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The standard account of the reception of Bentham’s political and legal ideas in
Greece during his short and finally frustrating involvement in the Greek struggle
against the Ottoman rulers in 1821 is succinctly summarized by Rosen and Burns:

Bentham’s manuscripts were received by the Greek legislature “with
expressions of deep-felt gratitude”, but it was doubtful that Bentham’s
writings would find a translator or be published in Greece. The few
items of Bentham which appeared in print (none was longer than a few
paragraphs) were the result of the efforts of Stanhope and J. J. Meyer, the
Swiss editor of Eλληνικά Χρονικά [Greek Chronicle], utilizing printing
presses brought from England.1

This is not the place to deal with the reasons Greek dignitaries had for paying
lip service to Bentham, praising publicly on the one hand the paramount political
significance of his work, and refusing to take seriously even the less controversial
and more conservative parts of it on the other. But it is reasonable to assume that
the ill-fated effort to disseminate his ideas in Greece partly explains the unusually
harsh words Bentham used against the Greek people and their cause in a letter to
Simon Bolivar.2
This assessment is not absolutely accurate, since there was a jurist, politician
and scholar, Anastasios Polyzoides (1802–1873), who, judging from his publications
in 1824 and 1825, could be described as a follower of Bentham, and one who
succeeded—under conditions extremely hostile to any scholarly activity—in
presenting more or less accurately, but always in a favorable light, a fragment of
Bentham’s ideas. Polyzoides is a historical figure not unknown to the Greek public.
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He is regarded as a paragon of judicial integrity and individual courage for his
determination (along with his fellow-judge Tertsetis) not to concur with the death
sentence of the legendary military leaders of the war of independence,
Kolokotronis and Plapoutas, who had been falsely accused of conspiracy to
overthrow the government by the Bavarian Regency in 1834. Polyzoides, who
presided at the Court, was harassed by the police, lost his job and ended in jail, but
his sufferings were not in vain: Kolokotronis and Plapoutas were finally pardoned.
However, little is known of his earlier Benthamite period.
When the revolution broke out in 1821, Polyzoides interrupted his studies in
Berlin to return to Missolonghi and offer his services not in the battlefield, where
they would not have been of much use, but as a public functionary and a man of
letters.3 He was involved in the drafting of the Constitution of Epidaurus, and he
became personal secretary to Alexandros Mavrokordatos, the head of the executive
branch of the Provisional Government. In 1823 he was sent unofficially to London
to assist Deputies Orlandos and Louriotis in their efforts to secure the loan that was
desperately needed by Greek authorities to cope with the ever- increasing expenses
of war and state-building. We do not have much information regarding his stay in
London, but he must have come across Bentham’s ideas perhaps through his
association with Edward Blaquiere (1779–1832) and other Philhellenes. 4 In
contrast to Orlandos and Louriotis, he is not mentioned by Bentham in his
correspondence on Greek issues, so we can assume that either Polyzoides never met
him in person, or at least that he did not manage to catch the philosopher’s attention.
What we do now know is that Polyzoides published a translation of a
Bentham’s essay in Meyer’s newspaper Ellinika Chronika [Greek Chronicle] to
which he gave the title Peri Demosiotitos (On Publicity) and added a forward of his
own in the form of a letter to the editor.5 The original text he used was the third
chapter of Bentham’s Tactique des assemblées legislatives suivie d’un traité des
sophismes politiques (1816).6 Here Bentham argues that the body politic should
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have access to the proceedings of parliamentary assemblies, which in his time
were kept secret from the general public. This topic provides him with a great
opportunity to build a robust defense of freedom of information and to stress its
significance for both democratic citizens and their representatives. Polyzoides in his
own forward praises Bentham, maintains that his arguments are sufficient to
silence the supporters of secrecy in public affairs, and points out the Greece cannot
but adopt all the relevant publicity promoting practices followed by the
‘enlightened’ nations.7
Coming now to the reasons underlying his choice in selecting this particular text,
the following hypothesis seems plausible: Col. Leicester Stanhope (1784–1 862),
Bentham’s discipline and Philhellene, could have suggested the text to Polyzoides.
As Stanhope states in his memoirs, when he was in Missolonghi, he had
commissioned the translation of several articles on publicity, which appeared in his
eyes as an aspect missing from Greek public life.8 Given the lack of qualified men
for this job in the area, Polyzoides would have been an obvious choice.
Nevertheless, even if Stanhope had not assigned the translation of Peri
Demosiotitos to Polyzoides, the former’s departure from Greece in the summer of
1824 prevented him from learning about its publication and this is probably one of
the reasons why this text has passed unnoticed until now.
A year later Polyzoides published a handbook, the first part of which bears the
title A General Theory of Administrative Systems and espec ially of the
Parliamentary One.9 This text is crucial for the study of the reception of liberal and
democratic ideas in revolutionary Greece, since its author wholeheartedly endorses
constitutional representative democracy as the form of government that promotes
happiness and safeguards liberty, and sees it as being in accordance with the dictates
Pease-Watkin, Oxford,1999, pp. 29–41.
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of reason. He favours the direct election of representatives by the people in
frequently-held elections; he dismisses any financial requirements for parliamentary
candidates, and he claims that the size of legislatures should be proportional to the
size of the land under their jurisdiction.10In addition, he eulogizes freedom of the
press and expression in general, which is described as a necessary precondition for
the attainment of any cultural good.11
This work is written in an unmistakably utilitarian spirit. The numerous
references to Bentham, the author’s admission that Bentham’s penal theory is almost
complete, as well as his central position that the aim of law is to achieve the pleasant
mental states people mostly desire bear witness to this.12 In brief, despite his limited
influence, Polyzoides can be regarded as the first scholar who introduced Bentham
to Greek letters. Bentham would be glad to learn that eventually he had found one
intellectual ally who managed to convey into Greek either verbatim, or more liberally,
a tiny portion of his immense work.13
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commercial use of it. However, you must attribute the work to the author (but not in any way
that suggests that they endorse you or your use of the work), and you cannot alter or
transform the work without the author’s prior permission. To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 444
Castro Street, Suite 900, Mountain View, California, 94041, USA.
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