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EDITORIAL

T he sixth issue of PCA presents the material from two confer-
ences held in different European countries last year.

The volume opens with some of the papers presented at The British
School at Rome (April 2014) at a conference on The Recycling and
Reuse of Materials during the Early Middle Ages. The meeting – organ-
ised by Alessandro Sebastiani (who has collaborated as guest editor for
this section), Elena Chirico and Matteo Colombini – dealt mainly with
productive structures related to the transformation of glass and metal
in Italy (papers by Alessandro Sebastiani, Stefano Bertoldi, François-Do-
minique Deltenre and Lucia Orlandi). Other international experts have
agreed to add their contributions to the subject: Robin Fleming on the
reuse of construction material in early medieval graves, Sarah Paynter
and Caroline Jackson offering a synthesis on the reuse of glass, and the
team of Carmen Fernández-Ochoa in Spain presenting the early medieval
productive structures at the villa of Veranes (Gijon). Two papers by
Florin Curta and Michele Asolati, dealing with exchange in the Byzantine
Mediterranean, have been published in the Variae section.

After the catastrophe of World War II, many international institutions
were founded: the United Nations, UNESCO, the European Community.
All these organizations are today immersed in a transitional phase in the
systemic crisis which affects the entire Western world, a crisis to which
the nihilist and relativist positions have contributed and which has (right-
ly) delegitimated the imperialism on which the West had built its domi-
nant position. In this crisis, the recovery of shared historical memories
is increasingly revealed as a central element in the defence of a rational
world, which, although it may have abandoned the utopias of the 1900s,
at least safeguards the principles of freedom and the pluralism of values.
Today, there is wide debate, even among archaeologists, over how to
present cultural heritage in a globalized society while nevertheless pre-
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serving its multiple identities and cultures. The discussion of these mat-
ters was the purpose of the papers dedicated to the World Heritage
List. This collection, guest edited by Margarita Díaz-Andreu, results
from a workshop of the EU-project JPI–JHEP Heritage Values Network
(H@V) held at the University of Barcelona in February 2015. The main
question, summarized in the title of the paper by Díaz-Andreu, is whether
the inclusion of social values and local communities in the management
of cultural heritage is an impossible dream. Is it a utopian vision, typical
of the historical processes which gave birth to the international organi-
zations and their initiatives to hold back the spectre of a World War III?
In many of these contributions, the watchwords still conform to this di-
rection: the participation and involvement of stakeholders in the hope
that local communities will be led to a positive valuation of assets and
their public use. 

The different directions of the debate move between the two poles of
economic management and cultural enrichment of local communities. Too
often, it is difficult to find a balance between touristic exploitation and a
useful cultural proposal for local communities, as happened in the telling
example of the Daming Palace in China, developed by Qian Gao, winner
of the 2016 PCA young researcher award.

Direct involvement is often difficult in a globalized and multicultural so-
ciety that has lost its historical roots. Most of the contributions consid-
er that a proper balance can be found between global strategies promot-
ed by UNESCO, based on the decalogue of general principles under
which to file an application for protected sites, and the feeling and eval-
uation expressed by the local community (the focus of Torgrim Sneve
Guttorsen, Joel Taylor, Grete Swensen on Heritage Routes and
Matthias Maluck and Gian Pietro Brogiolo on organizational proposals in
the interventions).

Also related to the subject of cultural heritage and the public is the
project section of this issue, a homage the Poggibonsi Archeodromo. A
project developed in recent years by the team of Marco Valenti (Univer-
sity of Siena), this is a unique living archaeological park recreated from
archaeological evidence, presenting the life of an early medieval village,
an initiative that clearly demonstrates the social and economic benefits
of good practices in public archaeology in Italy.

Finally, the retrospect section, which addresses the history of early
medieval archaeology in different European countries, is this year devot-
ed to the fascinating recent history of early medieval Archaeology in Rus-
sia, with an extensive study by Nadezhda Platonova (St Peterburg). 
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1. Introduction 

This article aims to offer a critical insight into the concept of ‘world her-
itage’ by looking specifically at the example of Mount Athos, a religious site
located in Northern Greece. We will explore the emerging tensions after a
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versus universal cultural heritage 
significance: the Avaton debate on

the monastic community ofMount Athos
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This article explores the discrepancy between ‘universal values’ and ‘local values’ in the
case of world heritage sites of sacred/religious nature. It focuses on the example of the
world heritage site of Mount Athos, a self-administered peninsula in Northern Greece in-
habited by an Orthodox monastic community and accessible only to male visitors/pilgrims.
Special emphasis will be placed on the Avaton rule (prohibition of access to women) which
has constituted an issue of debate particularly since the inclusion of Greece in the Euro-
pean Union and, to some extent, since the inscription of Mt Athos to the World Heritage
List. The issue of Avaton generates the question: “should a religious site of local, national
and international significance that excludes half of the world population be designated as
a heritage place of universal value?” By posing this question, a re-orientation towards the
concept of human and cultural rights will be offered.
Keywords: world heritage, universal values, local values, Mt Athos, sacred sites 

L’articolo tratta della discrepanza tra valori “universali” e “locali” nel caso di siti di natura
sacra/religiosa inseriti nel patrimonio dell’umanità. Si focalizza sull’esempio del sito del
Monte Athos, un monastero ortodosso in una penisola in Grecia settentrionale abitata e
amministrata dai monaci stessi e accessibile solo agli uomini. Particolare attenzione sarà
posta sulla regola di Avaton (proibizione di accesso alle donne) che è stata materia di di-
battito in particolare dal momento dell’inclusione della Grecia nell’Unione Europea e, in una
certa misura, dal momento dell’iscrizione del Monte Athos nella lista UNESCO. La que-
stione porta a domandarsi se un sito religioso di importanza locale, nazionale e internazio-
nale che esclude metà della popolazione mondiale può essere comunque identificato come
sito culturale di valore universale. Con questa domanda, l’articolo offrirà un riorientamento
verso il concetto di diritti umani e culturali. 
Parole chiave: patrimonio dell’Umanità, valori universali, valori locali, Monte Athos, siti

* UCL, Institute of Archaeology, 31-34 Gordon Square,
London WC1H 0PY, georgios.alexopoulos@ucl.ac.uk 
** UCL, Institute of Sustainable Heritage, 14 Upper
Woburn Place, WC1H 0NN, London, UK, kalliopi.fouse-
ki@ucl.ac.uk 
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religious place becomes a heritage site of universal value as a result of its
inscription to the World Heritage List. Mount Athos, an Orthodox monas-
tic community and World Heritage Site (since 1988), is accessible only to
male pilgrims. Its inscription to the World Heritage List was mainly based
on the artistic and historic significance of its cultural heritage and the im-
portance of its natural environment and less so on the continuity of its liv-
ing traditions since the Byzantine era. The process of nomination has been
instigated by the Greek state authorities resulting in the creation of a her-
itage place which is, however, viewed purely as a religious site by the local
monastic community. As a result, the ‘universal’ value of Mount Athos has
been developed on the basis of values assigned by heritage experts at na-
tional and international level without taking fully into consideration the
views of the monks towards the material culture of Mount Athos. Inter-
views with members of the Athonite monastic community reveal the dis-
crepancy between the values assigned by the experts (heritage profes-
sionals) as opposed to the non-expert custodians and owners (the monas-
tic community). In addition, the exclusion of women from Mount Athos – a
‘local value’ that is highly maintained and supported by the monastic com-
munity as a unique attribute of the spirituality of the place – raises an eth-
ical question: should a religious site that excludes half of the world popu-
lation be nominated as a heritage place of universal significance? Given
that Mount Athos receives funding from national and international taxpay-
ers (including women), is it possible to lobby and negotiate for provisions
for women to access Mount Athos? More importantly, is prohibiting ac-
cess to women against the human and cultural right of access?

It will be argued that the nomination of a religious site (as with any
site) into the World Heritage List introduces significant changes which
need to be thoroughly considered and addressed before the nomination
process begins. The process of nomination itself is a process of attribut-
ing a name, a label, as well as certain values and characteristics to a
place leading to the formation of a new identity of place. Since the nom-
ination process involves state authorities, the new attributes and the
new place identity do not always accord with the values and attitudes of
the local community – in the case of Mount Athos, the monastic com-
munity. Consequently, the ‘universal value’ can often contradict with the
‘local value’ of a place. Mount Athos was converted (at least theoretical-
ly) as a result of the world heritage nomination from a religious site to a
heritage place of universal significance. The nomination raised the legiti-
mate claim of women, who have been excluded from the area since its
establishment, to access Mt Athos under their human and cultural right
of access to cultural heritage. 

Georgios Alexopoulos, Kalliopi Fouseki
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This article draws extensively from unpublished research conducted
by one of the authors for the purposes of a PhD thesis (Alexopoulos
2010). The data was collected through field research between 2002-
2005 with the employment of a variety of qualitative methods including
structured and semi-structured interviews, free discussions, participant
and unobtrusive observation (Alexopoulos 2010: chapter 1, section
1.4.5). This data was compared with available literature and enhanced
particularly through the collection of newspaper articles from the Greek
and international daily press. The sensitive case study of Mt Athos will
offer a new insight into the growing debate regarding the boundaries of
human and cultural rights in the field of heritage.

2. Human and cultural rights in heritage places

Cultural rights are often recognized by state constitutions and legis-
lations as part of human rights (Fouseki, Shehade 2015). The term
often refers to the right of individuals and communities to access their
cultural heritage (Fouseki, Shehade 2015). One of the first documents
recognizing cultural rights as integral part of human rights is the 1948
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which acknowledges in
article 27 that “everyone has the right freely to participate in the cul-
tural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific
advancement and its benefits” (United Nations 1948). However, de-
spite the fact that cultural rights are viewed as integral part of human
rights, the cultural nature of human rights remains problematic (Fouse-
ki, Shehade 2015; see also O’Keefe 2000 and Psychogiopoulou 2013).
Indeed, as Silverman and Ruggles have already pointed out human and
cultural rights often overlap and are occasionally in conflict with each
other (2007, p. 6). 

Indeed, it could be argued that the right to ‘access’ is both a human
and a cultural right. This is of particular relevance in the case of sacred
sites that have been characterized as places of heritage significance or
heritage places that are viewed as sacred sites. Access here does not
only denote physical access but has symbolic dimensions. It closely re-
lates to empowering excluded or indigenous communities to access a
place of significance (Blain, Wallis 2004, p. 238). If the right to access
is a human and cultural right, is prohibiting women from access against
human and cultural rights? What if prohibiting women from access is an
integral part of the spirituality of a religious sites? Is removing the pro-
hibition against cultural and human rights?

Gender exclusion and local values versus universal cultural heritage significance...
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There is clearly a tension between the right to access and the right
to prohibit access, if the latter determines the cultural identity of an ‘in-
digenous’ or minority community. The Universal Declaration on the
Rights of Peoples (known as the Algiers Declaration), adopted by a non-
governmental meeting of experts in 1976, defines cultural right as the
right to respect cultural identity and the right of a people not to have an
alien culture imposed on it. On the same line, the rights of religious com-
munities and ethnic minorities to practice their own religion and enjoy
their own culture are established in the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (art. 27) (United Nations 1976). The latter were
reaffirmed in the 1992 UN Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belong-
ing to National, Ethnic or Religious and Linguistic Minorities (United Na-
tions 1992; see for relevant discussion Stavenhangen 2008, p. 28). 

The tension between ‘access’ and ‘prohibiting access’ will be analysed
in the example where the debate became more vivid after the inscription
of the site into the World Heritage List.

3. Brief background to Mt Athos

Mount Athos (known in Greece as Holy Mountain= Άγιον Όρος) is an
Orthodox monastic community occupying the easternmost peninsula of
the prefecture of Halkidiki in the region of Macedonia, Northern Greece
(Pentzikis 2003). The entire peninsula is divided into territories among
twenty ruling monasteries while the area can be accessed only by sea
through ferryboat services from the nearby towns of Ouranoupolis and
Ierissos. In terms of administration, the Athonite territory is under the
sovereignty of the Greek state since 1912 but the monastic community
is self-governed (Papastathis 1993). The Great Lavra monastery, which
ranks first in the Athonite hierarchy, was founded in AD 963 and
throughout the centuries – from the Byzantine era to the present – the
area has managed to retain its status quo and several privileges (Kadas
1986, pp. 11-13). 

With an area covering approximately 336 square kilometers and a
population of more than 2,000 monks, Mount Athos constitutes a very
significant sacred site for Eastern Christianity and a popular pilgrimage
destination (Speake 2002, pp. 176-182; Andriotis 2009). The universal
value of Mount Athos in terms of cultural and natural heritage was
demonstrated through the inclusion in 1988 of the area to UNESCO’s
list of World Heritage Sites. Indeed the Athonite monasteries have pre-
served a wide range of archaeologically and historically significant build-
ings and architectural complexes, important and valuable collections and

Georgios Alexopoulos, Kalliopi Fouseki
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several movable and immovable cultural heritage elements (Papadopoulos
1992, p. 26; Karakatsanis 1997). The Advisory Body Evaluation docu-
ment stated that ‘the monasteries of Athos are a veritable conservatory
of masterpieces ranging from wall paintings by Frangos Castellanos at
the Great Lavra to portable icons, gold objects, embroideries or illumi-
nated manuscripts which each monastery jealously preserves’ (ICOMOS
1988, p. 10). It is worth stressing that the monastic peninsula was also
inscribed on the basis of natural criterion III therefore constituting a
mixed property. However, apart from this rich heritage in tangible terms
Mount Athos is a very special place for the safekeeping of intangible cul-
tural heritage traditions. This is, among other things, illustrated by the
significant spiritual role of the Athonite monasteries the brotherhoods of
which preserve a unique living Orthodox tradition and way of life (Kadas
1986, p. 10) (see Appendix for the criteria under which Mt Athos was
inscribed into the World Heritage List).

Holding a unique status quo within the Greek state, each monastery
has responsibility for the management of its cultural heritage within its
relevant territory while collective administrative bodies take decisions
about the wider peninsula (Papastathis 2004; Alexopoulos 2010: chap-
ter 4). Nevertheless, the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and its regional

Gender exclusion and local values versus universal cultural heritage significance...
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Fig. 1. Map showing the peninsula of Mount Athos and the location of its monasteries
(courtesy of András Bereznay).
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agency, the Ephorate of Antiquities for Halkidiki and Mount Athos1, has
an important role in collaborating with the monasteries and offering its
human resources, expertise and technical support. In addition, responsi-
bilities for heritage management and all sorts of interventions are also
shared with KEDAK (ΚΕΔΑΚ = Centre for the Preservation of Athonite
Heritage) an agency comprised of representatives from the monastic
community, academia, and various heritage professionals (Alexopoulos
2013a, pp. 67-70).

Before discussing the access ban for women on Mount Athos it is im-
portant to emphasise that the area is not an easily accessible peninsula
and it enjoys an island-like isolation from the Greek mainland. Although a
peninsula-wide road network exists within the monastic territories, there
is no vehicle access the area from its outside borders (mainland Greece).
A ferry-boat connection is the only way for both monks and visitors to
enter the Holy Mountain. In addition to this arrangement the Athonite
community has established a very strict quota system for regulating vis-
itors in terms of both numbers and religious affiliation. Currently only

Georgios Alexopoulos, Kalliopi Fouseki

1 Prior to the significant changes in the structure of the Hellenic Ministry of Culture and its regional
services this agency functioned under the name 10th Ephorate of Byzantine Antiquities.
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Fig. 2. View of the Xiropotamou monastery with the slopes of Mount Athos in the back-
ground (Georgios Alexopoulos, August 2005).
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110 male visitors per day – that have applied for and have been granted
specific visitor permits (usually well in advance) – are allowed to enter
the peninsula. Among these permits only 10 are allocated to non-
Greek/non-Orthodox visitors in a process that requires documentation of
religious affiliation.

4. The Avaton rule: exclusion of women as a means to preserve a tra-
ditional way of life

The monastic community of Mt Athos has been following a several
centuries-old rule that prohibits women from entering its territory. The
Avaton (Άβατον = inaccessible in Greek) is related to the virtue of
celibacy and has been deemed to represent an extension of the tradition-
al monastic rule prohibiting men and women to enter a monastery hous-
ing members of the opposite sex observed with various degrees of rigour
at different institutions (Talbot 1996, p. 68). Athonite monks account
this exclusion to the tradition according to which the Virgin Mary paid a
legendary visit to the area of Mt Athos which thereafter became her
Garden – since then the Mother of God became its patron and protector
and the area was dedicated to her exclusively2. The exclusion includes
also female animals and it has been suggested that this regulation was
motivated by both the desire to safeguard the sexual purity of the monks
but, most importantly, to avoid the engagement of the monastery in
stockbreeding which could lead to the development of a large commercial
enterprise (Ware 1996, p. 9). It has been argued that the Avaton was
an unwritten rule as the various Byzantine imperial decrees only implied
this prohibition but the principle was ‘so ingrained in Athonite custom law
and tradition that it seemed unnecessary to put such a rule in writing’
(Talbot 1996, pp. 68-69). In fact historian Alice-Mary Talbot has argued
that this tradition enjoyed so extensive respect that “virtually no women
ever dreamed of attempting to enter the sacred peninsula; hence there
was no need for a specific written prohibition” (1996, p. 69). Throughout
the centuries, however, there have been occasional violations of this rule
(Talbot 1996, p. 70; Speake 2002, pp. 62-63). In addition to anecdotal
and historical evidence of violations of the Avaton rule, we would like to
highlight an interesting symbolic act of resistance to the exclusion of
women. This took place in January 2008 during a public protest by mem-
bers of local communities from the prefecture of Halkidiki at the Mt

Gender exclusion and local values versus universal cultural heritage significance...

2 SPEAKE 2002, p. 25. Mount Athos is still widely called as the “Garden of Panagia (the Mother of
God)”.
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Athos borders. Although the reason for the rally was focused on the per-
ceived encroachment of certain Athonite monasteries on public and pri-
vate land a group of female protesters, including a left-wing party MP,
seized the opportunity to violate the Avaton under media coverage by
crossing the border fence (Eleftherotypia 09/01/2008).

The main ethical question that the Avaton rule raises is how a monas-
tic peninsula that means so much to the cultural heritage of the Greek
nation and even more broadly to Orthodox Christianity (beyond the exist-
ing national borders) can enjoy such a privileged status within the Greek
state with significant funding (from tax payers money) and human re-
sources involved in heritage protection, conservation and management?
On a European level one could question why such an important financial
support has been allocated to projects on Mount Athos without reflec-
tion on gender restriction issues posed by the access ban to female vis-
itors. On an even broader level, we wonder how a World Heritage Site
of universal value can advocate the exclusion of half of the world popula-
tion from accessing and enjoying its natural and cultural heritage, both
tangible and intangible?

5. The Avaton rule contested

Reflecting on the preservation of such a seemingly contradictory prin-
ciple (at least according to contemporary standards of gender equality)
British scholar Graham Speake, who is the founder and honorary secre-
tary of the Friends of Mount Athos has noted that the Avaton rule
“... was so well established, so widely understood and so deeply respected
that there was no need to spell it out. No one ever questioned it; and so
it has (almost) always been’ (Speake 2002, p. 27). Nevertheless, this re-
striction has not been spared of criticism and several attempts in the last
decades have been made to exercise political pressure for its abolition. 

On the occasion of International Women’s Year in 1975, the Greek
Parliament rejected the proposal of an MP for the lifting of the ban. This
issue was actually brought to court under the initiative of a group of po-
litical activists and female MPs but the abolishment of the restriction
was not accepted based on the following reasons (Papastathis 1993, p.
74; Speake 2002, p. 163): ‘the ban had always been in place’ and there-
fore constituted one of the traditional and internationally protected
rights of the Athonite community; the Mount Athos Charter, which
serves as a constitution for the area, establishes this rule and any
amendments can be instigated only by the Athonite monasteries them-
selves. The issue of the abolishment of the Avaton was again raised
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some decades later by a Greek female member of the European Parlia-
ment and indeed the latter issued in 2003 a resolution requesting the
lifting of the ban3. The gender restriction was also deemed anachronistic
and misogynist4. What’s more, the fact that female visitors are forbidden
and male potential visitors gain access only through the existing restrict-
ed quota system, has been considered as a type of political control while
the community itself has been termed as a “semi-autonomous monastic
theocracy” (Shackley 2001, p. 183).

These attempts have in turn raised great concerns within the Athonite
monastic community and have resulted in cautiousness in the dealings of
the monasteries with the ‘outside’ secular world. The debate has, at times,
enjoyed wide media coverage in Greece but has also included the views of
the people strongly opposing any attempt to change the monastic peninsu-
la with many members of the Orthodox clergy being vocal (Eleyftherotypia
17/01/2003). Most of the voices representing the Athonite perspective
have emphasised that Athonite monks “do not hate women” (Ta Nea
02/11/1998) and that the absence of the latter makes concentration to
monastic duties more feasible (Thomas 2002). Others have highlighted the
overall negative impact of changes imposed to the Athonite way of life from
the outside world (Ta Nea 23/11/1999). Quite interestingly, certain
monasteries have used the claims for the abolition of the Avaton as an ad-
ditional reason for rejecting funding from the European Union the argument
being that accepting such funding (derived from tax-paying citizens of both
sexes) would come with strings attached that could compromise the values
and traditional Athonite way of life (Alexopoulos 2010). On the occasion of
the Treasures of Mount Athos Athos exhibition, which took place in Thes-
saloniki between 1997-19985, Father Vassilios, then the abbot of the Ivi-
ron monastery, highlighted that the exhibition itself was a medium for over-
coming the exclusion of women6.

Gender exclusion and local values versus universal cultural heritage significance...

3 According to the resolution the prohibition “nowadays violates the universally recognised principle
of gender equality, Community non-discrimination and equality legislation and the provisions relating to
free movement of persons within the EU” (European Parliament 2003).
4 Ta Nea 21/08/2001; Sean THOMAS (2002) wrote for the Guardian: “... And yet, and yet. In a way
Athos is a kind of courageous test, a brave, ridiculous, 1,000-year-old experiment to see what the
world would be like without the destabilising effect of sexual desire. And so perhaps we should allow
the Athonite monks just a few more centuries in their strange, unreal, pristinely beautiful laboratory”.
5 On the occasion of the celebration of Thessaloniki as Cultural Capital of Europe the Treasures of
Mount Athos exhibition with more than 1,500 artefacts from Mount Athos was organised at the Mu-
seum of Byzantine Culture from 19/06/1997 to 30/04/1998. 
6 To Vima 22/06/1997. Indeed the exhibition in Thessaloniki was followed by three other major exhibi -
tions for which artefacts where given on loan from the monasteries: the Mount Athos – The Treasury
of the Protaton held in Thessaloniki in 2006, the Athos - Monastic Life on the Holy Mountain held in
the Finnish capital of Helsinki in 2006-2007, and the Athos and Byzantine Empire: Treas ures of the
Holy Mountain held in Paris in 2009.
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The issue still raises discussions and conflicting views in relation to
women’s rights and international law. In a legislative analysis of the mat-
ter by professor of Ecclesiastical Law Ioannis Konidaris (2003) it has
been argued that the Avaton is a manifestation of religious freedom, es-
pecially for the practice of worship, and comes under the principle of re-
spect towards private ownership. This legal approach imposes certain
human rights related to private ownership but obviously contradicts cul-
tural rights related to access to heritage.

6. Gender restriction as a “local value”: the values of the Athonite
community

Myra Shackley has argued that “many religious sites have rigidly hier-
archical, clerically dominated management structures which may have
functioned in the same way for thousands of years” but “are largely un-
affected by modern management trends, with the exception of their pe-
ripheral activities (often financial)” (Shackley 2003, p. 163). In a similar
fashion and to a great extent, the aspirations and values of the Athonite
monastic community, which clings to a set of traditions and values stem-
ming from a millennium of continuous active presence, are usually char-
acterised by stability. Nevertheless, one cannot argue that the attitudes
and perceptions of the Athonite community, which inevitably affect deci-
sion-making, have always been immutable. What’s more, the views of the
individual monasteries in various issues that extend well beyond the con-
fines of cultural heritage have also differed, sometimes even radically.

Interviews with Athonite monks undertaken between 2002-2005
have revealed the different attitudes of the monastic community towards
the cultural heritage of Mt Athos. For the abbot of a small Athonite
monastery the name ‘treasures’ – a term that is often used to connote
the moveable cultural and sacred objects – is a term that refers not only
to the artistic significance of those objects but also the spiritual treas-
ures (Interview 1, 2004):

“The word “treasures” has a general meaning, it includes
artistic but also spiritual treasures. Of course the key ele-
ment of the treasures found on Mount Athos is the spiritual
life: for example, the hagiographies (depictions of saints), the
context that exists behind the service. All these elements
that constitute the treasure of Mount Athos are not kept by
the monks secretly and faithfully in a miserable way for
themselves but are open to the world and this is why visitors
have existed and continue to exist”.
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The emphasis is strongly on the intangible elements of heritage rather
than its artistic or historic significance. The traditional Athonite way of
life that has been followed up to the present is viewed as the most im-
portant value by monks themselves. 

For certain monks, the Avaton is what distinguishes Mt Athos from
other monasteries and a vivid example of the living tradition and continu-
ity (Interview 1, 2004):

“The Avaton is naturally difficult for some people to under-
stand because it is a result of deep spiritual struggle that
the monastic life requires from the monks. This struggle has
some credos and some conditions which one needs to know
in order to understand the Avaton. It’s about the struggle of
the human against the temptation, the devil, who tries to
prevent him from his high spiritual destination. In this strug-
gle the monk leaves the world, the secular life that attaches
humans to everyday human habits and concerns”.

“The Avaton does not contain any element of devaluation to-
wards women. There has never been anything like this and
certainly there exists nothing now. It is worth noting that
after God, the person that is honored more on Mount Athos
is the Panagia (All Holy mother of God), which is a female
person and this is how she is honored here”.

Non-Greek people with a first-hand knowledge of the Orthodox Chris-
tian faith have also demonstrated their understanding towards the
Athonite perceptions. Graham Speake (2002, p. 25) has mentioned that
“the exclusion of women is not a stand against women or feminism, but
a purely practical matter” and has referred to the need for ensuring cir-
cumstances that allow “the highest possible degree of concentration”.
Museum director Berndt Arell, who was involved in the organisation of
an exhibition about Mount Athos in Helsinki, Finland, has very eloquently
stated that: “Many people may find this annoying and difficult to explain
in our day and age, but if we remember that the men occupying the twen-
ty monasteries have chosen this way of life and brotherhood in order to
serve their Creator in the best possible manner, free of all worldly temp-
tations, it may be a little easier for us to accept. Monasteries exist for
men and convents for women, and Mount Athos is one huge monastery”
(Arell 2006, p. 10).

Within this context one could pose the question: is the Avaton an as-
pect/element that contributes to the heritage value of Mount Athos? If
so, does this contradict with the concept of ‘universal value’? If cultural
heritage is both a cultural and human right, is Mt Athos, as a world her-
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itage site, against human rights? It is important to stress that the ex-
clusion of women was mentioned only once in the ICOMOS Evaluation
document (ICOMOS 1988, p. 10) and in this case without any particular
critical stance.

7. Heritage, human and cultural Rights 

The case of Mount Athos reveals the issues generated from the mo-
ment a religious site becomes a ‘cultural heritage’ place of ‘universal
value’. This example further reveals how the human right of a monastic
community to determine their rule and governance contradicts with the
human and cultural right of women to access a place of universal heritage
value. It is therefore a typical example of a dissonant place where the
human/cultural right of a local community to determine their own rule of
governance conflicts with the human and cultural right of the female pop-
ulation to access this site. Although it is beyond the scope of this article
to discuss the ambiguous clash of human and cultural rights (e.g. Silver-
man, Ruggles 2007) it is worth noting that, as access to culture is a
recognised human right, the exclusion of female visitors from visiting the
Athonite peninsula could be regarded as a breach of well-established her-
itage management principles which advocate accessibility of the general
public, public value, social inclusion and gender equality. Nevertheless, the
flip side of this angle would be to look at the issue of the Avaton as a fun-
damental human right of a group of people (in this case the Athonite com-
munity) to religious freedom and to be in charge of their private property
– particularly as both of these rights seem to be supported by local, na-
tional and international law. In fact, another commonly highlighted her-
itage management principle (according to which the views of the
Athonites should again be respected) is consideration towards local com-
munities, minorities, different cultures and religions and the avoidance of
top-down decision-making all of which have been among the most impor-
tant achievements of the field (e.g. de la Torre 2002; Stovel 2004).

Ethnographic research on heritage management issues conducted on
Mount Athos revealed the sensitivity of the Avaton issue, as a result of
the increasing national and international pressure, criticism and media
coverage exercised by certain activists and politicians7. The views of the
Athonite community in this particular issue have been well published in a
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variety of media and are to a great extent homogenous, whether belong-
ing to open-minded or conservative brotherhoods and individuals. The
comments received from interviews confirmed this and additionally un-
derlined the Avaton as another fundamental expression of the resistance
of Mt Athos to change.

All of the interviewed Athonite fathers highlighted in their responses
the significance of the Avaton for securing the preservation of the
peaceful traditional Athonite life, the ascetic aspect of which demands
celibacy and abstinence from the temptations and the worries of per-
sonal relationships of the secular world. The access ban is considered
to be one of the great virtues of the Athonite community and one of its
most cherished and unique characteristics (Interview 1, 2004). It has
been rightly pointed in terms of the reluctance of religious communities
to change when faced with heritage management issues that ‘Situa-
tions can change. Governments fall, national religious affiliations change
and society becomes more tolerant, with the result that site access
codes are altered’ (Shackley 2001, p. 154). The fact that Athonite ap-
proaches need to change from within and cannot be forced upon the
monastic community has been underlined in the following interesting
statement by a monk with a long experience in the Athonite administra-
tive bodies: 

“I believe that the Avaton will be preserved as long as Mount
Athos will be populated by Orthodox monks dedicated to the
worship of God. No power, secular or ecclesiastical, can
change what monasticism established throughout the cen-
turies and what is substantial for the conditions of develop-
ment of Orthodox monasticism. The castles usually fall from
within, as our wise people say” (Interview 4, 2004).

The exclusion of women is by no means peculiar to Mt Athos as two
other Orthodox monastic establishments, currently World Heritage
Sites, the monastery of St John on Patmos and the Meteora in Thes-
saly also have had similar rules in the past (Speake 2002, p. 25). In
fact, gender restrictions to cultural heritage places of religious/spiritual
value can be encountered in many countries, cultures and religious
groups – Australian Aboriginal places such as Uluru-Kata Tjuta National
Park (Kaus 2008). The existence of similar sites worldwide renders the
question of this article even more critical. Should exclusive, religious
sites be nominated as world heritage sites? If they are nominated as
world heritage sites, what are the implications from a funding and ac-
cess point of view? 

Gender exclusion and local values versus universal cultural heritage significance...
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8. Resistance to change

As mentioned above, the world heritage nomination endeavours to pre-
vent rapid development and change that threatens the ‘universal value’ of
the place (UNESCO-WHC 1988). The paradox here is that the act of in-
scribing a place to the World Heritage List can inevitably impose signifi-
cant changes. In the case of Mount Athos, a religious community with an
extensive living religious heritage seems to have gained the accolade of a
heritage place of universal value. However, as demonstrated earlier in
this paper, very few members of the relevant monastic community have
seen this as an opportunity (e.g. for funding or heritage protection) while
others may even identify a threat to the spirituality of the place.

Resistance to change in the cultural heritage context is very common.
Timothy Darvill (1995, p. 48) has attributed this to the ‘existence value’
that people place on something from the past and to the phenomenon
whereby ‘every generation believes that the world is changing uncontrol-
lably and at a more rapid pace than ever before’. The encounter of living
heritage with modernity, in all world religions, is believed to be facing con-
flicts due to the pace of change, the quick and wide communication of new
ideas and secularisation which is associated with modernisation and glob-
alisation (Inaba 2005, p. 46; Alexopoulos 2013c). David Lowenthal (1985,
p. 40) has claimed that often ‘historical precedent legitimates what exists
today’ and we ‘justify current practice by referring to ‘immutable’ tradition’
and the notion that ‘what has been should continue to be or be again’. This
is particularly relevant at sites of sacred worship and pilgrimage, where
monuments are deemed to play as much a symbolic as an actual role by
constituting landscapes of memory, myth and tradition (Coleman, Elsner
1995, p. 48). According to Myra Shackley (2001, p. xviii) “visiting a sacred
site should be an essentially spiritual experience, uncontaminated (as far
as possible) by technical and commercial realities” as such as a site serves
predominantly to “offer the attendee a window on infinity”.

Experience in Greece has shown that a certain moral flexibility is re-
quired by the clergy-custodians in cases where Orthodox sites are used to
host events irrelevant to religious activity, as has been demonstrated by
the conflicts caused by the use of the Rotonda monument in Thessaloniki
for the organisation of a concert in the late 1990s (Stewart 2001) and the
initial refusal of the brotherhood of the Holy Trinity monastery on Meteora
to allow the filming of certain scenes of a James Bond action movie (“For
Your Eyes Only”, 1981) to take place in their monastery (Moore 2012, p.
176). These examples have proved that in cases where the local religious
community or the custodians have not been consulted properly, unfortu-
nate consequences may follow. These conflicts can of course be rooted

Georgios Alexopoulos, Kalliopi Fouseki

248

PCA 6.qxp_gao 6  23/05/16  15:36  Pagina 248



both in unreasonable conservative claims as well as legitimate attempts to
obstruct incompatible and desecrating uses. In many ways the examples of
Orthodox tradition and the living tradition of Mt Athos reflect the natural
human tendencies of traditional societies analysed by David Lowenthal.
What these societies pursue, according to the scholar, is validation of the
present through the past by invoking the ‘continuance of practices that
supposedly date from time immemorial’ and by asserting that things are
(and should be) the way they always have been’ (Lowenthal 1985, pp. 40-
41). In a similar fashion, Athonite monasteries pursue to preserve timeless
values that link them with the early forms of Christian monasticism and the
era of the establishment of the Orthodox dogma and ideals. This attitude
explains, to a great extent, the reluctance to accept changes in the tradi-
tional Athonite way of life and the way the monastic community has dealt
with both its own affairs and the influence from the ‘outside world’ (Pether-
bridge 1993, pp. 128-129; Chatzigogas 2005, p. 72).

The traditional Athonite way of life seems to be a strong element of
the sense of place praised by the majority of pilgrims and an aspect that
most visitors would not wish to be altered. This has been evidenced in
thorough accounts about life on Mt Athos (Gothóni 1993) but it has also
been confirmed through ethnographic data (Alexopoulos 2010). Visitors
of all possible backgrounds highly esteem the serenity and the peaceful
atmosphere of the peninsula that keeps far away the haste, worries and
stress of everyday life in the outside world. Therefore keeping the
Athonite community protected from elements that spoil the above at-
mosphere seems to be important not only for the brotherhoods living on
Mt Athos but also for the people seeking refuge and wanting to experi-
ence, even for a few days, the ‘true’ Holy Mountain. Road expansions,
the constant rise in the number of various vehicles, the increase in the
number of shops and commodities at the capital of Karyes, are often
criticised by the visitor himself, whether a conservationist or a romantic.
Similarly, the Athonite monasteries dislike any association with the term
museum and are reluctant to open access to their collections, although
there have been some museum exhibitions and small displays in some of
the monasteries (Alexopoulos 2013b).

At this point, it is worth emphasising that fieldwork conducted in the
Athonite monasteries demonstrated that very few members of the com-
munity were aware of any kind of involvement or contribution by UNESCO
to the management of the cultural heritage (Alexopoulos 2010). Both her-
itage professionals and high-ranking Athonite representatives have con-
firmed that the inclusion of Mount Athos to the World Heritage List did
not have any impact in the overall funding and management of the local cul-
tural heritage. Be that as it may, no negativity from the part of the Athoite
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fathers was observed or expressed towards the recognition of the univer-
sal value of Mt Athos (Alexopoulos 2010). Although it has been maintained
that the World Heritage status eventually made the monasteries eligible
to apply for substantial EU grants (Speake 2002, p. 183) it is fair to say
that the area came under UNESCO’s spotlight for the first time after the
fire that considerably damaged the Hilandar monastery in 20048.

The Avaton has been maintained as a result of resistance to change.
The characterization of Mount Athos as world heritage has linked the
area to the rhetoric of universal value despite the fact that a significant
part of the local monastic community seems to be unaware of this status
or its implications. This remarkable change in the status and the values
of the place –a change at least in the eyes of the international commu-
nity– has led however to legitimate claims for access by women.

9. Conclusion 

The analysis undertaken in this article has revealed a large gap between
the values assigned by official authorities (national and international) and
the monastic community itself on Mount Athos. Official authorities defined
the universal value of Mount Athos on the basis of its artistic, architec-
tural and historic significance while local monks highlight the uniqueness of
the living tradition stressing the importance of Avaton. The inscription of
Mount Athos into the World Heritage List has attributed a heritage di-
mension to the site with which several monks do not necessarily agree.
There is no evidence to suggest that any of the monasteries resisted the
nomination back in the 1980s nor that they currently dislike the World
Heritage status per se. Nevertheless, the afore-mentioned disagreement
– with the monastic community not accepting the peninsula to be treated
or characterised as a cultural heritage site or attraction – has often gen-
erated conflicts on heritage management issues between the Athonites
and the heritage professionals (Alexopoulos 2013a, pp. 68-70; Alexopou-
los 2013b, pp. 8-9). The ‘cultural treasures’ of Mount Athos are in most
cases viewed by the monastic community as spiritual and/or everyday ob-
jects and this has been an attitude that follows a long tradition (Alexopou-
los 2007). Furthermore, the monks understand the ban of access to
women (Avaton) as a unique signifier of the spirituality of the place. How-
ever, this has also brought the issue of whether a sacred site which ex-
cludes women should be inscribed into the World Heritage List in the first
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place. More importantly, it revealed an underlying tension between the cul-
tural/human right to access and the cultural/human right to prevent ac-
cess as a means to retain the cultural and spiritual identity of a place.

We argued that the inscription of a place into the World Heritage List
introduces radical and unpredictable changes. The process of inscription
assigns a new form of identity and new values to that place. Although,
nomination aims to protect heritage sites from rapid change, the nomina-
tion process introduces changes. The case of Mount Athos is a typical ex-
ample. The conversion of the site into a ‘world heritage site’ immediately
legitimises women’s claim for access. However, it is uncertain if a her-
itage/sacred place, which excludes half of the world population, should be
considered to hold universal value. Without undermining the role of world
heritage list in the preservation and management of heritage sites that are
at risk, we would advocate for alternative ways of preservation in the case
of religious sites that are by tradition excluding certain groups of people. 

This article opens up a reconsideration of the debate and apparent
chasm between cultural and human rights, on the one hand, and the dif-
ferent and conflicting dimensions of cultural rights on the other. While
access to culture is defined as one of the main cultural rights in instru-
mental and legislative documents, prohibiting access can also be viewed
as a cultural and/or human right in certain cases. The role of governmen-
tal and non-governmental heritage organisations (such as that of UN-
ESCO) is critical in how cultural and human rights are defined, under-
stood and debated. The act of inscription into the World Heritage affects
inevitably the cultural identity of a place. Cultural and human rights are
not fixed terms; they are subject to change. If the process of World Her-
itage nomination can impose changes, should female access to Mount
Athos be allowed as one of them? If the Avaton is to be retained, why
should a religious place become a ‘world heritage site’ in the end?
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Appendix: UNESCO’s World Heritage criteria in 1988 (UNESCO 1988, pp. 5-8) and
their applicability to Mount Athos as expressed in the ICOMOS Advisory Body Eval-
uation document (ICOMOS 1988)
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UNESCO’s World Heritage criteria
(1988)

Mount Athos World Heritage criteria (1989)

natural (iii): contains superlative natural
phenomena, formations or features, for
instance, outstanding examples of the
most important ecosystems, areas of
exceptional natural beauty or exception-
al combinations of natural and cultural
elements

‘The natural features of all these sites provide the
setting which attracted settlement and the building
of religious structures in historic times. All, thus,
have natural features which form an important back-
drop for a cultural landscape which now represents
the dominant values’ (UNESCO-WHC 1988). 

cultural (i): represents a unique artistic
achievement, a masterpiece of human
creative genius

The transformation of a mountain into a sacred place
made Mount Athos a unique artistic creation combin-
ing the natural beauty of the site with the expanded
forms of architectural creation (ICOMOS 1988, p. 10)

cultural (ii): has exerted great influence,
over a span of time or within a cultural
area of the world, on developments in
architecture, monumental arts or town-
planning and landscaping

Mount Athos exerted lasting influence in the orthodox
world, of which it is the spiritual centre, on the devel-
opment of religious architecture and monumental
painting. The typical layout of Athonite monasteries…
was used as far away as Russia. Iconographic themes,
condified by the school of painting at Mount Athos and
laid down in minute detail in the Guide to Painting (dis-
covered and published by Didron in 1845), were used
and elaborated on from Crete to the Balkans beginning
in the 16th century (ICOMOS 1988, p. 10)

cultural (iv): is an outstanding example
of a type of building or architectural en-
semble which illustrates a significant
stage in history

The monasteries of Athos present the typical layout
of orthodox monastic establishment: is a square, rec-
tangular or trapezoidal wall flanked by towers, which
constitute the periobolus of a consecrated place, in
the centre of which the community’s church, or the
catholicon, stands alone. Strictly organized according
to principles dating from the 10th century are the
areas reserved for communal activities (refectory,
cells, hospital, library), those reserved solely for litur-
gical purposes (chapels, fountains), and the defense
structures (arsenal, fortified tower). The organiza-
tion of agricultural lands in the idorrythmic skites, the
kellia and kathismata (farms operated by monks) is
also very characteristic of the medieval period
(ICOMOS 1988, pp. 10-11). 

cultural (v): is an outstanding example of
a traditional human settlement which is
representative of a culture and which
has become vulnerable under the impact
of irreversible change

The monastic ideal has, at Mount Athos, preserved
traditional human habitations, which are representa-
tive of the agrarian cultures of the Mediterranean
world and have become vulnerable through the im-
pact of change within contemporary society. Mount
Athos is also a conservatory of vernacular architec-
ture and agricultural and craft tradition (ICOMOS
1988, p. 11). 

cultural (vi) is directly or tangibly associ-
ated with events or with ideas or beliefs
of outstanding universal significance

In 1504, the sacred mountain of Athos, a holy place
in the Christian world, became the principal spiritual
home of the Orthodox church. It retained this promi-
nent role even after the fall of Constantinople in
1453 and the establishment of the autocephalous
patriarchy of Moscow in 1589 (ICOMOS 1988, p.
11). 
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