
BROTHERS AND HUSBANDS: 
THE GREEK PRINCE 

BECOMING FEMALE IN GREEK AMERICA 

IBy CONSTANCE CALLINICOSI 

Ecxerpts from her book "American Aphrodite" 

"Tell me," I said to each of them, the 
women I visited over the year I did 
research for this book, "what you know 
about the Greek Prince." 

I saw a brief shock of recognition on 
every face after hearing this question. 
Then a moment of guilt. He is my hus
band, my brother, my uncle. I have 
thought this thought, and here she is a 
Greek, a Greek woman, daring to ask 
me out loud about our "Greek Prince." 
She dares to describe him precisely, 
speaks my language, knows my soul as 
well as I know it myself. And I feel guilty 
because she is right. I do know him as 
the pampered, selfish prince in my life, 
much more often than I have known a 
kind, loving, caring human being. 

Then each woman would smile to 
herself as she began to remember and 
talk to me: she would pour out her feel
ings to the machine I had set on the 
kitchen table between us. We would sip 
our coffee and eat Greek sweets, talk
ing, Greek womanfriend to Greek wom
anfriend, comfortable in the security of 
anonymity (after all, it was only a 
machine, and even though she is a 
Greek woman, she is not Mama, or 
Grand-Mama, or any of my female rela
tives who have intimidated me most of 
my life into cautious comportment 
among xenoi, the foreigners). 

Comfortable, too, because she is con
fident that I, another Greek woman, 
will not break ranks and defy a long 
tradition of close-mouthed, smiling 

women among whom much is said, but 
past whose trusted ears not a word con
cerning secrets will ever be uttered to 
betray her real opinions. Still, she must 
always preface the most truthful 
remarks with, 'You're sure you won't 
use my name. My mother is still aliv~, 
you know." 

VICTORIA, age 45: 

I feel so petty and mean. It sounds so 
awful to talk about this incident from 
my childhood. I mean, he is my brother, 
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and I love him dearly. But I'm sure I 
remember this and tell you about it 
because of what it meant to my life and 
how it affected my relationship with my 
parents, and how I viewed my brother 
after that day. And how I learned who I 
was to all of them. I see it as the moment 
when I realized what my place in the 
world would always be. 

We were children. I was about 9, he 
was 7. My mother had baked a wonder
ful chocolate cake. A day together in the 
kitchen. Mama was busy with some 
work or other, cooking, washing pots, I 
can't remember exactly. On the table 
was the cake plate with one piece of 
chocolate cake left. We both asked her 
for some, and as I reachedfor the cake, 
she caught my hand before I could take 
any of it. She said to me, "No, the cake is 
for your brother." 

That was it. No explanations, no 
questions allowed from me. The cake 
would go to my brother. But that was 
always how it was, anyway, now that I 
think about it. The biggest piece of 
meat, the first piece of her fresh-baked 
bread. My brother was a little embar
rassed by the whole thing, young as he 
was. He took the piece of cakefrom her, 
but he offered to split it with me. 

But it was too late. The message was 
clear to me, even at 9: if there was ever to 
be any "cakf:" in life for little Androm
ache (Andrea), it would only be because 
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brother felt generous enough to share it 
with me. Because it would always befor 
him first. And he was not obligated to 
share, not ever. Only ifhefelt like it, and 
there were plenty of times in our life, 
believe me, when he didn't feel like it. 

ELECTRA, age 43: 

It didn't hit me until I had grown, 
married and had my first child, a baby 
boy. After all, I grew up in afamily of 
five girls (a fact my father never lost a 
chance to grieve about). I never had that 
much first-hand knowledge of the 
"Greek Prince." Not until, forty days 
after the birth of my first son (I have 
three boys), it was time to come out of 
confinement and go to the church for 
the blessing. I was standing outside the 
door of the church waiting for my turn 
to have the prayer read so I could enter 
with my baby. 

Ahead of me was another young 
mother, whose child was a baby girl. 
The priest was standing there with her, 
reading the words of the blessing. She 
looked so happy and proud, and I felt 
just as good for her as I felt for myself. 
Young mothers, first babies and al/. 
When the prayer was finished, she 
handed the baby to the priest, who car
ried the child into the church, straight 
up the center aisle, reading words of 
religious welcome to bless the baby. At 
least it seemed so to me, who really 
didn't know what was going on at the 
time, but only there because my mother 
insisted that this had to be done, or I 
would not be allowed to attend church. 
But the priest stopped short in his pro-

cession toward the front of the sanctu
ary, coming to a dead halt at the steps 
leading up to the icons and the Holy 
Altar. He read some more words, then 
beckoned to the mother to come and get 
her baby. More blessing, and she was 
gone. 

He repeated the ritualfor me and my 
baby boy exactly as he had done it for 
her, but what a difference! Instead of 
stopping short of the entrance to the 
Holy Altar, as he had with the baby girl, 
he walked straight up the steps and right 
through the center gates with my boy, 
lifting him high over his head and chant
ing loudly, almost ecstatically, march
ing him around the Altar Table three 
times. 

When he walked out of the Altar he 
summoned me to come and retrieve my 
baby, it was so obvious from the look on 
his face what a different experience it 
had been for him to perform this ritual 

CostaMarina 

she brings her European 
sophistication to 
the Caribbean. 

• JOIN OUR GROUP 
and Save from $390-$450 

per ticket 
Call Greek-American Review 

(212) 967-5017 

blessing of a baby boy than it had been 
for him when he read the prayersfor the 
little girl. 

Wow, I think now, maybe that's the 
message I received as a baby. I was 
barely out of my mother's womb- all of 
us are- when we get the message from 
God Himself:forty days old, little baby 
girls who will never be welcome, not 
tru~v, in the very place where most of us, 
if not all of us, go to for refuge, for 
sanctuary. Loud and clear. The birth of 
female babies is a less than significant 
occasion. God wants their souls, but 
certainly not too close. Keep them out 
oj the really Holy Places. 

VARVARA/BARBARA, age 31: 

There's this young man in our Greek 
community, an up-and-coming lawyer. 
And you know what that means to every 
Greek mama with a daughter. Very 
good-looking (I mean, how many Greek 
men aren't?). He's considered to be very 
desirable marriage material. I wouldn't 
touch him. Not after the story I heard 
from the woman who used to be the 
family's housekeeper. 

It's really kind offunny, but not actu
ally, if you think of yourself some day 
being tied down in a marriage to this 
jerk. It seems that one morning he was 
getting ready to work. His mother had 
laid out his clothes for him, as she usu
ally did every morning. But when he 
picked up his shirt to put it on, he 
noticed that a button was missing. He 
went into a tirade over that missing but
ton. The closest thing to a two-year-
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old's temper tantrum that a grown man 
could come to. He ranted and raved at 
his mother, livid over the fact that she 
would have the nerve to layout a shirt 
for him that was missing a button. 

The woman offered to sew the but
ton on right away, pleading with him to 
calm down, but that didn't satisfy him. 
He ripped the shirt to pieces and threw it 
in her face. She found him another shirt 
and he stormed out of the house after he 
was dressed (all by himself, believe it or 
not). 

All of this over a missing button. The 
woman who told me this story laughed 
all the time she told it. I didn't find it 
amusing. Here I am, a young Greek 
woman doing her best to play by the 
rules andfind a "nice young Greek boy" 
to settle down with, thinking that I 
might end up with a guy like that, who 
goes into bawling tantrums over miss-
ing buttons. . 

THEODORA, age 35: 

I was having lunch one day with my 
mother at the home of one of her Greek 
woman friends. The woman was also 
preparing lunch for her son (24 years 
old) who was getting ready to go to 
work. He was all dressed and was sitting 
at the table with us. His mother set his 
lunch down, and at the same time set 
lunch down for me and for my mother. 
She never sat down herself, but we were 
all having a fairly nice conversation, 
anyway. 

In the middle of our conversation, the 
woman asked her son if he had remem
bered to wear the newly-shined shoes 
she had left for him in his closet. No, he 
had put on the others. Would he go 
upstairs and change into the shined 
shoes? No, he wouldnot. He didn't have 
time to do it now, he'd be latefor work. 
Some more exchange between them, 
and then I saw the woman go to the 
kitchen closet, take out shoe wax and a 
cloth, and crawl on her hands and knees 
under the table to shine the shoes he was 
wearing. He didn't miss a forkful of 
food, not a bite of his lunch went 
uneaten and he continued conversing 
with us, mama all the while under the 
table shining his shoes for him. I don't 
know how I managed to finish eating. 

Later I told my mother that I loved 
her friend and her dearly, but I would 
never go back to that house for any 
reason if I had to be at the same table 
with her son. 
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THEON I, age 44: CHRYSOULA jCHRIS, age 43. 

Greek men? I think it is an inborn 
characteristic in them to feel and believe 
that they are superior to women. 
Women are subordinates. I have felt it 
all my life, although I will say that on 
the surface they seem to have changed, 
especially the American Greek. But I 
don't believe it for a minute. I have 
engaged in intellectual battles with the 
most educated of them, and no matter 
what you talk about, it is always in the 
back of their minds, you know it is. It's 
the thought that no matter how educated 
you may be, how many degrees you may 
hold, or how intelligent and successful 
you are, you are still "only" a Greek 
woman. 

The Greek American man. 
Hmmmmm. Well, they have been pam
pered. Everything, I mean everything, 
has been provided for them. And they 
have never been asked to contribute 
anything in return. As boys they do not 
contribute around the house, are never 
asked to make beds, clean their rooms, 
wash their clothes, or do any of the 
tedious types of things that are always 
taken care offor them by their mothers, 
sisters, grandmothers and any other 
female that is around them. I mean, 
they're even taught to believe that they 
will be less than men if they even so 
much as bend down to pick up a sock. 
Like magic. They shit. Someone wipes 
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up for them. I feel that they believe they 
are above most of that. That it should be 
done by the women in their lives. 

What I have tried to do in raising my 
son is to go out of my way not to give that 
impression to him. I have always had 
him keep up his own room, make his own 
bed, wash his own laundry. I ask him to 
contribute just as much as girls do. 

My father used to whine and com
plain a lot about this set-up when he 
came to visit. I'll never forget when he 
watched my third-grade son get up in 
the morning and make his own lunch 
for school. "Why do you make the boy 
do these things?" It was really hard for 
me, but I gulped and told him, "Why 
shouldn't he? You always taught me 
how important it wasfor kids to learn to 
stand on their own two feet, be inde
pendent individuals. Well, this is part of 
standing alone. I am teaching him to be 
self-sufficient. I don't want him to 
expect that another person will be his 
servant. If I died tomorrow, what would 
he do?" 

I even taught him to cook. I did this 
for all my children, very consciously. I 
wanted so much for things to be differ
ent for my famifv, not the way it was 
when I grew up. I don't want my boy to 
be a Greek Prince. I want him to have a 

50-50 feeling when it comes to taking 
care of children, doing housework, 
sharing responsibility for everything 
with a woman. 

Sometimes, though. I'm not too sure 
how successful I have been. He's 18 
now, and it disappoints me that in spite 
of all my e.lforts he is so chauvinistic. I 
guess I never took into account what I 
wasfighting all these years where he was 
concerned. He is thefirst grandson, the 
favorite, the one who carries his grand
father'S name. For him to share this 
favored position in the family with my 
girls, whom I allow just as much free
dom and space to grow as he gets, well, 
he just never got over it. 

My parents and my husband's par
ents have spoiled him, because he was 
for years the onfv child, the bearer of my 
husbend's family name. And when the 
girls came along, I don't believe he ever 
got over it. That's probably one of the 
main reasons I never went back to work 
when my kids were little. Because the 
only babysitter my husband would 
allow is his mother. That would be alii 
needed: my boy would turn out to be a 
pampered, coddled little Greek Boy 
(believe me, he's not as bad as he could 
have been) and my little girls would be 
servants. 

I mean, look at me: when I first went 
to college, I had been brainwashed so 
thoroughly about the inferiority of 
women that it was a shock to me to be 
around so many bright, achieving 
women. "My God," I remember think
ing, "there are so many talented women 
here. Who do I think I am that I could 
attempt to compete with them, even to 
consider getting through college or go 
to law school (which I never did- I mar
ried a lawyer)?" I had such a low opin
ion of myself I sometimes wonder how I 
ever had the nerve to do the things I 
have done with my family, or even to 
think of applying to college, much less 
get the two degrees I eventually ended 
up with. 

ANGELIKI / ANGIE, age 43: 

Greek men? All of them, including 
my favorite and beloved cousin, are 
catered to. All our friends, the people 
my husband and I socialize with. 
Greeks, the man is waited on. Their 
mothers took care of them, made every 
little thing easy for them, alwaysfinding 
special things to do for them that made 
them smile and be happy. My husband 
is not like this. He cooks. He takes care 
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of the children with me, because we 
both work. He left his home in Greece 
when he was 15. So I guess he had to 
learn fairly quickly how to make it on 
his own. 

But his ways are always causingprob
lems among the couples we're with. 
Wher: we have afew of them over for an 
evenmg, the men will tease him when he 
gets up to refill people's plates or pour 
coffee. "Hey, Pete," they tell him. 

"You're making it hard for me the rest 
of us. If you keep this up, pretty soon 
our wives will tie aprons on us, too." 
They all laugh about it, my husband 
included, but I think they're pretty seri
ous about being threatened at the sight 
of a man doing what they believe 
women should do. They make snide 
remarks at how "well-trained" he is, like 
he was a dog or something. 

YANNOULA/JOYCE, age 49: 

I have been pretty lucky in my mar
riage to a Greek-American. He isn't like 
the rest of them at all. I always jokingly 
said to him that I never ever considered 
marrying a Greek until I met him. His 
idea of a good time was to take me to a 
museum, and I fell in love with him on 
the spot. We work things out together, 
talk openly and equally about money 
matters, our future, our children's lives, 
who will do what and when. 

My best girlfriend is not so lucky. She 
tells me stories about how she has to 
cater to her husband, also a Greek. I 
mean, this is an American-born and 
educated Greek man. I couldn't believe 
it: here is this educated, liberated 
woman, with a job of her own who's 
always worked. But when she comes 
home from her job, walks through the 
front door of her house, she might as 
well be my mother all over again. Ser
vile, because he wants a "Greek home" 
for himself and his sons. She has two 
boys, both teenagers. She serves him his 
coffee at a certain temperature. I kid you 
not. She mends his socks a certain way, 
and does not go anywhere without him, 
unless it's maybe a church meeting for 
the ladies only. She raises those kids like 
little Greeks. 

My brother, my husband, my cousin, 
my father-servitude to the male is a 
given for women living in the Greek 
culture. Innate inferiority is imprinted 
both consiously and su b-consciously on 
the psyche of the female perhaps for the 
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first time when she is locked out of the 
Holy of Holies, a baby girl only forty 
days old, reinforced time and time again 
in ritual after ritual conducted not only 
in her church, but in her home, by those 
she is taught to trust and whose control 
and benevolent guidance she learns 
early to accept unquestionably. 

She is a child of 4 or 5 the first time 
mama ties around her waist a frilly 
organdy apron and hands her the ornate 
silver tray reserved for festive occasions 
(yiortes). Mama has filled the tray with 
tiny cognac glasses which contain Met
axa brandy for the company. Daughter 
is instructed to do her duty to the guests 
who have gathered in the house for a 
celebration commemorating papa's 
nameday. In the living room, women 
and men sit apart, young men, boys and 
old men gathered on one side of the 
room, engaging in animated conversa
tion: politics, business, the important 
issues of their world such as organiza
tion of the Greek Church in America, 
communication with brothers in the old 
country, etc. 

Women, old and young are similarly 
grouped, but either in another room or 
on the far side of the same room. The 
sexes do not mingle socially. Mama's 
little girl carefully enters the room, 
proud to assume her role as nikokira 
(mistress of the house) in her father's 
home. She offers the glasses of brandy 
to the first person she passes, an old 
woman, a friend of her grandmother. 
Mama rushes to re-direct her. For it is 
inappropriate to offer the evening's 
refreshment to any female until all the 
males, young and old, have been served. 

She learns from mama more about 

the males in her world, about their 
importance, their right to be privileged, 
their need for females: they need us to 
feed them. They need us to caress their 
weary heads. They need us to order and 
civilize every part of the world they live 
and rest in. Home is defined for them by 
us as a place where mama lives. Be she 
sister, aunt, grandmother, cousin, or 
wife, the woman a Greek man lives with 
is forever mama. We are not lover, 
friend or companion. He comes to us in 
need of a dark, warm womb in whose 
still waters he may be healed, whose 
nourishment will arm him for his forays 
into daily combat, struggle with being a 
Man among Men. 

For it is not Greek Man's destiny in 
life to stay there. It is his destiny to leave 
home. It is his duty to take up the role of 
ancient Odysseus: adventurer, wand
erer, one who makes his very special 
mark upon the world outside the con
fines of "home" -woman's space. The 
Greek Male hones identity and self
worth through contact with his peers, 
through gaining his honor among men. 
It is the love, respect and admiration for 
him of other Greek Males which assure 
his manhood. He achieves success in his 
world (the Greek world, of course, for 
what other world is there for him that 
matters, really?), and honor among his 
peers then he has seized control of both 
the outer-directed universe he travels in 
(business, profession, church, Greek 
community) and the domestic universe 
of family, MamaWife and children. 
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