten
languages that exist in the Arabic world. She wants to be able to eventually develop a
written language platform for these languages, so that they may be understood by all
who are willing and curious to learn more. Clarissa informed us of her relationship that
started her family with a man she met in this Arabic land. She does not say much about
this man other than the fact that he is the father of her children. Professor Burt also tells
us a little about the backstory of one of her favorite writers Wadih Saadeh. Although that
information is interesting | decided to place more focus on her effort to make Arabic
poetry more globally recognized. While Clarissa’s works may not directly impact the
career trajectories that our group wishes to follow, we found what we learned to be
incredibly interesting. We find Clarissa Burt’s life to be an inspiration, and has
persuaded us into looking more into Arabic literature. Our group would also like to learn
more about women'’s roles in the Arabic world, therefore the poets that Clarissa
mentioned would be good starting points.

The main interview that intrigued me was the group that interviewed Nancy Davis
Lewis. Since my group had our own experience interviewing a woman whose main
purpose was to implement change, this one caught my eye because her purpose was
similar. Though Clarissa Burt's goal was to implement change with language, Nancy
Lewis thought that women should be agents of change. Nancy Davis Lewis a director of
research at “East West Society”. Some of her main points that she preached is that she

believes women to be more caring for the environment and that women should be the



main leaders in the development of society. She thinks that the voice of women being

heard is important in going forward.



