Statement of Anna Karamanou

16 January 2003

With regards to the voting of the European Parliament's Report on human rights, which includes a proposal to lift the prohibition banning women from entering the monastic community of Mount Athos, I state the following: 
1. The Report is very important because it exposes the human rights situation in the European Union and denounces the oversights and human rights violations committed by all EU member-states, naming those countries in specific. The voting of the report, even though by a marginal majority (274 in favor vs. 269 against), has its own special significance. The Greek MEPs that voted in favor of the report were: Anna Karamanou, Michalis Papayannakis, Dimitris Koulourianos.

2. The European Parliament’s resolution is of an advisory and not binding nature. Nonetheless, it does express the views and attitudes of a European democratic institution which represents the citizens of Europe and which demonstrates its authority and credibility.
3. The paragraph concerning Mount Athos was voted with 277 votes in favor and 255 against. In the past, I have declared myself for lifting of the monks’ decision to ban women from visiting Mount Athos. This decision was taken some 1,000 years ago, the era of medieval darkness in Europe, and reflects the social situation back then; it was a time when women did not receive any education, nor did they have access to the arts or public life. Nowadays – gender equality and women’s rights having been recognized – this decision can not possibly be in force because it contradicts modern beliefs on human rights and, furthermore, Christian religion and faith itself. I remind you of that amazing Christian message denouncing any discrimination based on sex, ethnic origin or social background: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female”. I wonder whose Gospel and whose dogma gives rise to such a decision to exclude the other half of the human race from Mount Athos?

4. The relevant decision of the European Parliament can set the basis for a clear-headed and public dialogue. There are no issues-taboos in democratic societies. Respecting traditions can not be used as an alibi to constrain people’s rights and to impose a state of sex discrimination. It is about time that the monks of Mount Athos reconsider a decision offering privileges to one sex of the human race only and treats the other one (their own mothers) as being the creatures of a lower god. No tradition and no custom can ever be above the principle of respecting human rights and dignity.

5. It is worth noticing that the European Union gave significant sums to the Monastic State of Mount Athos towards the renovation of monasteries and the preservation of cultural treasures. It is self-evident that female tax payers’ money in the European Union also contributed in the funding of Mount Athos. Of course, the European Union has accepted the autonomous and self-governing status of Mount Athos, and this obviously does not violate any human rights nor does it dictate the necessity of sex discrimination.
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