Marriage and sexuality in twentieth-century Greece: from virginity to orgasm
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Our paper draws on research that was conducted in 2018-2019 at the University of
Crete, as part of a joint project on the modern history of sexuality. Today, we explore
the history of marital sexuality in twentieth-century Greece, focusing on the urban
middle classes.' Although scholars acknowledge the central place of marriage in
Greek society, as well as the inextricable link between sex and marriage even late in
the twentieth century,” historians have studied more exceptional than mainstream
sexual practices.’ Thus, we do not know much about the historical transformations of
sex in marriage. Our research aims at filling this gap. We turn to medical, psychiatric
and sexological writings, but also to marital correspondence and the communication
of men and women with sexologists and mental health professionals, in an attempt to
approach both ‘expert’ discourses on sex and the beliefs and experiences of

individuals in the twentieth century.

I. From the nineteenth to the twentieth century: love or lust?

In the beginning of the century, in Greece, as in other countries of Europe and the
USA, sex started to be considered an integral part of marriage in new ways.
Intercourse came to be seen less as a marital necessity and an obligation primarily
geared towards procreation and more as a source of mutual satisfaction, which was
increasingly deemed important for a successful marriage, but also for a healthy life for
men and women.” While in the nineteenth century upper- and middle-class couples
did not express freely their sexual desires and experiences in their correspondence,’
by the interwar period middle-class couples were combining the ideal of spiritual love
with sensuality. The following passage, from a young man’s diary, addressed
figuratively to his future wife, is quite indicative of this development, among many
others that surface with minor variations in love letters of the period: “If you gave

yourself to me, and I have asked for even more, it is because my beliefs on the subject



are well-known. Besides, the word ‘soul’, that we are searching to fall in love with, is
something connected to the body, and not something spiritual”.®

The shift was part of broader trends during the first decades of the twentieth
century. In literary works of women writers, for example, one could now decipher the
importance of sexual experience, seen primarily as somatic pleasure.’ In the interwar
years, the very first poems and novels with male and female homoerotic hints
appeared.® And, since the beginning of the twentieth century, a new generation of
writers, mainly physicians and psychiatrists, took an interest in sexuality, some
attempting to establish themselves as experts, following a larger European/Northern
American trend at the turn of the century.’

The socioeconomic and cultural ground was ripe for changes in both
professional discourses on sexuality and individual practices. To be sure, the hold of
patriarchy, religion and conservatism remained strong, as did the unfaltering centrality
of marriage in people’s lives.'"” However, Greek society was also rapidly changing
throughout the century, as emigration towards the US, the big influx of refugees from
Asia Minor in the 1920s, and a broader trend of urbanization that intensified after
World War II left their marks on mores and habits.'" After World War II and the civil
war (1946-1949), economic growth, consumerism and urbanization, led to changes in
the lives of men and women and the relationships between them.'? These
transformations were uneven and fragmented, with significant differences along a

variety of axes: urban and rural, educated and illiterate, men and women etc.

I1. Marriage and sex: the ‘scientific’ point of view

Taking these changes, along with recent scientific developments, into account,"” new
experts in sex since the early twentieth century were promoting a new concept of
sexuality, emphasizing that the sexual instinct was an important determinant of human
life and social relations for both men and women. For example, Nikolaos
Drakoulides, a dermatologist specializing in venereal diseases, who published
extensively on sexual issues, claimed in 1930: “The sexual instinct is the most
powerful, but also the most important of all instincts and of all functions of the human
organism”.'* It is no coincidence that Drakoulides later became interested in
psychoanalysis, which made progress in post-war Greece, although still opposed by

large segments of society, the Church and many psychiatrists. The psychoanalytic

idea that civilization and the inhibition of the sexual instinct were responsible for



many mental disorders, mainly neuroses, influenced significantly expert attitudes
towards marriage and sex."

Changes were mostly manifested in the representations of female sexuality.
Virginity remained up to the 1970s a prerequisite for marriage and a major source of
anxiety for women, their paternal family and husbands. Women’s letters to experts
manifest their despair when their virginity was lost — which also shows that
premarital sexual relations were actually quite common. However, medical texts and
sexology treatises focused less on the moral aspects of virginity and more on its
anatomical characteristics, and stressed that prolonged abstinence could cause sexual
dysfunctions, namely ‘impotence’ for men and ‘frigidity’ for women.'® The solution
was not premarital sex, but earlier marriage and sex education to make sure husbands
and wives could enjoy sex.

Frigidity was another new concept. Although sexual passivity was perceived
as normal for women up to the 1970s, ‘frigidity” was constructed as a pathology,
which along with ‘impotence’, was seen as a threat to a successful marriage. Sex
experts claimed that the interest in ‘frigidity’ was itself a sign of shifting mentalities,
since, as an anonymous psychoanalyst put it in 1951, “50 years ago it was considered
almost natural and ‘moral’ for women not to participate too actively in sexual
intercourse”.!” Sexual pleasure in marriage, then, also became a prominent new issue
for post-war sexologists. Irrespectively of their overall progressive or conservative
attitude toward sexual matters, they all came to concede that mutual sexual pleasure
was an important factor among others for the health, stability, well-being and
happiness of the married couple. Some sexologists went even further, suggesting that
“intercourse does not always aim at procreation |...], but at love, at the reinforcement
of pleasure and at the psychic and bodily connection of the couple, for the
embellishment of married life.”"® Letters sent to sex experts in the 1960s and 1970s
highlight that by 1980 these scientific views and knowledge on sexuality had become

common and had reached even remote areas.

III. Marital sexuality in ‘psy’ practice

The growing concern about marital sexuality, by both experts and laypersons, was
also manifested in the ways that ‘psy’ professionals, that is psychiatrists,
psychologists, and psychoanalysts, together with their clients were discussing the

latters’ marital problems. In the Centre for Mental Health of Thessaloniki, a private



psychiatric service, founded in 1956, husbands and wives increasingly discussed sex
with the male psychiatrist and the female social workers, who drew on psychoanalysis
to interpret and handle their clients’ grievances.

Husbands voiced mainly two types of complaints: they were uncertain of their
wives’ virginity and fidelity and were not sexually satisfied. Doubts about the wife’s
chastity'® reflected sex stereotypes, which valued women’s purity and made men feel
threatened by the sexuality of their wives. In the 1970s, men’s insistence on virginity
became less common, but fidelity persisted as a central concern of men, although
some husbands became more willing to accept the paranoid nature of their jealousy
and to put themselves to therapy.”’ In addition, often husbands complained about not
having (enough) sex with their wives.”' Even 34-year-old Alex, who was very
satisfied with his marriage and loved his wife, told the social worker in 1977 that his
wife objected his “need to make love every day”, because she was afraid of another
pregnancy. Women’s physical and mental ailments, as well as their desire to have no
more children through abstinence, the safest and most common contraception method
of the time, was not always accepted by husbands who longed for sexual satisfaction,
yet without caring for contraception.

While married women with no sexual interest appeared repeatedly throughout
the period, since the late 1960s, there also appeared married women who were eager
to improve their sex life, asking for the Centre’s help. Their problems included
absence of sexual satisfaction, but also fear, disgust, dullness and guilt towards sex.”
Women attributed these problems to their strict upbringing and lack of sexual
education, but also to their uncaring or ‘old-fashioned” husbands.** Increasingly in the
1970s wives were speaking more about their sex lives and were having more
demands. 44-year-old Hara told the psychiatric social worker in 1974 that she had
never been attracted to her husband and that he was never tender to her, not even
during sex, twice a year: “he was acting completely mechanically, without caring
about her satisfaction”. > They presented sexual dissatisfaction as an important aspect
of their marital disappointments. However, they continued to view sexual pleasure as
a form and result of psychic contact, a way to ‘feel’ themselves and their husbands.?

Professionals, both male psychiatrists and female social workers, generally
acknowledged the importance of sexual difficulties in marriage, including female
frigidity, but placed them in the frame of mental health issues, such as depression and

neurosis.>’ Thus, they proposed a combination of medication, counselling and



psychotherapy to alleviate mental and bodily symptoms and enhance the couple’s
communication, advising spouses to compromise more and be accepting of each
other. Therefore, mental health professionals, while addressing the sexual needs and
distress of the spouses and considering mutual sexual satisfaction as a precondition
for a successful marriage, viewed marital stability as a central aim of their
intervention. On the other hand, they seemed to understand why some women had
extramarital affairs. At a time when the still powerful double standard brought shame
and social outcry to adulterous women much more than to men, mental health experts
construed female infidelity as a response to “serious marital problems” and

. 2
unsatisfied “needs of sex or tenderness”.?®

Conclusions

Throughout the century marriage continued to be a central goal in people’s lives,
while experts persisted in considering marital sexuality, and especially sexuality
within a stable and harmonious marriage, as the most ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’ form of
sexual practice. However, marital aspirations of men and women and professional
perceptions of marital sexuality underwent dramatic changes, sometimes in diverging
ways. As times and mores were changing, public as well as private discourses
increasingly saw sexuality as an integral part of personality, health and marriage. This
brought forward its somatic aspect and allowed middle-class couples to start instilling
more sensuality into conjugal love, as their love letters and their
discussions/communication with experts testify. Marriage became more sexualized,
leaving behind the nineteenth-century love/lust divide.

Within this context, women’s sexual pleasure was gradually recognized as a
precondition for a successful marital relationship, not only by physicians, sexologists
and other experts, but also by married women themselves, yet not necessarily by their
husbands. Female chastity did not wholly disappear from professionals, husbands’ or
wives’ concerns. However, it gradually lost its primacy, as sexual intimacy and
pleasure were becoming more widely accepted as preconditions of a healthy life and a
happy marriage for both men and women.

All in all, we can detect a double transition in respect to the history of marital
sexuality in twentieth-century Greece. On the one hand, while women’s passivity in
sex and their late ‘sexual awakening’ via male initiative and vigour were viewed

throughout the century as part of their physiology,*’ by the 1970s these same features



were transformed into a medical and psychological problem to be addressed in order
to save marriage. On the other hand, both scientific and lay perceptions of marital
sexuality moved from the focus on male abstinence and female virginity to anxieties
over the quality of marital sex, and especially toward married women’s own quest for

their orgasm.

! We use here the term ‘middle classes’ in a loose sense that includes the educated, more or

less well off, professional urban dwellers. In the course of the twentieth century they diversify greatly.
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