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Philhellenism is in my opinion an excellent example that one can use to demonstrate how concepts and ideas which we often assume to have very concrete and definitive meanings, are in fact rather malleable and can, and more often than not, do chance over time, location and socio-political conditions.

As a movement, philhellenism was geographically quite expansive, spreading across at least two continents and also permeated through social, and class barriers. Depending on how one chooses to define philhellenism, as a political, social or cultural movement, or which one of those aspects one chooses to emphasise, its duration is also quite varied.

This discussion will focus mainly on the political philhellenism of the period during the Greek Revolution. This was a movement which supporter the Greek struggle of independence and, in many various ways, wanted to help bring about the ultimate liberation of the Greeks from their Ottoman oppressors.

Very broadly speaking this type of philhellenism can be said to have come about in the first decades of the 19th century. It idealised Greece as the birthplace of Europe’s cultural identity and considered the contemporary Greeks as direct, if somewhat degenerated descendant of the ancient Hellenes, to whom the whole of the civilized world owed an unending debt of gratitude. The dominant impetus behind philhellenism was the idea that helping the Greeks throw off the Ottoman yoke, and embracing them back into the fold of European society, a right which had been denied to them for four hundred years, would in some way help repay this dept. To that end philhellenism was a sacred duty of every civilized man regardless of creed of social status.

As has already been mentioned, philhellenism was not a static phenomenon, but rather it was understood differently across various geographical and social borders. Although Philhellenes can be said to have shared a common end goal, the Greek revolution appealed to different people for different reason.

German philhellenic sentiment for example was for the most part aroused by the humanitarian and religious aspects of the struggle. The Greek war of independence was framed by many in the context of a religious struggle between Christianity and Islam; a crusade being fought by the noble Orthodox Greek Christians against the Musulman invaders. This attitude helped in many ways to legitimise the struggle in the eyes of the reactionary European powers, which constantly strove to quell similar nationalist uprisings within their own borders. The Infidel Turks however were not recognized as the legitimate sovereigns of the Greeks and therefore the Greeks were granted, if somewhat grudgingly, the status of lawful belligerents and not revolutionaries.

French philhellenism on the other hand can be said to have been influenced more strongly by the intellectual and cultural aspects of the movement, stressing more the idea of the cultural debt which was owed to the Greeks. French publications of the period demonstrate an increasing interest across French society for the study of classical Greece. Moreover the presence in French institutions of several Greek scholars and intellectuals such as Korais, helped to enlarge the scope of these studies to include modern Greece. This made France perhaps the most enthusiastic centre for the revival of Greek studies. This growing intellectual interest eventually paved the way for more active political intervention.

These are of course generalizations. Variations were not tidily divided along neat national borders. Philhellenism affected a great many people across all socio-political backgrounds, and perhaps even more significantly it was a cause that even people with diametrically opposing political inclination were able to unite under.

While English liberals and American Republicans saw in the fighting Greeks the embodiment of the French Revolutionary ideals of Liberte Egalite Fraternite , and were aroused on behalf of a Greek nation which to their eyes was aspiring the establish liberal representative institution, the Tories of port cities such as Liverpool also encouraged private support of the Greek revolution because they believed that an independent Greece would offer a more secure commercial environment.

The reason for the mass appeal of philhellenism was, as has already been mentioned earlier, the place that Greece, and particularly classical Greece had held in the European (and by extension American) imagination. Other, similar nationalist uprising like the Serbian one which lasted from 1807 to 1817, scarcely raised any eyebrows in the international scene.  This appeal was based on the fact that philhellenism was by no means a new idea, but rather it was the culmination of more than a century of revival and growing interests in classical Greek culture. Hellenism as part of Neo-classicism, which had dominated most aspects of 18th century West European culture, had idealised Greece as the birthplace of modern civilization.

It can be argued therefore (without wanting to sound cynical or in any way detract from the sincerity of the sentiments, that philhellenism as was manifested in the most western European countries, like Germany, Switzerland, France or England as well as in the United States, was not as much the result of some idealised support for the notion of national self-determination, but rather was something much more specific, and quite exclusively limited to the special conditions which were applied to the Greeks alone.

It is of course redundant to say that Philhellenism was aimed towards Hellens, but the point which I wish to emphasise is that for most west European philhellenes, WHO was doing the fighting was more significant than the cause they were fighting for. This argument is based on the evident lack of similar interest and support for other nationalists uprising such as those, which took place in Serbia, Haiti and else where during this period.

It is in this in aspect of philhellenism that the Polish case is markedly different. The specific conditions in Poland were very different that those in the countries already looked at. The most obvious difference was that Poland had recently been erased from the map of Europe, having been partitioned 25 years earlier between Russia, Prussia and Austria. The Poles, like the Greeks chafed under foreign domination and thus they were able to identify with the Greek cause on a much more personal level, but I will get to that later on.

One significant aspect distinguishing Polish philhellenism from that of other Europeans is that fact that the religious component though of course not absent, was not nearly as strongly stressed. By the early 19th century Poland was no longer the multicultural and religiously tolerant haven it had been in previous centuries. Successive wars against Protestant Sweden and Prussia and Orthodox Russia, had made the Poles increasingly more xenophobic and intolerant. Moreover Russia, the only Orthodox power in Europe, had been the primary instigator of the three partitions. For decades before the final partition in 1795 Russia had used it privileges as protector of the large Orthodox populations in the Ukraine and in the Grand-Duchy of Lithuania, similar to those it had won over the Danubian Principalities, to interfere in the internal affairs of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and gradually undermine the power of the state apparatus.

Combined with this fact was the special relationship which had existed in the pre-partition period between Poland and the Ottoman Empire and which had frown stronger and more cordial after 1795. More than a century after the Polish King, at the head of an international army, had defeated the Ottoman army besieging Vienna in 1683, forever ending the threat of further Ottoman expansion in Europe, the constant and aggressive expansion of Tsarist Russia had made unlikely but close allies of these once bitter enemies.

Following the dictum “ the enemy of my enemy” the Poles had, by the middle of the 18th century, forged close ties with the Ottoman empire, and there were numerous instances when one state attempted to secure assistance from the other during a conflict with Russia. These links were further strengthened after the dismemberment of Poland, with the Ottoman Empire being the only of the Great European Powers which did not recognize the Partitions, and which maintained a Polish diplomatic mission in Constantinople. Thousands of Poles found refuge in the Ottoman empire after the unsuccessful uprising in 1830 and 1861, and even created a permanent settlement in a small village 30km from Constantinople called Adamopol.

For the Poles, philhellenism was a difficult choice between the cause of liberty in general, the overthrow of the status quo which was being zealously guarded by the same European powers which had destroyed the Polish state, and betraying the only one of the European powers to actively have supported their own cause. In the end they did not hesitate to make what was for them the obvious choice, and embrace the Greek cause as their own.

The polish sentiments towards the Greek uprising are clearly demonstrated in contemporary articles and editorials, such as this one by Franciszek Grzymała the editor of a Warsaw periodical.

As a Pole  I should not like to see to fall of the Ottoman Porte, because of all the neighbouring powers it has been less fierce and harmful to us, and faithfully guarded its alliances and lamented the divisions of Poland. But as a man embracing the cause of a suffering humanity, wishing a perpetual progress of the human race of its civilization and happiness, I wholeheartedly wish the liberation of the Greeks from the ignominious yoke of Asian Invaders. Of those who threw the most beautiful part of Europe, the land of freedom and glory, in the shackles of despotism and the obscurantism. That being left behind so many centuries, despise the spirit of the times and only by the sword hope to keep their enormous power and medieval system. Of the same opinion are probably all Europeans who want to see people in our part of the world assembled in a strong bond of fraternal love and a sense of human dignity.

This article demonstrates that for the Poles, philhellenism had two very deeply significant conations. Firstly they embraced the Greek cause because it was a cause of liberty and independence which they themselves yearned for, but even more importantly, they saw in the fighting Greeks more than simply another independence movement. They saw a an accurate reflection of their own situation.  This is demonstrated in the language being used in this article, in the two highlighted segments. Since the 15th century, when the Polish nobles had won the constitutional right to elect their kings, they had begun to see the Commonwealth as a beacon of freedom and democracy in a sea of despotic absolutism. As for the Russians, they have always been regarded by the Poles as little more than another group of Asiatic Barbarians like the Mongols and the Tatars, who had swept through Poland over the centuries. 

Writing about the Greek Revolution  allowed the Poles to write about their own fate. As elsewhere in Europe, there had been in Poland since the end of the 18th century a revived interest in Hellenism, most strongly represented in the fields of literature. In 1804 Godfryd Ernest Grodek established a chair of Ancient Greek at the University of Wilno (Vilnius) and composed a very influential work on Greek literature. He hailed with enthusiasm the outbreak of the Greek revolution, which he believed would usher in a new renaissance of Hellenism, not only spiritual, but also political. Among his student were two giants of Polish Literature, The national bard Adam Mickiewicz and the Orientalist Alexander Chodzko. With the outbreak of the Greek Revolution, Polish writers and poets –Mickiewicz and Chodzko among them- began to use ancient Greek motifs to disguise from the censors their appeal for national liberation and attack the cruelty of the partitioning powers.

One famous example of this the dramatic poem ‘Irydion’ by Zygmund Krasinski, one of the three Great Polish Poets. Written several years after the end of the revolution, the poem’s hero is a young Greek living in the third century Rome. While inspired by the poet’s youthful enthusiasm for the Greek War of Independence the work is actually an allegory of the Polish struggle against the corrupt despotic rule of the czars. 

Polish poets like Krasinski, Mickiewicz, Słowacki and many others, raised in the Romantic influence of Byron and possessing strong democratic and Patriotic convictions, embraced wholeheartedly the cause of the Greeks. In their tragedies and hopes, both ancient and modern, the Poles saw analogies to the recent drama of their own nation. The most elegant expression of the this personal attachment which Polish philhellenes felt towards the Greek cause can be found in the words of the general and romantic poet Franciszek Morawski, in the closing lines of his poem “Ardour of Combat During the Greek War”

O Greeks O Greeks sons of glory

Who reign in the history of the World

Why, by god, a Sarmatian (a Pole)

Cannot support your cause?

Who can understand you better

Than the passionate children of Lech

Who would better avenge you

Than the one who lost his land

Polish philhellenism, in contrast to that of most of Europe, was shaped not so much out of some ethereal sense of gratitude being owed to the descendants of Plato and Aristotle, but rather by the fact that the Poles, saw in the struggling Greeks, the hallmarks of their own national predicament but even more than that, the Poles drew parallels between themselves and the Greeks which went much deeper than merely the struggle for independence. For that reason, philhellenism in Poland touched the society in a much more personal level that it did French German English or American. 

