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The Historiography of the Greek Revolution of 1821
From Memoirs to National Scholarly History, 1821-1922

Panagiotis Stathis
University of Crete

The Greek Revolution of 1821 constitutes both the founding historical condition of the
Greek nation-state and the key transition point, on the one hand, from the prenational
religious identity to the modern national one (for largest part of the southern Balkan
Christian populations), and, on the other, from the absolutist Ottoman regime (an ancient
regime-like type) to a representative parliamentarian polity with liberal institutions. In other
words, it constitutes a link in the circle of the liberal national revolutions that started with the
American Revolution of 1776, peaked with the French Revolution of 1789 and spread
across the Americas and Europe in the end of the eighteenth century.!

This study discusses the historiography of the Greek Revolution of 1821, what in
Greek is often referred to “Twenty-One” (Eikosiena) or the “Struggle” (Agon). Since 1821
constitutes the founding condition of the Greek state and autonomous existence of the
Greek nation, it can be considered as the main historiographical field of modern Greek
history. Throughout most of the twentieth century it represented a field of conflict between
opposing historiographical but also ideological and political currents. Opposing ideological
environments and collective identities (such as the political factions of the left and right)
formed different readings of Greek history in which the Greek Revolution played a central
role. Its reading and interpretation served as the compass for reading and interpreting the
whole process of modern Greek historical development. Opposing collectives also made
selective use of history by searching for their “ancestors” in the revolutionary past; thus,
they formed historical genealogies through which they could claim authentic continuity with
leading social groups and figures of the revolution. Consequently 1821 obtained exemplary
power. Each of its readings functioned as the starting point in shaping the respective
political practice in the present. In other words, each and every reading of 1821 (in)formed
the directional guidelines of political practices in the present. In fact it was political practices
in the present that sought support and justification in the 1821 Revolution. Conversely the
“greatness” of the “heroes” of the struggle, comparable to that of the ancient Greeks,
served as a shining example but also as an elusive dream. Accordingly, the central
importance of the revolution in Greek history obliged every political and ideological
collectivity or every social movement to adopt an often polemic, interpretive approach to
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1821. It is precisely this exemplary meaning of 1821 that ensured that each of these
historiographical approaches would not be confined to the scientific community; it also set
the ground for broader social conflict. For example, some of the most intense debates
about school education had to do with the way pupils were taught the period of Ottoman
rule and the revolution and with the relevant content of history textbooks.? In the “history
wars” of twentieth-century Greece, 1821 constituted either their centre or their important
outcome.

The main historiographical controversy through most of the twentieth century was
that between the opponents of the national history and the Marxist or left historians
concerning the character of the revolution. This controversy is summarised in the dilemma
whether 1821 was a national or a social revolution; a dilemma which, however, simplifies
and schematises the terms of the discussion. For instance, it does not reflect the depth and
complexity of the approaches of several of those accused of supporting the second part of
the dipole.

Moreover, each one of these broad fronts, that is, of national and leftist
historiography, was neither unitary nor immutable: they experienced significant shifts and
differentiations both contemporarily and historically.

If the central issue was about the national or social character of the revolution, a
number of questions were at the heart of the debate:

1. Was 1821 a revolution or, rather, a war of independence and, consequently,
when and how was the Greek nation actually created?

2. Why did the revolution begin in 18217 In other words, which ideological and
socioeconomic developments led to its outbreak?

3. Who were the agents, the social forces of the revolution, and what was their
exact role during the struggle?

4. What was the nature of the civil wars during the revolution?
5. What was the role of the European powers?

6. What were the results of the revolution and, therefore, what was the type of
State founded by the revolution? To what extent did the revolution succeed or
fail in its goals? To what extent were radical changes, ruptures or breaks
more important than continuities in the political, social and economic field, but
also in the fields of ideology and culture?

The dominant position of nationalist ideology within Greek historiography in the last
two centuries predetermined the historiographical perspective of Ottoman rule as a period
related mainly to the revolution and having no special historical interest to be studied per
se. The period of Ottoman rule gained autonomy in Greek historical studies only after the



The Historiography of the Greek Revolution of 1821: From Memoirs to National Scholarly History, 1821-1922

fall of the dictatorship in 1974 and only within academic circles.® Otherwise the four
centuries of the so-called Tourkokratia (“Turkish rule”) merely constitute the preparatory
period of 1821. Consequently, the dominant periodisation follows the political landmarks
suggested by national history and ideology: AD 330 (the transfer of the capital of the
Roman Empire from Rome to Byzantium, which was then renamed Constantinople, and the
beginning of the history of the Byzantine Empire), 1204 (the conquest of the Byzantine
Empire by the Crusades), 1453 (the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans), 1821.
However, from the point of view of social and economic history and the history of identities
important political changes occurred in the sixth century (the transition from ancient to
medieval society) and in the eighteenth century (the decline of feudal relations, commercial
development and the formation of Greek nationalism).

Revolutionary and postrevolutionary period

In the first postrevolutionary decades, until about 1880, several texts related to the 1821
Revolution were published, many of which had been written during the revolution. These
involve mainly memoirs, texts largely based on the memories of the author-fighter of the
revolution. At the same time, a few texts attempting a historiographical synthesis* or
scientific study of the struggle were also published. > In any case, in the first
postrevolutionary  decades, the  distinction  between  historiographical  and
nonhistoriographical works is hard to draw. The majority of the authors sought to
substantiate their claims not only on their direct personal knowledge and “reliable
witnesses” but also on the number of documents they cited. Some of the narratives cover,
both in terms of space and time span, a large part or even the whole of the revolution.
While some of the authors were scholars with considerable educational background, none
had completed any academic philological or historical studies. After all, the first Greek
university was not founded until 1837. To be more accurate, before the last quarter of the
nineteenth century, one can hardly talk of professional historians, namely writers with
specialised studies who were systematically occupied with historical research.

Moreover, historical essays had yet to acquire a widely accepted, academically
recognised form: on the one hand, the work of Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos — appointed
professor of history in the University of Athens in 1851 and the most prominent Greek
historian of the nineteenth century — lacks citations and footnotes and does not include
documents,® while, on the other, loannis Filimon, a scholar who was a revolutionary fighter
and then a journalist, devotes almost half of his four-volume book on the history of the
revolution to publishing documents.’

Yet, what is really critical is that the authors’ narrations and interpretations are
mediated by the experience of participating in the revolution and, in particular, the side they
chose in the sociopolitical confrontations during it. And this is so, irrespective of their
degree of education or scholarship and the extent of their historical composition. Moreover,
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their narrative styles differ as some are emotionally engaged while others opt for a more
detached writing style.

Furthermore, there are several historical narrations about the Greeks under Ottoman
rule and during the revolution written by foreign authors. There were mainly two types of
writers. The first category includes philhellenes who participated in the revolution or
diplomats who served in Greece. The second category includes a number of intellectuals,
often professional historians, who specialised either in modern history or the history of
classical antiquity but the appreciation they had for the ancient Greek world made them
interested in modern Greeks. It is precisely this period, which, compared with later periods,
iIs marked by a considerable augmentation of published histories of 1821 written by foreign
authors; most of these books were actually published during the revolution, between 1822
and 1832. The vast majority of these foreign authors supported the rising liberal wave. They
expressed their interest in the Greek Revolution by considering it as part of the broader
struggle between liberals and conservatives in Europe, sometimes as an example of the
revolutionary overthrow of the old regime. At least 27 foreign writers wrote historical books
about the Greek Revolution, seven of which were translated into Greek and independently
published by 1880.8

Furthermore, 1821 holds a special place in the literary works of the period, both in
prose and poetry.® In fact, several literary works claim historical accuracy and explicitly
seek to act as channels for the diffusion of historical knowledge: they constitute a literary
transformation of real historical facts, they narrate many extensive accounts of historical
context, some supported by numerous references and footnotes.° But while the prose had
little impact on the broader audience, the poetic works such as those of Dionysios Solomos,
Alexandros and Panagiotis Soutsos, Aristotelis Valaoritis and Achilleus Paraschos had a
much bigger influence. ! Around 1860 the first textbooks exclusively regarding the
revolution were published.*?

Of particular importance is the publication of folk songs collected by both Greek and
foreign scholars. These collections would create the basis for the formation of the new
discipline of folklore studies and its key argument of proving the “continuity” of Greek
popular culture, that is, the Greek nation, from antiquity to the present times. In this vein,
they would play a crucial role in the historiographical approach to 1821. In all these
collections the “klephtika” songs, that is, the songs of the klephts or pallikars of the
revolution, cover a large part; this folk material was going to support the perception of the
klephts and the martoloses as prime agents of the active national resistance of modern
Greeks against Ottoman rule. The historical introductions in these publications, the
historical commentary on the songs as well as the klephtika songs themselves were going
to be used as key evidence for the above-mentioned perception.*

In contrast to the folk songs, there were limited and insufficient efforts to collect,
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maintain and publish archival material related to the revolution, despite the adoption of an
adequate legislative framework. The Library of Parliament only began in 1855 with the
systematic process of collecting records of 1821, leading to the publication of two volumes
entitled Apxeia tn¢ EAAnvikn¢ MNaAiyyeveoiag (Archives of the Greek Regeneration) (Athens,
1859, 1862). However, the publication did not proceed. The most important publication was
due to the personal initiative of Andreas Mamoukas, a senior civil servant in the Ministry of
Ecclesiastical Affairs and Public Education, who collected and published 11 volumes of
archival material under the title Ta kard tnv Avayévvnoiv tn¢ EAAGOoG, nror cuAdoyn Twv
[...] ouvraxBéviwv TTOAITEUUATWY, VOUWYV Kal GAAwV emionuwy Tpdéewyv aro tou 1821 uéxpl
rou 1832 (Documents Concerning the Greek Renaissance, that is, Collection of [...]
Constitutions, Laws and Other Official Acts Composed from 1821 until 1832) (Athens,
1839-1852).** In both cases, these were official government documents: mainly acts and
laws of the revolutionary constitutional assemblies and the parliamentary minutes. Also, few
powerful prerevolutionary communities who sought to regain their strength in the
postrevolutionary period undertook the publication of the first collections of community
archives.'®> Some progress was also accomplished regarding the collection and publication
of personal archives: this involved mainly the publication of document collections regarding
leading personalities whose attitude during the revolution provoked resentment, doubt or
reactions. Therefore, the publication of those documents was intended to vindicate these
figures.t®

Generally speaking, the aspirations of social subjects (individual and collective) in
postrevolutionary Greek society, which was still under formation, constitute the main reason
that led writers of the time to express opposing views and, consequently, embryonic
interpretative schemes of sorts of the revolution. Indeed, the texts of this period reflect, at
times explicitly and at others implicitly, hesitating, ambiguous and contentious behaviour:
the reluctance of people and social groups at the beginning of the revolution, the interests
and pursuits that led various groups to finally participate in it, the contradictions and
conflicts during the struggle concerning the form and the political organisation of the new
regime that would succeed the old one. The multiple sociopolitical confrontations during the
revolution between military officers and politicians, the fighters from Roumeli and the
Peloponnesian fighters, the “autochthonous” Greeks and the indigenous Greeks from
abroad (“heterochthonous”), and between chieftains and notables are also presented, often
with aggressive expressions. During the first postrevolutionary decades, the revolution
actually constituted a field of historiographical debate, regardless of the general agreement
that 1821 was primarily a struggle for national liberation against the Ottoman rulers. In other
words, different interpretative approaches were formulated, although in a rather rudimentary
way and lacking sufficient cohesion. However, none of these interpretations managed to
prevail in the public sphere. It is significant that many of the relevant texts published are
argumentative; in other words, they were published to refute or correct earlier texts.

The factors which contributed to the formation of this pluralist historiographical



Volume 19.2 (2021)

landscape of the period included the personal involvement of the people in prerevolutionary
and revolutionary contradictions and conflicts, the short proximity to the events in question
that kept the memory alive and the strong influence of Enlightenment ideas. However, the
real stake was not historiographical but political, as the social and political position of the
protagonists of these debates in postrevolutionary society was, by and large, determined by
their attitude during and contribution to the revolution. Each author’s opinion about the
revolutionary challenges as they developed and, mainly, his position in postrevolutionary
Greek society decisively influenced his point of view. Accordingly, these texts not only refer
to the revolution, but also to the postrevolutionary period, specifically, the circumstances
under which they were written and the postrevolutionary social debates to which they relate.
Besides, in these memoirs the revolution is interpreted retrospectively, as people were
aware of its outcome. In the postrevolutionary period, the former fighters sought financial
compensation, social advancement or political careers on the grounds of their revolutionary
action. Therefore they wrote under the influence of the constraints imposed by the
postrevolutionary balance of power. For example, the notable Kanellos Deligiannis
expressed his discontent when he realised that after the revolution he and the family of
Theodoros Kolokotronis were treated as equals, although, according to his beliefs, the latter
belonged to lower social strata. Therefore, in his memoir, Deligiannis tried to downplay
Kolokotronis’ role in the struggle. The chieftain (and later General) Yannis Makriyannis
argued that in postrevolutionary society traditional captains were pushed aside by educated
“heterochthonous” Greeks. Therefore, he retrospectively formed an interpretative scheme
according to which civil conflicts and military defeats in the revolution were due to the
selfishness of politicians from abroad (mainly Alexandros Mavrokordatos, loannis Kolettis,
Andreas Metaxas). However, during the struggle, he sided with the liberal wing of
Mavrokordatos, Kolettis and Georgios Kountouriotis.

Schematically, the texts about the revolution written in the postrevolutionary period
can be divided into two broad categories. On the one hand, there are the texts of the agents
of traditional culture, who try to interpret and, at the same time, resist the modernisation
process and the disintegration of traditional structures through the concept of
autochthonism, that is, the ideological construction of the “merit” of the autochthon
(indigenous, native). These memoirs defend the action and practices of traditional social
strata during the revolution and evaluate them in moral terms. On the other hand, in their
own texts, the representatives of modern European ideas evaluate the attitude of the
protagonists of the revolution based on the rationality of their choices during the process of
the establishment of the modern state.!’
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The 1880-1922 period

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 1821 was gradually transformed from a lively
part of collective memory and a controversial field regarding its meaning into a sacred
national treasure and, at the same time, a scientific object of history in which a consensual
spirit dominated. The main purpose was now the integration in the historical narrative of all
social groups, on an equal basis, and the amelioration of historiographical conflicts about
the meaning of the revolution. In this development two factors played a decisive role: on the
one hand, the gradual withdrawal from the scene of the protagonists, who had kept alive
the personal and social confrontations throughout the revolutionary and postrevolutionary
periods; on the other, the gradual fusion of the opposing social elite groups of the revolution
in the new sociopolitical setting of the independent nation-state. Indeed, the distinctive lines
among the descendants of the above-mentioned elites, that is, the notables, the
klephtokapetanaioi (klepht captains) and the educated Greeks from abroad were blurred
gradually as they became educated politicians or military officials while intermarriage
between the families of these elite groups increased. Furthermore, from the 1850s onwards
the gradual rise of new urban social strata based on the slow but substantial
industrialisation and commercial development changed the framework of ideological and
political confrontations: earlier controversies (such as those between captains and notables,
autochthonous and heterochthonous Greeks, or between modernist scholars and traders,
on the one hand, and traditional social elites, on the other) became rather anachronistic and
insignificant within the new social context. At the same time, the emergence of Balkan
competitors (Bulgarians, Serbs and Albanians) in the populations and territories claimed by
the Greek nation favoured the renegotiation of recent Greek history in the direction of the
unification of the nation in the face of the new external enemies. Moreover, the gradual
formation of history as an academic discipline with rules and structural hierarchies shaped a
more rigid normative framework regarding the acceptance, imposition or, on the contrary,
exclusion of historiographical approaches.

The turning point in transition was the publication of the fifth volume of the loropia
Tou EAAnvikoU EBvouc [History of the Greek Nation] by Konstantinos Paparrigopoulos in
1874, dedicated to “neohellenic” history (from 1204 onwards). Paparrigopoulos formed a
historical narrative for this period and especially the 1821 Revolution, introducing the
following key elements: by personifying the nation and nationalising (that is, rationalising)
the concept of divine providence in terms of a secularised national mission, the so called
Megali Idea (Great Idea), he retrospectively justified the revolution in light of this mission:
the revolution was made because the mission of the Greek nation was the dissemination of
(Western) culture in the underdeveloped East. Thus, Paparrigopoulos incorporates the
period of “Turkish rule” in the heart of national history by interpreting multiple uprisings of
Christian populations as a series of revolutionary national-liberation movements and,
overall, by presenting the “400 years” of Ottoman occupation as a period when the Greek
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national existence was preserved under the weight of gloomy slavery; so, the Ottoman era
became a preparation period for the great Revolution of 1821 and, subsequently, for the
realisation of the historic mission of the Greek nation. The overall decline of “Hellenism”
after the fall of Constantinople in 1453 made the need to survive and maintain the unity of
the genus (here, the Greek nation) a primary duty. According to Paparrigopoulos, the
necessary elements for the preservation of the nation during Turkish rule were the
following:

1. The preservation of religious beliefs due to the ecclesiastical authorities.
The patriarch acted as a quasi-national political leader.

2. The establishment of a “self-administration” of modern Greeks under
Turkish rule (that is, national self-rule) through “Greek rulers”, such as the
Phanariots and the beys of Mani, and, of course, through the creation of a
specific community system (a sort of local authority of Christians), which in
Paparrigopoulos’ words was “one of the best community organisations
mentioned in history”.

3. An independent foreign policy, as evidenced by the fact that for 368 years
the Greek nation constantly allied with all the enemies of the Porte.

4. The creation of a self-sufficient national armed “infantry and naval power”
(martoloses, Souliotes, Maniots, pirates, island navies).

5. The establishment of an self-regulated “public education system”.

6. The great number of uprisings covering the entire period of Turkish rule.
The uprisings in Paparrigopoulos’ interpretative scheme operate in two
ways: they both prove the preservation of national consciousness and
prepare for the great . At this point, the influence of Konstantinos Sathas’
work Toupkokparouuévny EAAGg: lotopikGv  Ookiuiov TTepi Twv  TTPOS
armrorivaéiv tou OBwuavikoU {uyoU emavacTAoewy Tou eAAnvikou €Bvoug
(1453-1821) (Greece under Turkish Occupation: A Historical Essay about
the Revolutions made by the Greek Nation for its Liberation from the
Ottoman Yoke, 1453-1821) (Athens, 1869) is evident. (The relevant
chapter in the earlier work of Paparrigopoulos also entitled /oTopia Tou
EAAnvikou ‘E6vouc [History of the Greek Nation] published in 1853 is poor;
it refers only to the movements from the Orlov insurrections onwards and
is not governed by the logic of the continuing revolutionary disposition of
the enslaved Greeks.)

Freedom of religion and ecclesiastical government, freedom of language, community
organisation, the penetration of Greeks in administrative offices of the Ottoman state
(Phanariots, Maniot beys) and the system of martoloses constitute the typical content of the
so-called “privileges” (according to the national historiography), which the Ottomans were
forced to grant to the Greeks because, the former being barbarians, could not effectively
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govern the conquered countries. In Paparrigopoulos’ interpretative scheme, the Greek
nation maintained or formed a special national life despite the horror of slavery. It is a
quasi-national state organisation with all institutions following the European government
standards of the nineteenth century: church, government, education, military, foreign policy,
and, from the seventeenth century onwards, an important culture.*®

Therefore, for Paparrigopoulos 1821 constituted the outcome of the continuous and
uninterrupted desire of the Greeks to gain their freedom. If it differed from previous
uprisings this was only because of its “panhellenic” character, the organisation of Hellenism
in the secret revolutionary society Filiki Etaireia (Society of Friends) and the fact that the
Greeks relied on their own merits rather than foreign aid. These traits of the 1821
Revolution were due to the progressive decline of the Ottomans and the “material and
moral progress” of the nation, specifically, the gradual maturation of consciousness and
other conditions. Civil wars and sociopolitical and ideological conflicts during the revolution
either fade into oblivion or are attributed to a “lust for power” and “discord”, which were
considered to be national characteristics of the Greeks from antiquity to the present. So, the
interpretative key of discord, translated into political ambitions and personal rivalries,
underestimated or ignored the ideological differences and social conflicts.’® At the same
time, in Paparrigopoulos’ work the revolution was released from all sociopolitical
connotations regarding the change of traditional structures and the elimination of the
arbitrary authority of the sultan and was limited to a revolution of national liberation from the
foreigner (and not just infidel) oppressor.

Thus, a pantheon of the heroes of the revolution was gradually established which
included, on an equal basis, persons with diametrically opposed views and attitudes, both in
terms of the prospects of the revolution and the form and the organisation of the nascent
state: the leader of Filiki Etaireia Alexandros Ypsilantis alongside Patriarch Grigorios V; the
first governor of Greece, loannis Kapodistrias, who ruled in an absolutist manner, alongside
the local notable/kotsabasis of Mani Petrobey Mavromichalis, whose family members
assassinated Kapodistrias; and the liberal scholar Adamantios Korais, who opposed
Kapodistrias’ rule. Also, one can find the chieftain and later commander of the revolution
Theodoros Kolokotronis alongside the liberal Phanariot statesman Alexandros
Mavrokordatos, his opponent in the civil conflicts during the revolution; or the notable
Kanellos Deligiannis and the merchant shipowner Georgios Kountouriotis, who were
opponents in the civil strife; or the warlord Odysseas Androutsos alongside the statesman
loannis Kolettis, who is held responsible for his murder.2°

The same historiographical line is followed by the most prominent historians of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Dimitrios Vernardakis, Spyridon Lambros (the
most important historian of the period from 1880 to 1920, specialised in the ancient and
Byzantine periods, who in his few works concerning modern Greek history follows
Paparrigopoulos’ interpretative scheme), Pavlos Karolidis, Epameinondas Kyriakidis, Tryfon
Evangelidis and, to a certain extent, Georgios Kremos.?! Paparrigopoulos’ interpretative
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scheme formed the basis of the national historiographical conception of the revolution,
which remained dominant throughout most of the twentieth century.

A heir of Paparrigopoulos’ legacy, Pavlos Karolidis published in 1892 a history of the
1821 Revolution as the second volume of his three-volume work entitled /oropia rou 19ou
aiwva per’ eikovwy (lllustrated History of the Nineteenth Century) (Athens, 1892-1893). He
adopted Paparrigopoulos’ basic interpretive scheme and tried to highlight the international
significance of the revolution. The central role of the Greek nation in world history was not
limited to ancient and medieval times. It thus followed that in modern times the Greek
Revolution was the major event of the nineteenth century. Karolidis believed the 1821
Revolution was the major event of European history in the nineteenth century, and led, in a
substantial way, to the dissolution of the Holy Alliance, while it awakened the national
consciousness of the subjects of the Ottoman Empire, leading to internal reforms. Through
the revolution, the Greek nation awakened the Greek East by restoring culture, a task that
the West had not managed to accomplish. Karolidis minimised the significance and the
results of civil conflicts, considering them as the product of two factors: on the one hand,
the parliamentary regime established by the National Assembly of Epidaurus (1822), a
regime which did not suit the Greek people and was unexpectedly imposed during the
revolution; and on the other hand, the simultaneous existence of several strong
personalities — both products and tokens of the nation’s worth — none of whom could accept
anyone else as equal. Consequently, he argues that the appropriate form of government
the Greek Revolution had to establish was a strong royal monarchy and to place on the
throne an offspring of the big European royal houses. His argument was based on the idea
that kingship constituted a Greek creation, whose origin went to Greek history and, thus,
was the most appropriate type of polity for the Greek nation. Otherwise, they had to
establish a strong military government from among the members of military aristocracy of
the period, namely the powerful chieftains.

The historical reading of Ottoman rule and the revolution in terms of the continuity,
unity and progress of the Greek nation was due not only to the dominance of national
ideology but to the prevalence of particular versions of the Megali Idea, namely irredentism,
as well as the political and cultural dominance of the Greek nation in the Ottoman imperial
space. The Greek historians of the time wrote in a conjuncture when the onrush of the
nation to fulfil its irredentist aspirations was either ante portas (before 1912) or a work in
progress (1912-1922). The tension between the antagonistic Balkan nations gradually
escalated in the late nineteenth century, often leading to armed confrontation (the 1897
Greek-Turkish War, armed struggles between guerrilla groups in Macedonia from 1904 to
1908, uprisings in Crete). In actual fact, the antagonism between the Balkan nations over
the Christian populations of Ottoman-controlled Macedonia that had commenced around
1870 initially revolved around education and ecclesiastical administration and culminated in
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armed confrontation between guerrilla groups from 1904 to 1908.

In the face of escalating national antagonisms, many Greek scholars maintained that
the strengthening of the state and the successful prosecution of the coming military
confrontations required the establishment of a powerful central authority and a unitary
national body, unaffected by particularistic collective identities, partisanship and class
conflicts. Some were in favour of a powerful monarchy or even against parliamentarianism.
These political stances also shared a strong critique of universal male suffrage, a right
institutionalised since the National Assembly of 1864. Either adopting a liberal vantage
point or drawing on a conservative perspective, this line of critique contended that universal
suffrage contributed to, or preserved, party factionalism, nepotism, clientelism and
inefficient administration.??

Their orientation towards contemporaneous developments defined their attitude
towards history or the synchronic view determined the diachronic perspective. In this
ideological and political framework, the historians of the time approached the Greek
Revolution retrospectively, as a unitary struggle against Turkish rule. The dimensions of this
process, such as the overturning of the traditional absolutist Ottoman regime and the
establishment of a modern liberal parliamentary state, vanished from their horizon.
Accordingly, in their eyes, the revolution appeared to have failed not because it ended up in
Otto’s absolute monarchy but due to the limited space the new-born Greek state occupied.
They attributed the military defeats during the revolution and the limited space of the
nascent Greek state to the institutionalisation of constitutionalism and parliamentarianism
that brought about polyarchy and hindered military operations. Thus, what was required
was the establishment of a strong government with authoritarian powers or even another
monarchy or a dictatorship to wage with a firm hand the struggle against the Turks.
Particularistic social interests and collective subjects that dissolved the unity of the nation
while it was conducting an actual or anticipated war with the eternal enemy placed
obstacles to the national effort. Accordingly, in a national-liberation revolution, such as the
1821 one, there was no room for particularistic collective subjects other than the nation: the
collective revolutionary subject was unitary and national. Consequently, the debates
internal to the nation were not attributed to class or ideological-political differences but to a
particular characteristic of the race: ultra-individualism led to philarchia.

The idea that the national body as a whole should be subjugated to a strong state
and a powerful government to fulfil its historical mission was not just an after-effect of a
particular reading of the conjuncture. Historiographically speaking, it derived from the
homologous approaches of German historicism and, in particular, of the Prussian school
that dominated Germany in the second half of the nineteenth century. The historians of the
school (Johann Gustav Droysen, Theodor Mommsen, Heinrich von Sybel, Heinrich von
Treitschke), frustrated by the failure of the 1848 revolutions, reevaluated the importance of
a strong state, in this case of the Prussian state, for the fulfilment of the historical mission of
the nation, in this case the unification of Germany. To the extent that liberal movements had
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failed to unify Germany, the task fell into the hands of the Prussian state. In this context, the
power of the nation was identified with the power of the state. The effective national state
had a strong central power, a strong monarchic power to which civil and political rights were
subjugated.?®

Accordingly, in the Greek case, the fulfilment of the historical mission of the nation,
namely the territorial expansion and the substitution of Ottoman rule, in the East, with
Greek rule, required the central political power of the revolution and, later, of the Greek
state to be strong and insulated from personal ambitions and party factionalism. The ideal
solution would be for power to be concentrated in the hands of a political and military
leader. Indicatively, the majority of Greek historians of the time had studied in Germany and
were influenced by the German historiographical climate, including Vernardakis, Lambros,
Karolidis, Kremos and Evangelidis.

Greek historians, in their attempt to stress the unity of the nation and to downplay the
ideological-political debates and social conflicts that marked the revolution, systematically
avoided any comparison with the French Revolution or any other revolutions and
contemporary social movements, assuming that the 1789 Revolution did not play any role
in the Greek national movement. In this way, they abstained from inscribing the 1821
Revolution in the European liberal and revolutionary context and, consequently, from
drawing on the theoretical patterns and methodological tools provided by studies of the
French Revolution or other European revolutions to analyse the Greek one. Typically, in
this respect, Karolidis assumed that, apart from being an external occasion that offered
leverage to the national uprising due to the international military crisis it triggered, the
French Revolution shared with Greek Revolution

neither an internal bond nor a commonality of ideas and historical origins, nor
common causes and final ends. A priori, all it takes to prove this is to compare the
dates: the French Revolution, which started in the last decade of the eighteenth
century (1789), could not have been in the least the internal cause of the Greek
Revolution which, from a moral point of view, started the day of the fall of the Greek
state [that is, in 1453] and, since then, it has been constantly reignited to, eventually,
result in the major struggle that started in 1821 ... The major Greek Revolution of
1821 may have broken out after the French Revolution but, in actual fact, constitutes
the continuation of the two great revolutions of 1769 and 1788, which preceded the
French one.?

This perspective can be traced back to the period of struggle, when the revolutionary
administration sought to distinguish the Greek movement from its liberal European
counterparts and to refute the charge of being a Carbonari-like organisation with a similar
ideology in order to gain the support of European states. For like reasons, and to the extent
that the nascent state required the support of the European powers to survive and thrive,
one can hardly find similar allusions in most postrevolutionary writings (and, particularly, in
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the most scholarly ones). After all, the most radical political ideas enjoyed marginal support
in Greek postrevolutionary society while the political system converged on the adoption of a
moderate constitutional monarchy. In one of the few references to 1789, Filimon wrote that
when the French Revolution broke out many Greeks “dragged their eyes from there, where
the destruction of dynasties first appeared. The transformation of France promises in a way
universal freedom, it (in)forms new convictions and a new world”.?®> A comment by
Theodoros Kolokotronis is also worthy of mention: “The French Revolution and Napoleon,
in my opinion, opened the eyes of the world. Prior to that, nations did not recognise their
kings, who were viewed as gods on earth and whatever they did was regarded as well
done. For this reason it is more difficult now to rule a people.”?® It needs to be stressed that
relatively few studies on the French Revolution were translated into Greek or written by
nineteenth-century scholars while a few more were dedicated to the history of Napoleon.?’

However, until the late nineteenth century and simultaneously with the development
of the romantic historiography introduced by Paparrigopoulos, a number of liberal scholars
underlined the intellectual and economic growth of the last prerevolutionary decades and
the progressive decline of the Ottoman Empire as key elements of the 1821 Revolution.
Accordingly, they connected the path towards revolution to the Enlightenment and the
progress of Greek commerce and education in the eighteenth century. Though they did not
distance themselves from the national approach of history, they considered the Greek
Revolution mainly as a revolution against the tyrannical and arbitrary power of the sultan:
As Anastasios Polyzoidis wrote in 1875

it is quite incomprehensible to the sultan that the sovereign does not have or cannot
have absolute power but only in terms of a legal election ... Therefore, according to
the true meaning of the law, the sultan is not a political ruler but a despot and a tyrant
and his state is not a republic but despotism, a kingdom of cruel violence and
arbitrariness ... The revolution of the Greeks against the Turkish rule ... was justified
because of the arbitrary power or despotism of the government [sultanism] which
does not recognise either civil liberty or property of its subjects as legitimate
demands.?®

Along with Polyzoidis, this category of scholars included Stefanos Koumanoudis?®
and Demetrios Vikelas. Vikelas formed a coherent interpretative scheme on 1821,
according to which economic development, that is the growth of trade, led to the
development of education, the growth of political consciousness of the nation and the
outbreak of the revolution, in which the leaders were again the merchants.3® Kremos, too,
although he follows the general line proposed by Paparrigopoulos, took a strong liberal
deviation, which is apparent in the way he approaches the period of Kapodistrias’' rule.
According to him, this period was mainly a confrontation between Kapodistrias’
authoritarian regime and the liberal parliamentary opposition party. At the same time, in the
ideological context of the late nineteenth century, where the demoticists (champions of the
demotic/vernacular language) held a prominent position, a reconfiguration of the concepts
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of the “the people” and “the countryside” took place. Kremos, for example, gave credit to
the armed irregular forces of the revolution (the former klephts and martoloses), maintaining
that their role in the struggle was underappreciated.3!

As mentioned before, in the 1880s the demoticist movement appeared: linguistic,
literary and educational in character, it supported the use of the demotic language of the
people instead of the archaic and scholarly, largely constructed katharevousa. The
demoticists did not constitute a political and ideological unified front; several of their
representatives followed different ideological routes over time. However, the emphasis they
gave to the importance of popular language, the language of tradition, the language of the
people, predominantly of the rural working classes, led demaoticists to evaluate the action
and attitude of individual and collective subjects in history by considering language as their
main standard.3? From the ranks of demoticists came two attempts of historiographical
composition, those of Argyris Eftaliotis and Georgios Skliros. The former published two
historical works, the first a volume that appeared in 1901 under the title /oropia T1n¢
Pwuioouvng (History of Romiosyni). (It was a history of Hellenism but the word “romiosyni”,
as broadly used by the demoticists, underlines the popular character of the Greek nation.)
This book, the second volume of which never appeared, covers the period up to the reign of
Justinian. The other work by Eftaliotis entitled /loropikd Ecyuuvwpuara (Historical
Denudements) was serialised in 1908 in the demoticist journal Noumas. In it, the author
contradicted the part of the history of Paparrigopoulos concerning the Ottoman period and
tried to form a contrapuntal approach based mainly on two points. First, on the negative
valuation of the intellectual creation expressed in literary language, mainly because he
considered authentic national works to be those written in popular dialects. Secondly, he
evaluated the attitude and contribution of social groups on the basis of resistance to or
cooperation with the occupier and, subsequently, he appraised the revolts based on the
independent nature of each attempt or the reliance on any foreign power. Therefore, he
believes that the elites of the nation lacked national consciousness. Intellectuals, by either
fleeing to the West or teaching in a literary, dry language not understood by the people, left
the people without guidance. Church leaders, Phanariots and notables, characterised by
their lust for power, as well as their discord and venality, were focused only on their
individual interests and not on national policy. Only the bandits and martoloses showed the
way of resistance, although they too promoted their individual interests. They even attacked
the Greeks who acted under the protection of the Turks: the notables and priests not
involved in the resistance against Ottoman rule. The only independent national movements
that originated from a national consciousness were the uprisings of the Souliotes and of
Lambros Katsonis. Throughout the period of Ottoman domination, those characteristics
most developed in the Greek race such as vanity and individualism did not allow the Greeks
to cooperate in undertaking independent national action without any reliance on foreigners.
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Since national consciousness was missing, what preserved the nation? In Eftaliotis’ view, it
was due to the specific characteristics of the race, the heroism and the “natural cleverness
and courtesy of the people”.3® “The people stayed pure and unchangeable because they
sought refuge in their natural haven, in their undying soul.” And he continued: “The soul ...
of their [the people’s] soul, namely their language, beliefs, traditions, hopes, their love of
fighting, love of songs and, above all, love of homeland, all these they [the people] did not
manage to lose; moreover, they nourished them and raised them with their invisible, dark,
unruly and unsettled existence.” 3* The great hopes and great calamities that the
movements of the eighteenth century brought about, as well as the influence of the “nation-
making ideas of modern civilisation”, that is, of the French Revolution,* led to the revival of
national consciousness, the union of the Greeks and the revolution with protagonists the
founders of the Filiki Etaireia. However, the teaching of the intellectuals and the naive
expectation of foreign aid during the revolution led to the limitation of the borders of the
Greek state while much of the race remained unredeemed: “half-Greece, half-life, with half
of resources and hope”.3® The emphasis on the immanent forces of the nation and the
rejection of foreign aid was due to the frustrations that the intellectuals of the late eighteenth
century experienced as a result of the attitude of the European powers in the Crimean War
(1853-1856) and the Russian support for the national Slavic movements (in the last quarter
of the century). Eftaliotis’ approach does not substantially vary from that of Paparrigopoulos
regarding the continuity scheme; however, it was much less consistent and contained
significant internal contradictions.

The demoticist writer Yannis Vlachoyannis, a systematic collector, publisher and
researcher of the records of the revolution, and also first director of the General State
Archives (1914), in his historical articles and short stories in various newspapers and
journals formed a “demoticist” historical approach to the prerevolutionary and revolutionary
periods: he tried to highlight the crucial role of the irregular armed groups (bandits,
martoloses, Souliotes) in the revolution against the other groups (notables, scholars,
Phanariots, foreigners). The above-mentioned armed men constituted the main
representatives of the people, who, according to Vlachoyannis, carried out the revolution
based on the power of the “popular soul”.%’

The “popular soul” constituted a central concept in the language of the demoticists,
who often used it as an alternative to the term “national soul”.® For them, it embodied all
the distinctive, timeless, authentic, psychic and moral characteristics and traditions of the
Greek people, which were reflected in folk songs, folk tales, proverbs and oral traditions. All
these constituted the main field of research and promotion of the newly formed science of
folklore, which, under its central exponent, the University of Athens professor Nikolaos
Politis, became a science that aimed to demonstrate the continuity of the Greek nation from
antiquity to modern times through the Byzantine period.3® A major part of demoticists
considered the people to be the authentic bearer of national characteristics, as opposed to
the loiotatoi (the erudite, the most learned but the less true and wise) and the political elites,
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both of which were deemed to have been corrupted by European intellectual currents that
were alien to the Greek temperament but also by personal jealousies and divisions, and too
attached to the dead formalities of Greek antiquity, which were also irrelevant to the
timeless essence of the Greek nation. In this context, the reconciliation of the literary elite
and the people was not understood as an expression of the relations of political and
economic domination and/or exploitation, but as an inability of the leading strata to express
in an authentic way and to fulfil the national aspirations for spiritual and material progress
and territorial expansion in the regions of the late Byzantine Empire.

In fact, the reconceptualisation of the “people” (especially rural people) as the
guardian of national culture introduced by folklore studies and the demoticist current went
hand in hand with a distinct disposition to reform and educate the people according to
national values.*® This tendency was linked, among other things,*' to an attempt to widely
diffuse recent heroic national history so that it could work as an example before the
imminent campaign of the nation for the liberation of unredeemed brothers. Therefore, from
the late nineteenth century, but especially in the early twentieth century, many writers
turned to the heroic past, especially the late Ottoman period and the revolution. They
published historical novels, fictional biographies or historical articles, mostly in newspapers
and journals, resulting in the wider circulation of a public, nonacademic, history of 1821,
which focused mainly on heroic individuals and heroic events. The approach of the
revolution differed from the romantic historical novel of the previous period; free of drama,
the literary representation of the “holy” struggle was now realistic or naturalistic and with a
strong emphasis on the description of local customs. Pioneers in this turn were Demetrios
Vikelas and his novel Loukis Laras, which narrated the adventures of a refugee after the
Chios’ catastrophe (1822) and Alexandros Papadiamantis and his novel Christos Milionis,
which bore the name of an eighteenth-century martolos.#? But the principal authors who
focused on the revolution were Kostas Krystallis, Christos Christovasilis, loannis
Kondylakis, Georgios Tsokopoulos, Yannis Vlachoyannis and Konstantinos Rados. During
the same period, from around 1900 to 1930, a kind of paraliterature on banditry flourished,
contributing to the glorification of the armed pallikars (klephts and martoloses) of the
Ottoman period and the revolution.*?

In 1907 two books were published that would play a very important role in the
perception of 1821, although not in their time but later on. Vlachoyannis published the
memoirs of revolutionary chieftain Makriyannis, which, however, were appreciated mostly
after the Second World War.%* Georgios Skliros published his study To kowvwvikév uag
¢nrnua (Our Social Issue), which was a first attempt to apply Marxist methods in Greek
history, although in a rather mechanistic way. His interpretive scheme of Greek history was
influenced by George Plekhanov’'s Marxism and, more broadly, by German Social
Democracy as well as by the evolutionary theory of Ernst Haeckel. The section devoted to
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the 1821 Revolution was small for, in actual fact, his concern was not 1821 but
contemporary Greek society and he utilised history to identify its evolutionary stages.
According to Skliros, 1821 was a bourgeois revolution “caused by the unprecedented
economic well-being of internal and external urban elements, the awakening of national
feeling, particularly of the civilised strata and the scholars of the nation”. Therefore, it was a
social revolution carried out by the bourgeoisie.*> However, the debate it caused remained
limited to demoticist circles and concentrated mostly on language issues and socialist
ideology. *¢ However, Skliros’ approach later influenced Yanis Kordatos, who in 1924
published a history of the 1821 Revolution which enjoyed both great appeal and triggered
major reactions, thus changing the landscape of Greek historiography.4’

Although, at first glance, it may seem that in the period in question (1880-1922)
there was a diverse landscape of approaches to the Ottoman and revolutionary periods,
Paparrigopoulos’ romantic historiography dominated completely. Neither liberal scholars,
who did not constitute a unified historiographical current, nor the populist approaches of the
demoticists*® in the early twentieth century nor the first socialists managed to influence the
academic historiography of their time. In the political-ideological environment of the time,
Paparrigopoulos’ scheme of the continuity and unity of the nation, without social dividing
lines, became much more functional: it legitimised historically and covered the ideological
needs of hegemonic conservative liberalism but also of the dominant ideology of the Great
Idea, that is, the idea of the cultural, economic and territorial expansion of the nation in the
Balkans and the Near East.

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century the process of historicising 1821, that is,
the process of its transformation from living memory to history and the object of scientific
research, was based on a series of developments. In the 1880s the systematic teaching
about the “Turkish occupation” and the Greek Revolution was introduced in primary and
secondary schools.*® From 1890 the revolution began to be taught at university, originally
by Kremos and then by Karolidis and Rados.*°

The establishment of the Historical and Ethnological Society in 1882 constituted a
landmark in the historiography of 1821 because it conducted a series of relevant activities.
The society created an archive with an emphasis on the Ottoman period and the revolution,
published from 1883 a journal, a significant part of which was devoted to articles or
publications of primary sources concerning 1821, and in 1884 organised the Exhibition of
Artefacts of the Holy Struggle, which constituted the basis of the Historical and Ethnological
Museum.>! The effort to collect records related to 1821 was not limited to the Historical and
Ethnological Society. In 1903 the Ministry of Finance gave the so-called Greek Revolution
Fighters Archive (Apxeio Tng Emitpotiic Quoiwv kal EkdouAeuoewy Tou lepou Aywvog) to
the National Library. Vlachoyannis first, as already mentioned, and since 1914 the newly
established General State Archives (under his direction) were particularly active in locating
and rescuing relevant records. From 1890 to 1910 there was an increased interest in the
publication of memoirs of the struggle, several of them on Vlachoyannis’ initiative.

18



Volume 19.2 (2021)

Briefly, the main features of this period included, on the one hand, the systematic
venture to historicise 1821 with a single, conciliatory and generally acceptable approach,
which acquired a scientific status, and, on the other, the exemplary function of the
historiography on 1821 vis-a-vis the new national and irredentist struggles. A typical
example was the linking of the rebels of the Macedonian conflict (the conflict between
antagonistic Balkan nationalisms for the control of the vast Macedonian territory still under
Ottoman rule) with the irregular armed forces of the 1821 Revolution. The persistence in the
continuity and unity of the nation produced a political, diplomatic and military history and,
secondarily, a history of education. Social differences and conflicts were absent from the
lens of historians. The economic phenomena occupied a very small part of the
historiographical interest and were conceived as a mark of material progress of the nation
and evidence of a linear process of national “maturity”. The discovery and circulation of
records were a key part of the published historical material.

Conclusions

The first century following the Greek Revolution of 1821 was punctuated by the
entanglement of two historiographical trajectories: what had started as a historiographical
conflict, among the protagonists of the struggle, with political connotations, by the end of
the century, was transformed into a unitary historiographical scholarship with consensual
undertones. In particular, in the initial decades after the revolution, vivid debates took place
among participants of the revolution, mainly through written accounts published as books or
in the press. These fierce debates concerned either the revolution as a whole, or particular
details of it, based on the personal experiences of the revolutionaries.

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, a new, consensual narrative of the
revolution had developed, produced, for the most part, by professional historians. According
to that narrative, the revolution was exclusively a Greek war of independence against
“Turkish occupation”. Furthermore, that narrative lacked any context concerning the political
goals of the revolution towards the building of a modern, liberal, centralised state; at the
same time, the social, ideological and personal conflicts between revolutionary leaders
were downplayed. Thus, the revolution was assessed through the lens of military and
diplomatic history and the priority of this ideological perception was the formation of a
powerful and expanded state. This interpretation of the revolution served the political
aspirations of the time concerning the territorial expansion of the Greek state at the
Ottomans’ expense, while its historiographical principles were drawn mainly from the
Prussian School of German historicism. Since that was a time when the scientific status of
history was built on historical positivism and archival publications, this narrative about the
Greek Revolution was advocated by prominent academic historians. The national narrative
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described here was not challenged until the emergence of Greek Marxism, namely by
Skliros in 1907. However, this counterinterpretation had to wait until the interwar period to
flourish.
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