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SOPHIA DENISSI

The Greek Enlightenment and the
Changing Cultural Status of Women

In 1856 Andreas Laskaratos, one of the most liberal authors of his time,
writes:

There is no doubt that we took a giant step in allowing our women
learning. This step reveals that a revolution took place in the spirit; a revolution
which has taken our minds away from the road of backwardness and has led
them to the road of progress. Though this transmission has not received any
attention yet, it constitutes one of these events that will leave its trace in the
history of the human spirit.’

Laskaratos is quite correct in talking about a revolution since the
decision to accept women's education at the end of the eighteenth and
beginning of the nineteenth centuries was indeed a revolutionary act if
we consider the state of Greek women who had been living in absolute
ignorance and seclusion that prevailed throughout the years of the
Ottoman occupation. What caused this revolution? What made Greek
men, or rather a progressive minority at first, still subjects of the Ottoman
Empire concede the right to education and even to a public voice for
women? The answer will be revealed to us by taking a close look at the
first educated Greek women who managed to break the traditional
silence imposed upon their sex by patriarchal culture and make their
presence felt in the male world.

We can distinguish two main groups among the first educated Greek
women; those coming from the aristocratic circle of the Phanariots and
those coming from the circle of progressive men of letters. The first
group had its forerunners in Constantinople as early as 1778 but
flourished from 1816 till the War of Independence mainly in the Danubian
principalities, whereas the second appeared in 1818 and produced works
even during the war years.

It is well known that the first Greek social group that was related to
the ideas of the Enlightenment was that of the Phanariots. Highly
educated with a wide knowledge of languages they soon became powerful
in the Ottoman Empire, where they served as diplomats, interpreters and
even hospodars i.e. Princes of the Danubian princi-palities for almost the
entire eighteenth century till the War of Inde-pendence. The Phanariots

SYT'KPIZH / COMPARAISON 12 (2001)



THE CHANGING STATUS OF WOMEN 43

were the first to be exposed to French culture and to accept the ideas of
the Enlightenment. In their courts they attempted to emulate the
Enlightened Despots of the time by trying to cultivate the arts, give
emphasis to culture, renovate legislation and achieve the spread of
education to all social classes.? It is in this spirit that they conceded to
the female members of their family not only the right to education but
also the right to a public presence by encouraging them to publish works
of their intellect or put on stage moral plays thus offering the first
samples of female intelligence and talent. The forerunners of this group
were two ladies, Doudou Ypsilanti and Domna Katinko who produced
satirical poetry around 1778 in Constantinople.® But the flowering of this
group took place in the decade before the revolution; in 1816 Aikaterini
Rasti translated Jouy’s pedagogical work Jeu de cartes historiques; in 1819
princess Rallou Soutsou and her aunt, Aikaterini Soutsou, translated a
courtesy book for young ladies by Madame de Lambert and Mably’s
work of political criticism, Entretiens de Phocion, respectively; in the same
year, Roxani Samourkassi translated Salomon Gessner’s play Erastus;’
before the end of this decade Efrossini Handjeri, the daughter of Prince
Handjeris participated in a team compiling a great dictionary of the
Greek language in Constantinople, at the same time publishing her
poetry.® Finally, another princeSs, Rallou Karadja-Arjiropoulou, not only
translated an historical and a pedagogical work but also became the first
Greek stage director and one of the first actresses of the small amateur
company she had created in Bucharest.® It is in those performances but
also in the ones that followed after the Karadjas family had fled to Italy,
that the first Greek amateur actresses appeared on stage. It is to Rallou
Karadja that Bucharest owes the foundation of its first theatre, the so-
called Theatre of the Red Fountain.” All this female activity ended
abruptly with the outbreak of the Greek Revolution. But apart from
these tangible displays of female intellectual activity, it is known that the
majority of women of the Phanariot society were being educated, often
sharing the same tutor and attending the same classes as male members
of the family by the beginning of the nineteenth century. Furthermore,
the Phanariots seem to have adopted a liberal attitude towards women,
treating their wives with the same respect as shown in progressive
European circles; through the liberal treatment of their wives and
daughters one could infer that their approved female model was not that
of a weak and passive individual but a creative and energetic one who
could pursue public activities with the consent of male members of this
closed society, given that her primary role would always be that of an
obedient wife and a caring mother.
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The second group of educated Greek women was composed of the
daughters, sisters or wives of progressive intellectuals who were also
related to the ideas of the Enlightenment. Mitio Sakellariou, daughter of
the learned reverend priest, Charisios Megdanis, and wife of a well-
known physician, classicist and translator of the Greek Enlightenment,
Georgios Sakellarios, published two comedies of Goldoni in 1818.% But
the most characteristic representative of this category is Evanthia Kairi,
the so called first Greek woman intellectual.® She was the sister of
Theophilos Kairis, an exponent of the last generation of the Greek
Enlightenment and one of the ardent admirers and close friends of
Adamantios Korais. It is to this relationship that we owe Korais’ view on
women's education and his conception of the role the new generation of
Greek women must play in the revival of the nation. In a letter written
to Evanthia in 1815, Korais expresses his theory that the primary
purpose of education among women must be to teach them the «art of
life>» which alone can lead them to a happy life, which, according to him,
equals a virtuous life.” The «art of life» is achieved when educated
women manage to attain decency and modesty; two qualities in-
dispensable to female nature, which can protect them from the sin of
arrogance, which potentially exists in human nature and is likely to
emerge with the cultivation of the intellect. When this is accomplished,
women can fearlessly pursue knowledge and transmit it to others of their
sex so that one day the Greek nation will reach the high state of female
literacy of ancient times and that of the Western world where intellectual
women are not the exception but the rule. He even expresses his desire
to see intellectual women coming forth not only from the privileged
circle of men of letters but also from the lower classes. Korais’ view on
women's education seems to me at the same time progressive and wise;
progressive because it embraces women from all social classes and wise
because through the theory of the «art of life» he is trying to armor
women against intellectual arrogance which could overturn the existing
social order and thus secure the balance in the regenerated society he
envisioned. In 1818, Korais sent Evanthia Fenelon's work Sur I’ education
des filles, which she translated successfully but never published despite
his persistence because of the objections of her brother, who feared the
violent reactions of the most conservative members of Greek society. In
the following year, she translated another work, Praise of Marcus Aurelius
by the French scholar, Thomas, which again was not published,
obviously for the same reasons." By 1820, he permitted his sister to
publish her third translation —that of Bouilly’s Conseils a ma fille— by
simply omitting her name from the work and publishing it under the
initials E.N., the second being the initial of their father’s Christian name.

TYT'KPIZH / COMPARAISON 12 (2001)



THE CHANGING STATUS OF WOMEN 45

Original works followed her translations of which the most eminent
among them was her drama, Nikiratos, the first Greek play lamenting the
massacre of Messolongi written shortly after its fall in 1826. Its
tremendous success on stage led to her gaining a reputation and respect.
Her public life ended abruptly with her brother’s imprisonment in 1839.
Anthia Ekonomou, the daughter of Konstantinos Ekonomos, another
priest, exponent of the Greek Enlightenment and follower of Korais, also
belongs to this group. Although she never published any of her work
she was well known as a woman of wide classical learning, speaking
eight languages. Some poetry that has been saved among her ma-
nuscripts shows her exceptional use of the Homeric language."

The last intellectual Greek woman of the period we will be dealing
with is one who doesnt properly belong to any of the above categories.
Elizabeth Moutzan-Martinegou was a young aristocrat from Zante, born
with a natural inclination to writing."”” In her autobiography, a work
written to be kept in a drawer, she describes her tremendous effort to
achieve knowledge and become useful to human society, a strange notion
for the Septinsular gentry her family belonged to. Although Elizabeth
didnt come from an enlightened background the ideas expressed in her
work show that the young girl espoused the ideas of the Enlightenment;
those ideas had reached her island through Italy and Elizabeth through
her second inspired teacher but also through her readings, and she tried
to live according to them. Secluded and oppressed, she managed, mainly
through self-cultivation, to produce a great number of translated and
original works, plays, poems, and even theoretical works on economics
and poetics. Her autobiography is the first text of female revolt against
the subjection of women and through it she gained the title of progenitor
of Greek feminist thought.

In view of the first brief mass appearance of literate Greek women
from different social circles at the beginning of the nineteenth century, I
believe that it is no coincidence that all the young women who were
involved in one way or another with letters came from an enlightened
background or were acquainted with the ideas of the Enlightenment. In
most cases the man of authority in their circle, familiar with the notions
which gave priority to education as a means of the revival of the Greek
nation was also open to the concept of women's education and to its
consequent change in the female cultural status.

I therefore believe that at this early phase in the amelioration of the
female predicament, the fact that the beneficial influence of the ideas of
the Enlightenment made womeris education not only acceptable but
desirable by the influential circles of Korais and the Phanariots con-
stitutes the revolution that Laskaratos was talking about. Surprisingly
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enough, we rarely connect womerls upgrading with the Greek En-
lightenment nor pay due respect to the first progressive men who helped
achieve the transition from the Eastern female model prevalent for
hundreds of years to that of the West. Furthermore, I would like to
stress that the first female social models that were projected in the pre-
revolutionary period by the Phanariots and Korais were basically
progressive. At a superficial level both were aiming at producing docile
women suitable for their role as devoted wives and mothers, who were
eager to play subordinate roles to the male members of their family. At a
deeper level these social models offered women the liberty of public
expression through the publication of their works and theatrical activity,
a radical novelty for its time. This novelty constitutes an even greater
revolution if we consider the female state of absolute slavery and
seclusion of the majority of pre-revolutionary women and the new
possibilities for a complete change in their cultural status that was
offered to them at the beginning of the previous century.
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Yopio NTENIZH: O EMnvixds Atapwtiouds xot n uetoBory s moAttioutxns Oé-
O%C TWY YUYOUXDY

Hsp(pécvtcm TV TEOTWY AOYLwY EAMVISwY Tng vedtepng emoxng oto TEAN
Tou 180V, AN xvLPlwg oTig TPWTEg dexaetieg Tov 190L atwva, Eaivetol
T elvor GpEnxTo oLVOESEULEVY] LE TIG LOEEC TOL EVLEPWMTAIXOD ALPWTLOULOY.
MpwToL amodEXTES TWY WOEWY LTV LTNPEXY Ol POVOPLOTIXOL XOXAOL X0l AVTOL
Twv EAM VoY Aoyiwy. Ztoug xdxAovg awtols cuvovtodpe Tic Tpwtes EAANVISeg
dnuLovpyode (roritpteg %o Beatpinéc oLYYPOQELD), TIC TEWTEC LETOPPETTOLES,
OAAG xoL Tig TEWTES oxNvobETdeg xow NBomolods. OewENTnds TWV WEWY TTOL
SLETTOLY CTH TNV TEPAOTLL ETTOVAOTAON YLot TO Yuvouxeio @VAO, 0 oTolog vou.L-
porotel &yl Lovo 1o dxaiwuo Twy EAMYISwY 01N Yvoon oAAd xor oty dnudoLo
EXQPEOOT TNG Elval, OTWS QAVEQWVETOL OTO TNV OAANAoYpo@io. TOL WUE TNV
Evaviio Koilpn, o matépag tov eayvixod Awopwtiopod Adopdvtiog Koparc.
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