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ART

Picturing ‘Otherness’:
Cinematic Representations
of ‘Greekness’ in “My Big
Greek Fat Wedding”

Yvonne Kosma American College of Thessaloniki

yvoko@act.edu

Abstract
The subject of this paper is the construction of ‘Greekness’ through its cinematic representation in the popular film ‘My Big Greek Fat Wedding’ (2002). I use this film as
an example to initiate discussion of a phenomenon, which Michael Herzfeld refers to
as crypto-colonialism. In this framework I employ Said’s concept of ‘Orientalism’ as a
discourse that literally constructs its object of knowledge. I claim that the film draws
upon crude ethnic stereotypes that form our conceptions about ‘Greekness’, but which
also have a ‘self-Orientalizing’ effect. Self-orientalism makes evident the productive
nature of Orientalism proposing that the ‘Orient’ itself participates in its construction,
reinforcement and circulation. However, I claim that this contribution is not necessarily passive; it also serves as a strategy to counter the overarching homogeneity of the
hegemonic culture. In my analysis I draw both on discourse analysis, and semiotics
- the work of Roland Barthes in particular.
Keywords
discourse , otherness , orientalism , representation , identity , film
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Introduction: Crypto-Colonialism, Orientalism, and My Big Greek Fat Wedding
My paper explores the construction and representation of ‘Greekness’ through the example of “My Big Greek Fat Wedding” (2002), a Canadian-American romantic comedy
film written by and starring Nia Vardalos, and directed by Joel Zwick. In particular, I am
interested in conceptions of nationality, which define discursively what it means to be
‘Greek’ from a Western perspective, and what implications such illustrations have for
the subjects involved. In other words, my aim is to explore the reproduction of power
relations and the construction of identities and subjectivities. My approach is, therefore,
mainly concerned with the ideological impact of film, and it focuses on the effects and
consequences of the cinematic construction and display of national subjects.
While much literature in the field of cultural and film studies have been devoted to
the analysis of colonialism, I want here to initiate discussion of a rather specific variety
of that phenomenon, which Michael Herzfeld refers to as crypto-colonialism. Herzfeld
defines crypto-colonialism as:
(...) the curious alchemy whereby certain countries, buffer zones between the
colonized lands and those as yet untamed, were compelled to acquire their
political independence at the expense of massive economic dependence,
this relationship being articulated in the iconic guise of aggressively national
culture fashioned to suit foreign models. Such countries were and are living
paradoxes: they are nominally independent, but that independence comes at
the price of a sometimes humiliating form of effective dependence. (Herzfeld,
2002, pp. 900-1)
Whereas such phenomena have been well documented for colonies in the strict
sense of the term, and they are frequently addressed by a number of papers in the field,
the model of crypto-colonialism proposed by Herzfeld suggests that this hierarchy was
not confined to the colonies alone. Today many critics even claim that Greece (and the
Εuropean south in general) has moved past the status of crypto-colonialism, and we are
now dealing with an evident neo-colonialist subjugation. Such (neo-)colonialist subjection is imposed by the limitation of democratic politics, the declining economic sovereignty, and the enlistment of state administrations in the service of global circuits.
Whereas Greece is certainly not the only example of crypto-(or neo-)colonialist subjugation, it is distinguished by a curious paradox: it is both the collective spiritual ancestor and a political pariah in today’s ‘fast-capitalist’ Europe. At the same time, Greece
serves as the moral segregation of the West from the rest of the world. Although its location seems to account for this rationale, it is important to note that geography is also
discursively formatted. Greece as a geographical territory can be described as an ‘undecidable’ structure, not only because it articulates different and competing logics (i.e.
Greece as ‘the cradle of democracy and civilization’ as opposed to Greece as the margin
of Europe), but also because its identity depends on a series of ‘constitutive outsides’.
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This means that its external frontiers have to be constantly imagined as a projection of
an internal collective identity. This sense of identity always involves both sameness and
difference, which are the product of a constant negotiation. Hence, the central axis of
this negotiation is ‘the deep fear of becoming too closely identified with some vague category of barbarians’ (Herzfeld, 2002, p.902). But this fear also exposes a fundamental
anxiety at the heart of European nationalism; ‘Europeanness’ is quintessentially rooted in the classical past, which is seen ‘both as the ideological imprimatur of cultural
respectability and at the same time as a necessarily less complex, less sophisticated
version of the European present’ (Herzfeld, 2002, p.917). Therefore, the assumption
that, ‘the Greeks’ are somehow originators of the West as a whole, means that through
hegemonic discourses such as popular filmic representations, they need to be invoked
and suppressed at the same time. This ‘rationalized framing inadvertently exposes the
secret side of the tale: that heart of darkness that resides within “our” modernity where,
as Walter Benjamin once famously reminded us, every document of civilization is also,
at the very same time, a document of barbarism’ (Chambers and Curti, 2008, p.389).
In this framework I will employ Said’s concept of ‘Orientalism’ as a discourse
that literally constructs its object of knowledge. This is approximately what happens
with the representations of national identities in film. The way Greece is represented is
largely an invention; for example, a place of myth and heroic deeds, an origin of culture
and democracy, an exotic tourist destination, or a traditional, backward and underdeveloped country. Simultaneously, the attempt to represent national parameters also entails the illustration of a portrayal of Greek national identity in which the Greek audience
could recognize itself, or identify with, that is based on common stereotypes. Hence,
the central theme of my paper is how the West classifies, categorizes and represents
another culture through the construction of difference; my main objective is to examine the way ‘the Greeks’ are represented in recent popular filmography. Here, I employ
semiotics, and in particular the work of Roland Barthes, combined with concepts from
discourse analysis to analyze My Big Greek Fat Wedding (2006). I chose this particular
example because of its enormous popularity. A sleeper hit, the film became the highest-grossing romantic comedy of all time, and grossed $241.4 million only in North
America, despite never reaching number one at the box office during its release (being the highest-grossing film to accomplish this feat). The film was also nominated for
the Academy Award for Best Original Screenplay at the 75th Academy Awards (http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Big_Fat_Greek_Wedding).
Cultural signifiers and the construction of ‘otherness’
My Big Greek Fat Wedding (2002) is a typical boy-meets-girl romantic comedy with an
orientalist twist (though we have seen the same story in multiple variations about other ethnicities). Fotoula “Toula” Portokalos (Nia Vardalos), a single second generation
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Greek immigrant in Winnipeg, is going through an early midlife crisis because, at thirty,
her family thinks she is a spinster. Eventually, she falls in love with a non-Greek, and
struggles to get her family to accept him while she comes to terms with her heritage
and cultural identity. Through Toula’s story, the wished-for integration in the American
way of life is contrasted with the desire to maintain a double identity, to be the same
and different all at once. Initially Toula is embarrassed and rejecting of her cultural background, but finding herself mirrored in the gaze of the ‘other’ (the American teacher,
Ian), she finally discovers and accepts herself through that gaze. Yet, however reconciling the tale may be, Toula’s voice-over narration, which is full of humorous if vaguely
familiar observations about life in the middle of an overbearing ethnic family, also plays
upon crude national stereotypes. Throughout the film, Greeks are generally represented
as nationalists, traditionalists, zealously religious, regressive, superstitious, naive and
unsophisticated. Their only incentive in life (except for Toula, who has assimilated the
values of American culture and is represented as progressive and different) is to marry
another Greek, have children, and reproduce the traditional lifestyle and mentality. This
difference is also embodied:
“When I was growing up, I knew I was different. The other girls were blond and
delicate. And I was a swarthy 6-year-old with sideburns.”
Physical appearance bears specific connotations that reproduce a normative ideal,
and serve the western hegemonic discourse. Difference here is not a neutral term, but
the inferior counterpart to ‘Americanness’, which is represented as uniformly white,
blond and fair (i.e. bearing European American/Aryan features). Not only is this misconception orientalist, but it also excludes Blacks, Hispanics, Native Americans and other
ethnic minorities in North America (domestic Orientalism). At the level of myth, the
lack of physical delicacy and conformity to prevailing beauty standards are indicators of
primitivity and insufficient cultural refinement. The fact that ‘others’ need to get rid of
evolutionary remainders such as facial hair in a woman (we see cousin Niki depilating
her ‘mustache’ before the wedding) can be read as racist biological evidence of this
argument. Despite the fact that Toula’s father, Gus, is convinced that everything can be
traced back to Greek civilization - actually a plea for recognition and respectability - his
attempts are so pitiful that he confirms the dominant hierarchy of culture.
- Now, give me a word... any word, and I show you, how the root of that word
is Greek.
- Okay, Mr. Portokalos, how about the word “kimono”?
- “Kimono.” Good one. Kimono, kimono. Of course, “kimono” comes from the
Greek word... “cheimonas,” which means “winter.” So, what do you wear in the
wintertime... to stay warm? A robe. You see, “robe,” “kimono.” There you go.
The indifference or even derision with which others react to his appeals, suggests
that his claims to civilizational superiority are completely disproportionate to his own
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social status and the political influence of his country. Whereas Gus sees his effort as an
affirmation of Greek cultural leadership, the bearers of the dominant culture simply see
it as an attempt to catch up with the West. Herzfeld claims that, countries which share
this particular status ‘have been placed, or place themselves, on high cultural pedestals
that effectively isolate them from other, more brutally material forms of power, and that
this ironic predicament is the defining feature of crypto-colonialism’ (2002, p. 902). So,
‘the crypto-colonies - which in the postcolonial world cannot persuasively lay claim to
economic or cultural “reparations’’ - must continue to struggle, burdened by their ancient pasts, with a future for which there is as yet no clear categorical slot’ (Herzfeld,
2002, p. 920).
Greek cultural supremacy is further compromised by the representation of domestic
culinary habits.
- What do you do for Christmas with your family?
- My mom makes roast lamb.
- With mint jelly?
- No.
- And? And... I’m Greek, right?
- Right.
- So what happens is my dad and my uncles... fight over who gets to eat the
lamb brain. And then my Aunt Voula forks the eyeball, and chases me around...
trying to make me eat it, because it’ll make me smart.
Far from being a simple physical need that serves sustenance, eating is central to
the construction of subjectivity. Hunger, appetite, taste and food preferences are largely
products of the sociocultural environment into which we are born and raised (Lupton,
1996, p.1). Food preparation, distribution, and consumption authenticate both social
order, and moral and aesthetic beliefs and values. In this context, eating habits mark
multiple boundaries between different cultures, social classes, genders, life-cycle stages, religions, occupations and geographic regions (Lupton, 1996, p.1). Food preferences
that may appear different, strange or even disgusting to some, are likely to be integral
to the process of subjectivity formation or to denote the process of distinguishing one
cultural group from another. In this context, food consumption serves as a common
marker in film to signify cultural difference, usually constructing the ‘other’ as exotic,
primitive, outlandish or even savage (remember the wildly orientalist dinner-scene in
Steven Spielberg’s Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom).
Accordingly, eating habits are also a direct signifier of class and cultural capital. For
example, vegetarianism in this context is a marker that denotes the difference between
two opposing symbolic systems.
- When you come to my house and I cook for you?
- Okay. Thia [aunt], that might be a problem.
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- Problem? I’m the best cook in the family. Tell him.
- I did, didn’t l? Twice.
- Okay, then.
- It’s just...
- Yeah?
- Ian is a vegetarian.
- He doesn’t eat meat.
- He don’t eat no meat?
- No, he doesn’t eat meat.
- What do you mean, “He don’t eat no meat”?
- That’s okay, I’ll make lamb.
Whereas for Toula’s family the offering of meat signifies that it is able to provide for
its members, for Ian (who is a vegetarian) eating meat is potentially unhealthy and possibly morally objectionable. This antithesis cannot be ascribed solely to personal preference; its significance becomes meaningful only on a structural level. Taste is determined
by class, because people develop preferences for what is materially and culturally available to them. Although the current generation of Greek immigrants does not suffer from
food shortage and hardship, the excessive provision of food reflects a collective anxiety
from a not-so-remote past. In this context, taste is ‘an incorporated principle of classification which governs all forms of incorporation, choosing and modifying everything
that the body ingests and digests and assimilates physiologically and psychologically’
(Bourdieu, 2010, p. 470). For the American bourgeois middle-class, however, excessive
provision of food is an indication of gluttony and immoderation. Unhealthy and unrestrained eating connotes a lack of control, which signifies a particular class-related perception of taste and the body. The antithesis between quantity and quality or substance
and form, corresponds to the opposition (...) between the taste of necessity, and the
taste of liberty or luxury (Bourdieu, 2010).
This contrast is evident in the opposition between the enormous provision of food,
particularly meat, as a sign of hospitality and generosity by first generation immigrants,
who were raised in a society that still recalled famine due to war and extreme poverty;
- The meat is here, everybody.
- Meat. Very good. Very good.
- You like some meat? Some Greek meat, very good.
- Red meat, everybody.
and the ostensibly thrifty offering of a small cake (with a hole in it!), which belongs
to a completely different symbolic system, where gluttony or even a hearty appetite are
considered as lack of discipline and good manners.
- Hello. I am Maria Portokalos... and welcome to our home.
[Ian’s mother gives her a bundt]
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- Thank you. What is it?
- It’s a bundt.
- A “bonk”?
- Bundt.
- It’s a cake! I know! Thank you. Thank you very much. There’s a hole in this cake.
In this context, ethnic individuals, as well as their cultures, are clearly objectified and
exoticized; the way they are represented is infantilizing, trivializing and reducing. Such
representational dynamics inevitably lack perspective and depth while running the risk
of essentializing ethnic cultures by oversimplifying complexities and particularities. So,
although cultural stereotypes are based upon certain true elements, to generalize such
cultural differences or to take them out of context, is a typical way of sanctioning hegemonic normativity and classifying ‘otherness’ as coarse, unprocessed, inferior, and at
times dangerous. Such a classification connotes a broader inclination towards savagery
and primitive law:
- I’ve got to tell you, I’ve never seen my sister so happy. If you hurt her, I’ll kill
you and make it look like an accident. Jesus, look at your face. It’s just a joke.
- Good one.
- No, the good one is, “I’ve got a gun”. Yeah, I’ve got a gun... and I swear, I’ll jam
it up your... Ian, I got you again!
- Come on, lighten up.
- I’ll lighten you when I take out your kidneys.
- One more time, Ian.
- Hey, Angelo.
- Hey, Ian, we’re going to kill you!
A basic component of this rule is patriarchy, which is expressed by the imperative to
protect and control female family members. Without doubting that patriarchy is deeply
embedded in Greek society, I sustain that this pun crudely exonerates liberalist America; by ascribing patriarchy to the ‘Orient’, more subtle forms of sexism that sustain
the dominant gender order are simply denied. Orientalism can thus be regarded as a
manner of regularized (or Orientalized) vision, dominated by imperatives, perspectives,
and ideological biases ostensibly suited to the Orient; thereby western male chauvinism
is let off the hook.
Another such bias is the conception of the ‘other’ as undifferentiated and indistinguishable; the distillation of essential ideas about the Orient - its sensuality, its tendency
to despotism, its aberrant mentality, its habits of inaccuracy, its backwardness - into an
unchallenged coherence;
- Rodney, didn’t you once have a Greek receptionist?
- No, Harriet, she was... Just a minute. No, she was Armenian.
- Is Armenia close to Greece?
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- Not exactly.
- What was she?
- Who?
- My secretary, for heaven’s sake.
- Everyone like cheesecake? …
- Guatemalan!
- That’s right, dear. She was Guatemalan.
Obviously, at this point the joke is on Americans. However, the fact that such a generalization crops up amid casual small talk, makes evident how orientalist illusions are
imposed as canonical truths.
This attitude is not only disparaging and candidly condescending, but it is also paternalistic in that it constructs specific subject positions as appropriate for non-western
‘others’ (such positions would typically be in the tertiary sector and service provision).
Through this tactical maneuver the Orient is transubstantiated from resistant threat,
into obliging and submissive partnership. This positioning implies that there always
‘lurks the assumption that although the Western consumer belongs to a numerical minority, s/he is entitled either to own or to expend (or both) the majority of the world
resources’ (Said, 1995, p.108). In this context ‘integration’ is just another manifestation
of (crypto-)colonialism. Such a contemporary Orientalist attitude floods the media and
the popular mind, and in the film this is reaffirmed by being represented as a choice.
Toula may be unhappy as a seating hostess at the family taverna, but she is perfectly
content as an employee at her aunt Voula’s travel agency, which isn’t really an alternative within the dominant discourse. In a globalized world, westernization is perceived as
the precondition for accomplishing modernity (Shih, 2001). In the process, conformity
to the orientalist discourse (self-orientalism) becomes the medium to be assimilated in
western society. Whereas Toula’s extended family portrays in conformity to the western imagination of the ‘oriental’ other, Toula herself is presented as an embodiment of
western femininity, but within a homogeneous - and overtly conservative - interpretation of modernity. So, although she seeks to be different, get an education (which her
father considers unwarranted for a woman), and seemingly makes something out of her
life, actually she merely conforms to the conventional ideal of finding true love, getting
married, and raising a family. The only point she deviated from the prescribed scenario,
was that her husband was not born Greek. But even this was effectively dealt with; Ian
was christened to become Greek-Orthodox, and he himself claims: “I am Greek now!”
Conclusions
As we have seen, ‘the fundamental premise of Said’s Orientalism is that the East is
represented as ontologically different from the West in western cultural consciousness
(Yan and Santos, 2009). It proposes that the West carries moral, intellectual and cul-
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tural superiority over non-Western civilizations (Hung, 2003). This logic of ‘othering’
is applied in My Big Greek Fat Wedding with a subtle twist. The film implicitly reminds
viewers that there is a ‘self’ and correspondingly an ‘other’; yet, although the ‘self’ is
generally identified with the American normative ideal, there are instants when identification shifts in favor of ethnic Greek individuals (the most notable example being the
ending). In this context Toula’s presence functions as an attestation that the ‘primitive’
character of her ethnic group is interpreted as a critical and ‘authentic’ component of
traditional Greek culture. Hence, self-orientalism makes evident the productive nature of Orientalism proposing that the ‘Orient’ itself participates in its construction,
reinforcement and circulation (Dirlik 1996; Ong 1998; Zhang 2006). This contribution,
however, is not necessarily passive; it also serves as a strategy to counter the overarching homogeneity of the hegemonic culture by ‘recollecting and, in some cases,
reinventing traditions to recreate an ancient, historical, and unchanging identity’ (Yan
and Santos, 2009). Therefore, self-orientalism has often become a logical framework
dominating the project of subjectivity formation of ethnic minorities. Consequently,
such film representations enable the construction of points of cultural identification,
and this is probably why the film was generally well received by the Greek audience,
despite being pigeonholing and rather racist.
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