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				Foreword


			


			

  The first edition of this book appeared when it looked as if Europe had survived the worst of the global financial meltdown triggered by the collapse of Lehman Bros. Indeed, by November 2009 some European leaders were congratulating themselves that the EU’s social model and its system of financial regulation had shielded citizens from the worst excesses of Anglo-American capitalism.


				Had that been the case then national stereotyping might have remained what it was in the early 21st century: an ever-diminishing side-effect of what happens when a multiplicity of national groups share a crowded continent with an unhappy history. It was five years since the EU had taken in 10 new members, everyone was getting to know and, roughly speaking, like each other. The single market was facilitating the growing mobility of people, goods and services. Low-cost airlines were shifting tens of millions of passengers in and out of cities that belonged to other cultures. A single currency gave Europeans a tangible sense of belonging to something bigger than the nation state.


				Stereotyping did, of course, still occur, but it was safely tucked away in the realm of humour and good-natured rivalry. It was certainly not the done thing, in the politically correct, enlarged Europe, for citizens of one country – never mind the leaders of that country – to publicly denigrate the citizens of another.


				Then something happened.


				A letter sent by the Greek finance ministry on 21 October to Eurostat in Luxembourg ruefully admitted that Greece’s budget deficit for 2009 would not be 3.7 per cent of GDP as signalled just a few weeks previously, but 12.7 per cent. In the economic crisis that followed, one in which the very survival of the euro and the EU itself were threatened, Europeans re-discovered the knack of insulting one another.


				This updated edition, while sticking to the time-honoured stereotypes of our fellow Europeans that we hold dear, also examines the anatomy of euro-related bad blood. There’s a new chapter on the Greeks, who have been at the very epicentre of the disaster and whose national character has, in the minds of some (not all of them populist politicians or tabloid journalists), been responsible for ruining it for everyone. 


				While serious policy-makers have to weigh up the best for their voters, and to a lesser extent for Europe as a whole, they’re not only operating on the basis of stereotypes. But they are operating within earshot of the feelings (and resentments) of their voters. Since the euro – to an extent that no one anticipated – would mean that the behaviour of one group of ethnic Europeans could have devasting implications for another group, the single currency has recalibrated – or perhaps even reversed – the general course of European integration and oneness.


				In short, the euro crisis has taken the fun out of stereotypes.


				Tony Connelly, Brussels, April 2014.


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Introduction


				Pictures in our Heads


				Growing up in Derry in the 1970s, I loved foreigners. Loved them, that is, even though I never met any. There were British soldiers, but they weren’t regarded as foreigners on either side of the sectarian fence. To nationalists they didn’t really feel like foreigners (not the way Spaniards did), while to unionists the whole point of the Troubles was that they weren’t foreigners: they were British, just like them.


				So rare was foreign plumage that the only place to find them was on television. Outside the living room, Derry was grey and bomb-scarred, but on television you could watch foreigners in their hot countries and and in their colourful clothes. The men were handsome and the women were beautiful. They ate exotic food, lived in sunshine and had pre-marital sex. 


				I actually did meet some foreigners once. It was a Friday afternoon in 1977. Our chemistry teacher Mrs Quinn was off having a baby, so instead of double chemistry, we were granted two full classes worth of football. The deal was that we reported to ‘Bootsie’ Hughes, the cold-eyed head of discipline, at the toll of the final bell, to stop us mitching off into town.


				Suddenly in the middle of our scuffing football game, a troop of foreigners appeared, moving up the tree-lined walkway from Bishop Street (they may have even glided up the tarmac). We all stopped in our tracks. They were clearly foreigners – they wore cowboy boots. Before we knew it, they had joined our game, whooping with hilarious laughter at their inability to kick the ball the correct way (that was when we realised they were Americans). 


				No one knew where they came from or what they were doing in a relative war zone. They were much cooler – and older – than we were. One girl, who left an aching imprint of unattainable beauty on my pre-teen consciousness, managed to land a cowboy-booted toe on the leather ball and, in a burst of golden dust, it headed off in the right direction. She laughed with delerious joy and something inside me melted. My infatuation with foreigners had begun.


				The game ended and the foreigners – without ever giving an explanation – headed back down the tree-lined walkway, disappearing forever.


				The trouble was, we were three minutes late for ‘Bootsie’ Hughes (the final bell had tolled). With a ruthlessness I’ll never forget, the entire class was strapped the following Monday morning. The red welts lingered on the palm for a few days, but the whole injustice rendered the foreigners as alluring, sweet and unattainable as ever.


				* * *


				With the troubling cross-fire of media influence, colonial brain-washing and our own peripheral geography, I’m working on the premise that we as Irish people are confused about how much we should think about our European neighbours. Joining the EEC in 1973 allowed us to arch elegantly over Britain towards the continent, enjoying the new money and the elevated sense of importance. But our view of Europeans over the ages was probably shaped by the British influence (notwithstanding Catholic Ireland’s hapless links with Catholic Europe). In the 20th century, anyone exposed to British television (and only those on the western seabord weren’t) couldn’t avoid ingesting foreign stereotypes pre-cooked by our former colonisers. 


				Especially in the 1970s. It was the golden age of British sitcom, which dominated the thought patterns of a Northern Irish youngster. Sitcom taught us that we were supposed to laugh at foreigners, or at least see them only as caricatures. In Mind Your Language, there was Ali the Pakistani ‘hopping to be unrolled’ in the English class. There was Maximilio Andrea Archimedes Papandreou, the Greek (no kidding?) who works with ‘sheeps’ (sheeps? ‘No, sheeeeps’), and Juan Cervantes, the moustachioed Spaniard whose response to every question is ‘Por Favor?’ (‘are you really as stupid as you look?’ asks the uptight Miss Courtney), or Giovanni Capello, the corkscrew-haired Latin lover who wants to take Max the Greek outside to have a ‘punch down’ over Daniele, the French femme fatale, who is too busy smouldering around Mr Brown, the teacher, to notice.


				The loudest laughs were when foreigners were made to look silly, even if their linguistic pratfalls were kind of good-natured. Scriptwriters had it both ways. They could mock delusional little Englanders who clung to a disappearing empire (Alf Garnet, the cockney bigot in Till Death Us Do Part), or at the grotesqueries of the class system. But we all had a good laugh at foreigners, even if they occasionally outsmarted their hosts. Fawlty Towers’ legendary Spanish waiter Manuel wasn’t really – in his hapless, put-upon confusion – mocked for his Spanishness, but that generalised foreignness which rendered him dim, gullible, emotional and unreliable. The treatment of O’Reilly, the lazy, incompetent Irish builder, was less nuanced: he had no redeeming features, and when Cybil accused him of being a thick Irish joke, you realised she wasn’t joking. We were supposed to laugh at Basil’s toe-curling snobbery, but were meant to take Cybil seriously – just as Basil did. 


				By the 1980s, making fun of foreigners was a genre which the new generation of politically correct comedians left behind. As Thatcherism took hold, the new comics reserved their most eviscerating wit for the polarising effects of Thatcherite policies. When foreigners were stereotyped, as In ‘Allo, ‘Allo, the French Resistence spoof, the caraicatures were so over-the-top that they mocked themselves into harmlessness. 


				In his book The English, Jeremy Paxman traces the attitude to ‘funny foreigners’ back to the very water surrounding Blighty. ‘This insularity,’ writes Paxman, ‘gave the English a great self-confidence, but it did nothing for their sophistication. It is hard to escape the conclusion that, deep down, the English don’t really care for foreigners.’ Far from it being a source of insularity, Winston Churchill saw the surrouding waters as a straightforward political preference, especially when it came to declining the invitation to European unity: ‘Each time we must choose between Europe and the open sea, we shall always choose the open sea.’ More prosaicly, the deputy prime minister in the subsequent Labour government Herbert Morrison objected to the Common Market because ‘the Durham miners wouldn’t wear it’.


				So from the lager lout to the sneering sophisticate, Brits have, through the ages, followed a mental pathway forged by their island status. When Henry VIII broke with Rome in the 1530s, national attitudes towards funny foreigners were spiked with religious hatred (indeed, British aversion to signing up to the European idea was partly driven by fear that it was somehow an unsavoury Catholic conspiracy). Once Britain had begun to rule the waves, the culture quickly attached rudimentary character traits to all and sundry: stereotyping took root. The treacherous Frenchman, the pious Spaniard, the drunken Dutchman were all born. 


				For those Englishmen who travelled to the Continent, there were guides on how to conduct oneself. In his Instructions for Forreine Travel (1642), James Howell advised travellers to France, Spain, Italy and Holland against stereotyping but had a whale of a time doing it himself. ‘It is a kind of a sicknesse for a Frenchman to keep a secret long, and all the drugs of Egypt cannot get it out of a Spaniard,’ he wrote. Not everyone got negative treatment: the Italians may have been wanton, hypocritical profiteers, but the Dutch had a ‘democraticall’ government, while the French had ‘horsemanship and gallantnesse’. As the Dutch critic J.P. Vander Motten points out in Beyond Pug’s Tour, England by the 18th century regarded herself as a chosen people: phlegmatic and rational, they set their Anglican face (and faith) against a superstitious, Popish continent. 


				Travel, though, wasn’t necessarily the liberating concept we understand today. Discovering new cultures was all very well as long as you avoided dubious political or religious ideas. Travel was supposed to preserve the status quo at home, and above all remind the traveller that there was no place like England. The intellectual nourishment of travel did, however, have its – somewhat vain – appeal. In the 17th century a Catholic priest, Richard Lassels, invented the Grand Tour, a rite of passage for English gentlemen who toured the Europe of the Renaissance, enriching themselves on her ancient civilisations. ‘According to the law of custom,’ wrote the historian Edward Gibbon, ‘and perhaps of reason, foreign travel completes the education of an English gentleman.’ The gentleman thus returned blessed with knowledge of the classics, but also laden down with artistic treasures and oil portraits of himself at Pompeii. 


				English aristocrats erred in their attitudes almost before they left the shore. Insulated from the local culture by their retinue of staff, they wasted no time in complaining about food and smells, and making up their minds about the foreigners they encountered. For the 17th-century writer Jean Gailhard, in his Compleat Gentleman (1678), the take-home message was straightforward: ‘French courteous. Spanish lordly. Italian amorous. German clownish.’


				It wasn’t just the English who were pigeonholing entire cultures. The Age of Enlightenment convinced the French that cultures could be scientifically assessed. The new French Encyclopédie (1772), declared that each nation had its character: the French were léger, (light-hearted and not taking themselves too seriously), the Italians were jealous, the Scots proud, the Germans drunks, the Irish lazy and the Greeks dishonest. 


				Thanks to Napoleon’s new roads and railways, these ideas were spread and adopted by a new generation of travellers throughout the 19th century. In 1815, the Italian newspaper magnate Giovanni Galignani set up guided tours through Italy and France. In the 1830s, John Murray published a Handbook for Travellers to the Low Countries, Germany, Austria and Hungary. He later inspired the German publisher Karl Baedeker to launch his own guides for those travellers who couldn’t bring an entourage of servants. Baedeker wanted to ‘render [the traveller] independent, and to place him in a position from which he may receive his own impressions with clear eyes and lively heart’. Gone were the overblown descriptions of earlier writers, and instead there were just the bare bones of information for the traveller to make up his own mind. 


				Of course, early guidebooks relied on stereotypes for their readability, and that’s largely what the traveller wanted. Take the mid-19th-century parson’s wife from Shropshire, Mrs Favell Mortimer. She wrote a series of travel books, beginning with The Countries of Europe Described. In the first, she sneered at Italians and their Catholicism, but in subsequent works unleashed her odium on any foreigners she could think of. The Chinese were ‘selfish and unfeeling’, the Russians were ‘untrustworthy’, the Turks were ‘dreadful’, the Egyptians were ‘hypocrites’, the Kurds the ‘fiercest’ people in Europe and the Armenians ‘lived in holes’ (to avoid the Kurds). Victorian Britain bought tens of thousands of her books. The problem was that Mrs Mortimer had only travelled from her Shropshire writing desk twice: once to go to Edinburgh, and once to visit Brussels and Paris.


				Stereotypes could be fixed in childhood. In 1824, Pug’s Tour through Europe was a tale for children in verse form about a monkey called Pug who flies around Europe. He meets shoulder-shrugging Frenchmen and describes Italy as a ‘land of apes’. The Turks are ‘A swagg’ring blust’ring race’, the Germans ‘drink till they can hold no more’ and the Dutch ‘count their cash with glee’. Finally, the exhausted Pug returns to England, declaring that ‘Whilst I have breath, From England I’ll ne’er roam.’


				For the majority of the British working class, their first taste of foreign travel was in the trenches of the First World War. Not surpisingly, that traumatic experience didn’t enamour them to foreigners, even those on whose side they were fighting. ‘The sole result,’ wrote George Orwell, ‘was that they brought back a hatred of all Europeans, except the Germans, whose courage they admired. In four years on French soil they did not even acquire a liking for wine.’


				One world war later, it was hardly surprising that European stereotypes were as solid as ever. Orwell was highly critical of the boys’ magazines like Gem and Magnet for perpetuating these stereotypes, whereby the Frenchman ‘wears beard, gesticulates wildly’, the Spaniard is ‘sinister, treacherous’, the Italian is ‘excitable’ and the Dane ‘kind-hearted, stupid’.


				* * *


				These stereotypes are, therefore, as old as the hills, wrought by ancient historical prejudices and anachronistic rivalries. So why do we still fall for them? What exactly is going on in our heads when we stereotype? Walter Lippmann, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist who coined the term ‘Cold War’, argued in the 1920s that mass society could never make sense of the complexity of the world. ‘For the real environment is altogether too big, too complex, and too fleeting for direct acquaintance,’ he wrote in Public Opinion (1922). ‘We are not equipped to deal with so much subtlety, so much variety, so many permutations and combinations. And although we have to act in that environment, we have to reconstruct it on a simpler model before we can manage it.’ 


				Stereotypes, Lippmann suggested, are pictures in our heads that allow us to manage this new environment – ‘the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world’ – and simplify it. The problem was it encouraged swift judgement of those with whom we shared the world, leading to conflict and tension. ‘For the most part we do not first see, and then define; we define and then see.’ 


				Social psychologists have explored every facet of stereotyping since Lippmann’s seminal work, from the cultural contexts that shape the meaning of stereotypes, even to the neurological structures that drive the mental impulse. In the 1930s, a study of 100 American university students found their responses to be spectacularly consistent: Germans were industrious, intelligent, methodical; the English were sportsmanlike, fair minded and tradition loving; blacks were superstitious, lazy and musical. Since these ideas couldn’t be based on personal experience, the authors concluded, then it was rather depressing evidence of a breakdown in social bonds. 


				Social psychologist Henri Tajfel went further. He warned that while stereotypes helped us make sense of a complex world, they also led to scapegoating and the justification of agression. Stereotypes could be modified to suit events: Americans had positive stereotypes of the Japanese before World War II, but they changed dramatically after Pearl Harbor. Tajfel believed that the groups we belong to – be they Italians, French, Arsenal supporters, etc. – are actually an extension of the self. So if we need to feel good about ourselves, then we automatically feel good about the group we’re in (even Arsenal supporters). In turn we exaggerate the similiarities that might exist within that group, but we also exaggerate the differences between our group and its competitor. 


				Some observers argue there is nothing inherently evil about stereotyping: it’s simply the normal activity of the human mind. By the 1990s, they saw stereotyping as a way to preserve our limited cognitive resources. Boxing off the Italians as a chaotic race of ice-cream-eating, gesticulating, Latin lovers may not be very complimentary, but it saved your brain for other, more pressing tasks.


				More recent explorations have found that stereotyping foreigners – and even stereotyping ourselves – is a more subtle reflex than we might think. According to Marco Cinnirella, of the University of London, stereotypes can lie dormant, springing to the surface when people – even those who fancy themselves as tolerant and well travelled – are mentally stretched by stress, tiredness or doing too many things at the same time. How many times have we blurted out ‘Bloody French!’ when under stress, even though we think of ourselves as rather fond of the French?


				Stereotyping may not just be something we learn from the media or Carry On films. In 1983, a study showed that the brain stores information in discrete mental structures called nodes. Each node corresponds to a single concept – a name, a place, a personality trait. The nodes are interlinked, and these links map out meaningful associations between the concepts. The linkages in turn build a mental image (e.g. French = arrogant). Some links are stronger than others, so the stronger the link, the stronger the mental image. The study suggested that knowledge and experience are captured and organised by these interlinked nodes. Some links can weaken and new ones can develop according to new associations, but the biochemical process of stereotyping happens when these strong, structured mental images flit from one node to another, flowing across the network at speed, with one node exciting and stimulating the other. So, on encountering a Frenchman, the poor brain lights up like a pinball machine. 


				How quickly do we categorise people? According to Don Operario and Susan T. Fiske in the Blackwell Handbook of Social Psychology, research using computer-aided timing techniques shows that perceivers categorise people immediately – within milliseconds of the first encounter. 


				* * *


				When I was posted to Brussels in 2001 as RTÉ’s Europe Reporter, the Slovak Embassy to the EU had just launched a competition inviting the public to suggest what was stereotypical about the Slovaks. As what as a Slovak? Who knew? Certainly not me, and probably not most other people living in Brussels either. The competition was dropped. It was true that the French and Germans provide us with a rich stew of stereotypes, but where should we start for the new countries? 


				In 1938, when Neville Chamberlain gave Hitler the green light to to annexe the Sudetenland, he described Czechoslovakia as ‘a faraway place’, a people ‘of which we know nothing’. It was one of many veils to be drawn by the West over Central and Eastern Europe, because Central and Eastern Europe were basically bad news. The region was filled with cantakerous, restive peoples who had for centuries caused the big empires all sorts of trouble. They were fiercely independent, yet internally fractious. Already an incident in the Balkans had triggered the First World War, so it suited the West to wash its hands of the place in 1938, and again when the Iron Curtain came down in 1946. As such, during the Cold War we progressively blended a diverse collection of peoples into a single, monochrome image of drabness, smoke stacks, bread queues and Trabants.


				With the collapse of Communism, we had to get to know them in a hurry. We started with weekend breaks in Prague and stag parties in Riga. We bought apartments in Budapest and Bulgaria (often without even setting foot in the countries). But these were fleeting, unreliable, not necessarily informative encounters. After 2004, when Ireland opened her labour market, they came to us. They brought strange accents and work ethics to building sites, meat-processing plants and mushroom greenhouses. We largely welcomed them, congratulating ourselves on what a progressive society we were to absorb so many immigrants. But could we say what was stereotypically Estonian, or Hungarian, or Romanian? Perhaps, but probably not. More likely, most were subsumed into a general ‘hard workers’ sub-stereotype, with mutterings about fighting and bad driving.


				In France, fears about globalisation contorted attitudes into a new stereotype: the Polish plumber. Worried that low-paid Polish plumbers would undercut their French counterparts, the Poles were reduced to the caricature of a man who fixes your cistern. The fact that the number of Polish plumbers actually arriving in France was negligible, and that the country was short some 6,000 plumbers anyway, never got in the way of the stereotype. 


				But what are the more accurate stereotypes of the Poles, the Czechs, the Slovenes, the Hungarians? 


				In researching these, I found myself going back to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the 19th-century power occupying most of Central Europe. Even then, it appeared that in the cluttered realms of Mitteleuropa, ethnic rivalry – the lifeblood of stereotyping – went back even further.


				Where to start? The Romans, of course.


				The Roman Empire left a footprint that roughly represented Christendom and beyond that footprint there were simply barbarians. As the Roman Empire receded, the footprint became the Holy Roman Empire, a shifting, sprawling mass of territory in Central Europe ruled for the first centuries by German speakers. The first Holy Roman Emperor, Charlemagne, was crowned in ad 800, and he was succeeded by a long line of Ottos, Henrys, Frederiks, Louis’s and Leopolds. It wasn’t finally dissolved until the Napoleonic Wars at the beginning of the 19th century.


				Within this empire, tribes had coalesced into peoples who had grown up into principalities and kingdoms, dukedoms and feudal areas, all largely competing with each other for land, patronage, grazing rights, wealth, water and food. The Middle Ages turned into the Renaissance, before Europe was convulsed by the bloody religious wars – the Reformation and Counter-Reformation – of the 16th and 17th centuries. Meanwhile there was the conquest of the seas and the New World. Throughout, the fierce historical pressures encouraged disparate groups to create negative images of each others’ opponents and positive images of their friends. 


				And while they could stick for centuries, stereotypes could also be short lived or migratory. We think of frogs when we think of the French, a sneering conflation of something they eat and something they are. Yet to the English mind the Dutch were the original frogs, living as they did on waterlogged terrain. In John Arbuthnot’s The History of John Bull (1712), the Dutchman Nic Frog is described as ‘a cunning sly Whoreson, quite the reverse of John in many particulars; Covetous, Frugal; minded domestick affairs; would pine his belly to save his Pocket, never lost a Farthing to careless servants, or bad debtors.’ This diatribe was driven by a maritime rivalry which flared into a series of wars, with English satirists railing against Dutch ingratitude (Elizabeth I had helped the Dutch against Spain at the end of the 16th century and they now had the gall to attack the English).


				It wasn’t until the 18th century that the Frenchman took over as England’s villain of choice. He was foppish, affected and arrogant, sometimes portrayed as a baboon since he could only imitate an Englishman’s virtues. By the early 19th century, the frog motif had shifted completely from the Dutch to the French. It was possible that the consumption of frogs’ legs was a French culinary vice that was too much for the rougher English palate, but in any event the French king Charles X was portrayed on his coronation day in an English print as a puffed-up frog with a sceptre and cross. The stereotype hasn’t budged since. ‘That this change should have taken effect so completely,’ notes David Bindman, the History of Art Professor at University College London (Apollo Magazine, 2003), ‘and then have been so completely forgotten, is a fascinating and in many ways chilling comment on the way such absurd and historically contingent stereotypes can work their way into the national consciousness.’ 


				The Enlightenment, meanwhile, which the Frogs (French) claimed as their own, was soon to turn Europe upside down. It told citizens that they had certain inalienable rights rights under God, and Napoleon’s armies were supposed to transmit these rights as they trudged across the Continent. When Europe’s monarchs unleashed their backlash against liberal and democratic ideas with absolutism, the emerging middle classes, who had money to spend and wanted some representation, found in nationalism a lever to pull them ahead of rival ethnic groups. The nation state was a new idea. It presupposed some kind of collective national memory going back through the ages, which joined people together through folk culture, music and language and attached them to a notional territory – even if others had shared that territory. The arrival of the nation state fuelled competitive stereotyping even further. The revolutions that swept Europe in 1848, as well as the great migration of peoples off the lands and into the cities, the factories and the mills, further pitted rival groups against each other. The Hungarians loved the Poles because they shared more of their history and helped each other out in conflict, but the Poles didn’t like the Czechs because they didn’t rise up against their oppressors like the Poles had done. The Italians in Trieste, towards the end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, lorded it over the Slavic Slovenes who had their own national ambitions. The Germans were liked by the English because they had the same Saxon roots, stood for hard work and (partly) Protestantism, and because they didn’t like the French or the Spanish. Gentlemen travellers, meanwhile, who day-dreamed their way down from England and Germany, loved Italy, with its Renaissance treasures, but weren’t so sure about the Italians. The French didn’t like the Spaniards and vice versa – an emnity deepened by Napoleon’s invasion – yet Catalans often felt closer to the French than to their Castilian masters in Madrid. 


				The rise in literacy and the boom in political cartooning and pamphleteering elevated stereotyping to a serious art form. National caricatures could be easily shaped and solidified by a single powerful cartoon image (for the Irish, it was often-times an ape). 


				Yet royal marriages, and the promiscuous mobility of European monarchs, meant liking or not liking countries could change within a generation. As history headed for the 20th century, the Germans fretted that everyone was encircling them, while nearly everyone else feared the Germans were going to invade them.


				Wars turned stereotyping into naked propaganda, and propaganda fed back into new stereotyping. The Germans, who had been adored by the English middle classes in the mid-19th century for their high culture and classical music, were converted, with the gathering clouds of war, into savage, Asiatic hordes emerging from the dripping forests to slaughter babies. In the Second World War, the dehumanising of the Russians (or the Slavs in general) by Hitler led to the official sanctioning of the most appalling excesses of mass murder and cruelty during the invasion of Russia in 1941. When the tide turned, the Red Army had a ready-made justification (and images in their heads of bestial Aryan Germans) to inflict enormous suffering on the German population as they fought their way towards Berlin. 


				* * *


				Stereotypes are also the staple ingredient of jokes, adding potentially harmless spice to sporting fixtures. Reversing stereotypes through sport can actually go a long way in reducing prejudice altogether. As The Economist pointed out in May 2003, ‘Football has probably made Britons think more amicably about their fellow Europeans than anything else.’ We may have assumed that all Italians cheat and roll around to earn penalties, that the French are effete and lazy, that the Germans arrogantly control the midfield. But then Gianfranco Zola, the Italian at Chelsea, was adored not just because of his skill, but also because of his sportsmanship. Arsenal were captained by Patrick Vieira, a Frenchman who was one of the toughest in the Premiership, while Jürgen Klinsmann brought a very un-German sense of humour to Tottenham Hotspur. Yet for every player who subverted the stereotype, another would come along to confirm it and fans and sportswriters loved them all the more for it (think of Eric Cantona, the Manchester United legend whose gnomic utterances about seagulls following trawlers to catch sardines were the very pinnacle of Gallic inscrutability). 


				Televised sport is one big comfort zone, sublimating, perhaps, warfare through tournaments. In some ways stereotyping has become part of that stable comfort zone. Football fans happily dress themselves up in their own stereotypes – leprechaun hats, Viking helmets, French berets. Yet, when confronted with an England v. Germany football game, tabloid newspaperes simply can’t help themselves in turning nasty because they know what their readers expect of them. And, however much they try, the broadsheets can’t resist disguised stereotyping either. So it’s no wonder Germans have taken on the English at their own game. ‘Dear me, she is chubby!’ was how the German tabloid Bild-Zeitung welcomed David Beckham’s sister Joanne to the World Cup in 2006. ‘Arms, bust, bum, all very British. Joanne is the sort of girl who drinks sangria on the beach in Majorca. And then dances on a table with her top off.’


				People will still turn to stereotypes as a source of fun and if everyone else is at it, then no one can take offence. Yanko Tsvetkov, a Bulgarian graphic designer, has made a cottage industry from the crude-but-topical stereotyping of national and ethnic groups. Having casually drawn a tongue-in-cheek map reflecting the gas crisis between Russia and Ukraine in 2009 (Russia was renamed Paranoid Oil Empire while Ukraine became Gas Stealers), Yanko suddenly discovered more than the normal number of hits on his website. Friends asked him to do more, and he did. Within a few months he had produced seven maps according to the stereotypes held by others of the inhabitants of each country. So, the map of Europe, according to the USA, had ‘Mexico’ for Spain, ‘Commies’ for Russia, ‘Bombs’ for the Balkans, ‘Mummy’ for Britain, and ‘Thanksgiving Meal’ for Turkey. Once the French, the Russians and even Silvio Berlusconi got their own maps, it had become a viral sensation (no prizes for guessing how the former Italian prime minister differentiated between the nations of Europe). With billions of hits on his website, seven maps became forty. By 2012 the project had been converted into the coffee-table book Atlas of Prejudice (it was translated into English and Russian, and became a bestseller in Germany). What made this such a sizzling prospect was the clever blend of old stereotypes with contemporary references that, in the internet age, everyone would understand: a ‘Europe’ according to the future (2022) map had Germany, France and most of central Europe as ‘Merkelreich’ (Neuberlin was the capital of the French region), Scotland was now the ‘Kilt Republic’, Ireland ‘Taiwan’, while Eastern Europe had became ‘European Union’, and the North Sea the ‘Norwegian Windfarm Sea’.


				* * *


				Of course, when it comes to stereotyping, few do it better than foreign correspondents. News stories become stories because they either confirm or subvert a stereotype. How could the Daily Telegraph in January 2013 have resisted a story headlined ‘Smelly French Family Ordered to Leave Museum’? Little did it matter that the museum in question was actually in France. The case of Anders Behring Breivik, the anti-Muslim fanatic who murdered 77 people – mostly teenagers – in a gun and bomb attack in August 2011 was so disorienting precisely because of how violently it overturned the hallowed notion of peace-loving, liberal Norwegians. When a European leader appears to single-handedly embody his nation’s most lurid stereotypes (Silvio Berlusconi), not just headline coverage is guaranteed, but hand-wringing explorations of a nation’s values. And then there are those occasions when a national figure simply invites himself onto the front pages of the world’s media as if for no other reason than to personally, radiantly, demonstrate living proof that a national stereotype is 100 per cent true (take a bow, Monsieur Dominique Strauss-Kahn).


				* * *


				In October 2009 the newly elected Greek government quietly admitted that the budget figures the outgoing administration had been sending to the EU’s statistic agency Eurostat were somewhat inaccurate. What followed was the greatest financial disaster to befall Europe since the 1930s. The façade of politesse crumbled: stereotyping moved out of the pub and language class and into politics, economics and voter anxiety. In short, the euro crisis weaponised the stereotype.


				With breathtaking speed Greeks were suddenly lazy, cheating tax-evaders who should be slung out of the euro. Germans were austerity-obsessed, self-righteous autocrats whose fixation with fiscal discipline betrayed (once again) their time-honoured instinct to dominate Europe. Sentiment was not confined to tabloid newspapers: respected politicians and academics were happy to cast aside taboos and attack the national character of fellow Europeans.


				As mutual hostility rose, some leaders fretted about the return of ghosts that were supposed to have been buried by the European project, and buried for good by the creation of the euro. Jean-Claude Juncker, the Luxembourg prime minister, warned on German TV: ‘What was history, and what we thought we had definitely buried, it resurges fast,’ he said. ‘European integration remains a highly fragile undertaking. One has to deal carefully with European sentiments and not think history is history. No, no – history is present and we have to treat each other carefully.’


				Stereotyping was not restricted to national borders: southern European countries were grouped into a pejorative club where lazy, sun-loving, siesta-worshiping individuals retired early and evaded their taxes (the acronym PIGS for Portugal, Italy, Greece and Spain was deliberately offensive). Northern countries were caricatured as obsessed with fiscal discipline, Triple-A credit ratings, cold-hearted indifference, and a penchant for making PIGS suffer. Somewhere in the middle was France. 


				In April 2013, the European Commission president José Manuel Barroso fretted about ‘political extremes and populism tearing apart the political support and the social fabric that we need to deal with the crisis; disunion emerging between the centre and the periphery of Europe; a renewed demarcation line being drawn between the north and the south of Europe; prejudices re-emerging and again dividing our citizens, sometimes national prejudices that are simply unacceptable.’


				Vague but nonetheless incendiary theories of religion entered the debate. With the northern creditor countries tending to be Protestant (Germany was, admittedly, half and half), and the southern debtor countries Catholic (with few apologies to the Greeks for being Orthodox or the Irish for not being southern), some wondered at a connection. The fact that Angela Merkel, the high priestess of austerity, was the daughter of a Protestant pastor added grit to the argument. Max Weber, the German sociologist, who famously argued at the turn of the 20th century that capitalism owed its success to a Protestant work ethic, was suddenly back in vogue. Such industrious virtues were, he had argued, a result of Martin Luther’s rejection of salvation through servility to the Catholic Church. Since sinners had to find other signs that they were ‘saved’, they needed to look no further than their vocation, which should be pursued with as much ‘zeal’ as possible. Accumulating wealth in the process was a virtuous spin-off, so long as it wasn’t squandered on luxury but instead begat further wealth. Protestants were therefore more suited to the capitalist work ethic (in 2007, academics Sascha O. Becker and Ludger Woessmann debunked Weber’s theory by exhaustively revisiting the records of late 19th-century Prussia and found that Protestants were economically more prosperous because they had better access to education).


				Indeed, the euro crisis was increasingly framed in moral terms. Countries which ran up huge debts were sinners; those who were fiscally responsible were saints (it was irresistably the case that the German word for debt, ‘schulden’ was the same word as that for guilt or sin). Ex-communication from the euro could be avoided through an EU-IMF bailout which, naturally, came with the purgatory of austerity. Paul Krugman, the Nobel Prize-winning economist observed in the New York Times: ‘Many people have a visceral sense that we sinned and must seek redemption through suffering.’


				In a headlong analysis in May 2012, Stephan Richter, the publisher of The Globalist website, suggested that Protestant countries were entitled to be in the euro while Catholic countries weren’t, and that if Martin Luther had been present in 1992 at the Maastricht summit, where the rules were drawn up, then he would have flatly refused entry to Catholic countries. Catholics were too used to having their transgressions waved away by confession – or by slipping indulgences to the clergy – to be trusted with a common set of fiscal rules. ‘When viewed from that perspective,’ he wrote, ‘massive tax evasion and widespread bribery (witness Italy and Greece) can be viewed as stemming from a cultural tradition of offering money to have one’s transgressions overlooked. In other words, sinning is OK, even if it is mostly fiscal these days.’


				Responding in Corriere della Sera, the Italian columnist Massimo Franco warned against reopening notions of ethical purity which had no place in a Europe whose course had been set on reconciliation, not redemption. ‘If debt is also a sin to be atoned for, a sin whose absolution can rightly no longer be bought, excommunications…threaten to reawaken demons that may well set Europe back – not a few years, but decades: to the darkest decades of the past century.’


				No one needed reminding of those ‘dark decades’. The euro was supposed to copperfasten European reconciliation. That it appeared to be doing the exact opposite left people scratching their heads. By 2012, when Greece was facing a second bailout, and with Spain and Italy on the brink of needing financial rescues that Europe couldn’t afford, there was no shortage of parallels with the 1930s: mass unemployment, simmering resentments, crippling austerity, a recession bordering on a depression. In his book, The Euro: the Battle for the New Global Currency, David Marsh warned: ‘An exercise in suprantional economic management that was supposed to mark a comprehensive break with the past seems in some ways to have brought it back to life.’


				But how exactly was the single currency supposed to dispense with the past? When reunification loomed in 1990, France was adamant that Germany would have to commit itself more deeply to European integration by giving up its beloved Deutschmark and entering a single currency. For his part, a reluctant Chancellor Helmut Kohl agreed to join monetary union only on the condition that Germany’s sombre, deeply-embedded culture of economic stability, central bank independence, fiscal discipline and low inflation would govern the new currency.


				But there were other compelling reasons for the euro beyond keeping Germany in check. Differences in exchange rates between European countries had been problematic for centuries. From 1944 exchange rates had been managed by the Bretton Woods system, but when it collapsed in 1971 there were serious currency fluctuations in Europe, which led to inflation and high unemployment. In response, European governments created the currency ‘snake’, an attempt at limiting fluctuations to 2.5 per cent, later replacing it in 1979 with the European Monetary System (EMS) and the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM).


				Dominating the currency order was, of course, the German Deutschmark. Its strength, and the low inflation policies of the Bundesbank, meant difficult adjustments for neighbouring currencies. Strong currencies had to become stronger, while weaker ones had to devalue every five to ten years. Although the notion of a single currency was first explored in 1961, pressure grew during the 1970s and 1980s, and, when a single European market was agreed, an accompanying single currency for consumers to spend in that market made sense. The political dilemma of German reunification propelled it to a fait accompli. 


				But the notion that it would bind Europeans closer, however admirable, was fanciful if not delusional. People cherished their currencies as a badge of national pride. For post-war Germany it was, in fact, their only permitted source of pride. ‘The Deutschmark is our flag,’ Chancellor Helmut Kohl reasoned. ‘It is the fundament of our post-war reconstruction. It is the essential part of our national pride; we don’t have much else.’ Italians were perhaps the exception: they were quite happy to throw their old, oft-devalued, lire into the Trevi Fountain on the eve of the euro’s introduction, but they subsequently turned against it when unscrupulous retailers rounded up 1,000 lire to one euro, when it should have been 51 cent. When currencies clashed, the instinct was reach for the war paint.


				But the suspicions over some member states’ willingness to play by the rules – and the elitist tendencies of others – were already hard-wired into the process. There had long been a ‘hard’ currency bloc, made up of Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, Luxembourg and Belgium, and a ‘soft’ currency bloc of Portugal, Italy, Greece and Spain. At Germany’s insistence the Club Med countries (a somewhat less insulting nickname than the later PIGS acronym) would be bound by strict rules on deficits and borrowing (Italy suspected these rules were deliberately there to keep them out of the single currency). 


				In the fanfare of the euro’s introduction on 1 January 2002 the elite dreamed it would break down what borders remained in a prosperous new Europe. Wim Duisenberg, the first ECB president, described it as ‘the first currency that has not only severed its link to gold, but also its link to the nation state’. Realists, on the other hand, could see the seeds of future discord, fought partly in the arena of ‘national character’. Because the euro demanded mutual responsibility between eurozone citizens, behaviour was everything and behaviour mattered. It mattered to people living in Düsseldorf how people in Thessaloniki – several thousand kilometres away – lived, when they retired, how they regarded tax compliance. ‘I overheard two cleaners at Tegel Airport in Berlin,’ Jorgo Chatzimarkakis, a German MEP of Greek origin, told me. ‘One said to the other: “Have you heard? We won’t get a salary increase because of the Greeks!”’


				When it hurt in their pockets, politeness was tossed to one side. Before the euro we were neighbours, about whom you might grumble in private: now we were family – siblings capable of mutual anger and reproach. 


				In such an atmosphere, stereotyping, thought suppressed by the blandishments of integration, resurfaced. ‘Stereotyping is useful in the blame game,’ says Aristos Doxiadis, an academic and private equity professional in Athens who has written extensively about the negative stereotyping between Greeks and Germans. ‘In the first stage politicians and national elites find it’s convenient to blame outsiders. Then they try to explain their positions using stereotypes.’ 


				No matter how far we had travelled since World War II, and no matter how much money German taxpayers were prepared to lend to Greece, no demonstration in Athens was complete without deptictions of Angela Merkel as a Nazi wearing a Hitler moustache. Yet this was not just a case of reawakening old stereotypes. ‘Greek stereotypes of Germans are actually recent ones,’ says Doxiadis. ‘They’re not rooted in historical memory. Germany was the occupying force during the war, they killed a lot of people and so on, but that was 60 years ago. Negative sentiment subsided: we became partners in Europe. In the ’50s and ’60s thousands of Greeks went to Germany to work, and money was flowing back to Greece. There was no deep-rooted animosity until very recently. We didn’t start talking about German mentality until three years ago. We always had a deeper animosity towards the Turks.’


				What Greeks did on the streets, Germans did through the press. From very early on a caricature of the lazy Greek took root. Bild-Zeitung became obsessed with the idea of Greece selling its islands to pay off its debts. In Italy, Silvio Berlusconi’s family-owned newspaper Il Giornale ran a headline declaring that Europe was now under Germany’s Fourth Reich, with a picture of Angela Merkel raising her hand as if in a Nazi salute. Given the exhaustive reconciliation process, the French were clearly uncomfortable – preferring to exhume Bismarck rather than drag out the Hilter effigy.


				As Europe slid into internecine name-calling, the rest of the world gazed on in horror – and then followed suit. Pravda described Greece as ‘a sort of kingdom of lazy people’, adding helpfully by way of explanation: ‘In this Mediterranean country where the daily temperatures in summer in Athens each year vary between 28 and 35 degrees Celsius, people are hardly likely to work as efficiently as in, say, Sweden.’ Michael Lewis, the bestselling author of The Big Short, and regarded as the most ascerbic writer on the global financial meltdown of 2008, published his take on the euro crisis in Boomerang, a you’ll-never-believe-this-but exposé of the character failings that led the Icelanders, the Greeks, the Irish and even the Germans, into self-inflicted disaster. ‘An Irish person,’ he concludes, ‘with a personal problem takes it into a hole with him, like a squirrel with a nut before winter.’


				* * *


				It seemed, therefore, that the great strides in European harmony, the fond farewell to the nation state, the great leveller of globalisation – all these achievements were in the end powerless to blunt the primal instinct to insult the tribe on the other side of the mountain. Animosity only grew once we realised just how deeply interwoven our fates were. Everyone was beholden to everyone else. A bad decision in Madrid could send bond yields soaring in Dublin. A joke on Irish budget day suggested the delay in issuing the final text was due to it being translated into German. Reckless lenders in Paris and Berlin were just as blameworthy as reckless borrowers in Greece or Ireland. Bailout countries tried to distance themselves from each other. ‘Ireland is not Greece’ became a constant refrain of the Irish government: finance minister Michael Noonan’s ill-advised quip, that the only thing Greeks exported to Ireland was feta cheese, was a particularly low point that did not go unnoticed in Greece. ‘We are not Irish,’ screamed thousands of Greek demonstrators, meanwhile, in front of the parliament building on Syntagma Square in the Greek capital. ‘We do not bow our heads before wealthy bankers!’ 


				Politicians could parrot populist refrains about Greeks or Germans since voters in target countries didn’t matter. At the same time, offensive stereotyping was often more about domestic politics than what was happening in Athens or Madrid. In Triple-A rated Holland the right-wing demagogue Geert Wilders switched his odium from Muslims to Greeks when his anti-Islam rantings began to lose him votes. ‘In the last election,’ explains Professor Paul Nieuwenburg from Leiden University, ‘Geert Wilders sensed that Islam was a card that couldn’t be played. The debate on integration had been submerged by the financial crisis, so during the election campaign they redirected their energies. They tried to replace an unfavourable image of Muslims with Greeks, who were lazy, corrupt, didn’t work for their money and so on.’


				When it came to insulting caricatures, Germans were quite capable of differentiating between the bailout countries. Neither Ireland, Spain nor Portugal attracted anything close to the vitriol directed at Greece. Germans seemed to view Ireland’s horrific bank debts and subsequent bailout with a kind of pained sympathy at best, and at worst the kind of disappointment shown towards a favoured pupil who uncharacteristically lets the side down. There were certainly voices who wanted Ireland to be penalised for its low corporate tax rate, but they were never in the ascendant. One senior EU figure, closely involved in the long-running negotiations over ways to make Ireland’s bailout terms less onerous, revealed that the official German view of the Irish was that they had ‘over-succeeded’ in their economic boom. 


				So why did Germany’s view of Greeks plumb such depths? Certainly, there were plenty of political reasons why German tax-payers were horrified at being on the hook for the debts of a country whose attitudes to hard work and abiding by the rules seemed so inimical to their own (as we shall see later, these notions were ripe for challenge). One keen observer believes that the relationship soured so badly precisely because it had once been so close (German classicists were besotted with Ancient Greece and played a significant role in the creation of the modern republic in the 1820s). Michalis Pantelouris, a journalist and author, is the German-born son of a Greek diplomat. His grandfather had actually been a Greek resistance fighter against the German occupation, yet, despite his capture and torture at the hands of the Nazis, sent his son to the German school in Athens. ‘He never said it was the Germans who tortured him,’ Michalis recalls, ‘it was the Nazis. It was quite a miracle that he sent my father to a German school and a sign that forgiveness and reconciliation are possible.’ 


				Michalis grew up a German citizen, learning Greek from his summer holidays in his father’s island of Evia. A qualified lawyer, his loyalty to Germany was shaken by the tide of anti-Greek sentiment unleashed by the debt crisis. He began a blog challenging what he felt were unfair myths and half-truths about Greeks. Newspaper articles and talk-show appearances followed. ‘There has been so much stereotyping about lazy, free-loading, shifty southern Europeans,’ he says. ‘Even in the mainstream media, Greece has eaten up so much coverage. Greeks were threatened, they had hate mail, aggression. Every village has a Greek restaurant. Many restaurant owners felt unsafe and families felt in danger in case some drunk skinhead might get the wrong idea some night and burn down the restaurant.’


				For Michalis, it was the very close relationship between Greeks and Germans itself, fostered by the arrival of tens of thousands of Greek workers after the war, and the hundreds of thousands of Germans heading in the opposite direction to beach resorts, that has, through some psychological twist, rendered the animosity all the more bitter. ‘Greeks have always been the most popular visitors in Germany. Germans loved the Greeks and the Greeks loved the Germans. They would have a favourite Greek restaurant where they would go once a week. Greeks were always laughing, dancing, having a good time. There would be Ouzo on the house…’


				Germans, perhaps, saw something in Greeks that deep down they sensed was missing in their own psyche. ‘Germans think their relationship with life,’ says Michalis, ‘is what you have with your wife. Greeks see the relationship with life as what you have with your mistress…’ 


				For Xenia Kounalaki, a correspondent with Kathemerini newspaper and a lone journalist who tried to understand the German point of view (she was born in Hamburg), it was something less subtle: ‘The stereotyping never stopped. Greece was always a holiday destination for Germans, so to many of them it was never meant to be a serious European state. That sense was aggravated by the crisis – Germans even stopped coming on holidays to Greece.’ 


				Stereotyping can, of course, provide cover for tricky policies. Many Greeks felt that Chancellor Angela Merkel was hiding behind the inflamed stereotype of the lazy Greek in her refusal to support a European rescue in February 2010 (she provoked fury when, in May 2011, she remarked that Greeks should take fewer holidays and retire later). Stereotypes could, of course, be toned down or turned off altogether. This is what appears to have happened in Germany. Some time after the Greek elections in June 2012, Chancellor Merkel was advised that a Greek exit from the euro would cause much more damage than it was worth. Suddenly, the official line changed: Greece would have to be saved, and Germans should start appreciating the suffering the Greeks had endured and the progress they were making. On cue, sentiment in the German press, both tabloid and mainstream, changed almost overnight.


				Angelos Athanasopoulos, European affairs correspondent of the Greek daily To Vima, was one of a handful of Greek journalists invited on two trips to Berlin by the German embassy in Athens as part of an effort to reduce tensions. There were meetings with officials in the chancellery and in the foreign ministry, and also with editorial staff in newspapers, including Bild-Zeitung. During the first trip in 2010, the meetings were tense, even heated. On their return in 2012, the mood had changed dramatically. ‘Our hosts were much more moderate,’ recalls Angelos. ‘They were also more willing to understand Greece and its problems, the idea that there are people in Greece who are trying to do their best, having to share a heavy burden of wage cuts, job losses and tax increases. After the Greek elections I believe there was a directive to the media: don’t inflame passions any more, let us work out solutions.’


				* * *


				Europeans have become frightened, cynical and untrusting. Support for the EU has nose-dived, although most countries want to keep the euro. The relative prosperity of the currency’s early years, when low interest rates fuelled a consumption boom, gave some countries perhaps the belief that they had left behind their historical poverty and backwardness. If wealth and modernity reassured citizens that those old slurs were simply myths, when the façade of wealth came crashing down, did they end up wondering if the stereotypes might be true? ‘We had several years when there was a new idea of Spain as a competitive, modern country,’ says Professor Gildos Seisdedos, Madrid Global Chair in International Urban Strategies. ‘We thought that was here to stay. But we’re getting back to this old tradition of instability, of corruption. It seems the old phantoms are back.’


				With the release of the Anglo-Irish Bank tapes, which laid bare the crass villainy of a group of Irish bankers, did Irish people wonder in the night if, despite all our Celtic Tiger sophistication, we were underneath it all a race of cowboys worthy of a 19th-century pamphlet?


				There’s no doubt the crisis reinforced negative stereotyping just at a time when European integration had been promising to cast it into history. The EU had created a space in which millions of people, goods and services, enjoyed mostly unfettered mobility. In 2012, the Erasmus university exchange programme celebrated 25 years of students from 33 countries winning scholarships – some 230,000 each year – to study in other European cities. Ryanair has brought hundreds of millions of passengers from one city to another (from January to September 2013 alone, the airline shifted 80.4 million people). Altogether it has been an unprecedented familiarisation process which, one would have thought, would blunt chauvinism. 


				Yet surveys suggested Europeans were relying on reflex assumptions more than ever. In May 2012, the Pew Research Center found that every single country regarded the Germans as the hardest working (except, of course, the Greeks, who regarded themselves as the hardest working; their position was, indeed, backed up by the OECD). Despite the Eurostar, Arsène Wenger, and the ever-deepening love affair between the Brits and the French countryside, the British still regarded the French as the least trustworthy and the most arrogant nation in Europe. Italians were distrusted by the Germans and Spaniards (and by themselves). Everyone found the Germans the most trustworthy (except the Greeks), while all of the bailout countries regarded the Germans as the least compassionate. 


				Pew’s director of economic attitudes Bruce Stokes argues that stereotypes remain strongly rooted in the European subconscious, more so than in the United States, where he has noticed a decline in regional stereotyping. ‘The crisis has re-accentuated this stuff,’ he says. ‘I’d imagine many northern Europeans saw Greeks as lazy before the crisis. What eventually came out after the crisis didn’t exactly shock. It’s implausible that people came up with these stereotypes overnight. They were much more deeply rooted, and the crisis simply dug them up and polished them clean.’


				Indeed, Stokes believes that, despite all the efforts to diminish cultural misunderstandings, stereotypes are the little stones that are tricky to get out of one’s shoe. ‘We thought that some people might be offended, or regard these questions as not serious, but every time I do a presentation people break out laughing. It somehow touches a nerve. It reflects exactly what they think. I’ve presented this stuff to the most serious of audiences, the IMF, the Bank of England, the US Treasury – people who are serious beyond belief – and, as much as my rational self would say these findings have limited value, we all carry these things around in our heads.’


				He concludes: ‘In Europe national identities are much more embedded than the visionaries of the European Union might have hoped. This is potentially much more human than we appreciate, that the sense of identity with one’s group is not simply rolled over by reducing tariffs or making travel easier.’


				Of course, those visionaries had hoped that integration would eventually create a Demos, a post-national agglomeration of citizens who would share an affinity with each other as Europeans, perhaps not as viscerally as they felt Irish or British or Polish, but in such a way as to further a sense of common identity forged through the single market, border-free travel, a single currency, and a set of values about human rights and democracy that could be projected throughout the world.


				Some argue that the crisis has – paradoxically – forced a closeness, albeit an unhappy one, a kind of negative intimacy. Europeans have spent nearly five years learning about, commenting upon and fretting over what happens in other European countries. The crisis has dominated Europe’s cultural space. Sometimes there is grim good humour (‘Angela Merkel thinks we’re at work!’ read the Irish football-fan banner at the Euro Championships in 2012); other times newspaper columnists, bloggers and social media platforms appear hell-bent on perpetuating negative stereotyping. In many cases empathy has developed among even the most ardent eurosceptics for the sufferings of Greeks, Spaniards and Portuguese. ‘This crisis has not just torn Europe apart,’ writes Ulrich Beck in German Europe. ‘It has also brought Europeans closer to one another… Will the prospect of the demise of the European Union end up promoting a European consciousness, a consciousness that takes issue with both the abstract Brussels-dominated Europe and with nation-state orthodoxy?’


				At the time of writing, the euro hasn’t collapsed, there’s been no Greek exit, and German taxpayers are still willing to extend their earnings to Greeks. There’s even been an outbreak of love between two arch-rivals in the contest for national chauvinism: with Britain forcing a re-examination of its relationship with the rest of Europe, Bild-Zeitung, has begged the UK not to leave the EU. Waxing about the royal family, the Sex Pistols, the Loch Ness Monster and Mr Bean, Bild declared, ‘You taunt us as Krauts… and your favourite word is blitzkrieg, but dear Britons, we need you!’ 


				Not to be outdone, the Sun newspaper listed ‘not nein…but ten reasons to love Germany!’ including Claudia Schiffer, German cars, footballer Rudi Völler’s moustache, the Oktoberfest beer festival and the supermarket chains Lidl and Aldi.


				In a remarkable act of dexterity, Ireland managed to be both the poster-child of economic growth and – when the bubble burst – of austerity Indeed, the crucible of the crash and the bailout involved a complete re-wiring of the national self-image: the Irish were now determined, stoical, productive, reform-minded and diligent in meeting the bailout targets – about as far from the 19th century buffonery stereotype as one could go.  Observers in Brussels wondered, in the weeks after Ireland quit the bailout in December 2013, if Ireland would now align itself with the rules-obsessed northern creditor countries, or at the very least, promote itself – with its enviable record in attracting hi-tech foreign direct investment – as the model of a post-crisis economy.


				


				In this book I’ve tried to explore how the stereotypes we hold about other Europeans have originated and evolved; if and how they are still relevant, and what they tell us about modern Europeans. Because I’m using a particular vantage point – and set of attitudes – it didn’t make sense to write about stereotypes of the British or Irish: that’s the job of a funny foreigner. Are the Finns all taciturn alcoholics, and if so why? How come the French are the louche lovers of Europe and not the Czechs? And are all Spaniards fiery, siesta-loving, bullfight aficionados? Why are the Germans order-obsessed and humourless? Are all Italian men obsessed by their mammas, and if so, why? When exploring these stereotypes, I have inevitably strayed into the treacherous waters of ‘national character’, a notoriously tricky thing to define and understand. I’ve canvassed numerous expats living in the 11 countries about their preconceived notions before arriving in, and what they thought having spent some time living in, their adoptive country. I asked what annoyed or maddened them, what they found just downright bizarre or what they loved about their hosts. As such, these are random perspectives and in no way scientific, and will be open to dispute.


				Of course many stereotypes are clearly not that wide of the mark. What matters is how much they shackle us, to a detrimental degree, to a one-dimensional perspective. Research indicates that the higher you go within your own social group, the more likely you are to hold onto stereotypes, even to an oppressive degree (that might explain the laughter that Bruce Stokes encountered as he flicked through his slides in the US Treasury boardroom). According to Don Operario and Susan T. Fiske in the Blackwell Handbook of Social Psychology, people at the top are too busy to avoid lazy assumptions about ethnic minorities, tending to ignore new information which might correct their prejudices. On the other hand, if we’re sufficiently bothered to pay attention, we can see people as individuals and not members of a category, acknowledging things that contradict the stereotype. 


				Stereotypes can be set aside over time. A major study by Princeton University in America in 2001 showed that, over a 60-year period, stereotypes held by 10 ethnic groups about each other did gradually change and become more positive, because people simply mixed more, and because there were new laws against discrimination. The ethnic Irish stereotype of the 1990s in America was much more favourable than that of the 1930s and 1960s. The same applied to blacks, Jews and Italians. ‘Increased contact may have given people the opportunity to revise the content of their stereotypes, thus contributing to stereotype change,’ the study concluded.


				Writing in the 1920s the American journalist Walter Lippmann perhaps anticipated this research:


				What matters is the character of the stereotypes, and the gullibility with which we employ them. If our philosophy tells us that each man is only a small part of the world, that his intelligence catches at best only phases and aspects in a coarse net of ideas, then, when we use our stereotypes, we tend to know that they are only sterotypes, to hold them lightly, and to modify them gladly.


				Let’s not modify them just yet, though. We shall begin our journey through European stereotypes with zee Germans. After all, they started it.


				


				


			


		


	

		

			

				Chapter 1


				Germany


				The Germans have no taste for peace; renown is more easily won among perils. 


				Tacitus, ad 98


				Do not discuss German history, no matter how fascinated you may be by the subject. 


				‘Business Practices in Germany’, Enterprise Ireland advice to Irish companies exporting to Germany 


				The reclining sun breathes an amber softness over the parkland of Baden-Württemberg. I’m driving through small villages with their red-brick and onion-domed churches, enjoying the gentle pull of the asphalt and the light reflecting off the meadows. This south-western German state is one of the most industrial and prosperous corners of Europe, but I’m deep in mellow countryside. 


				I arrive at a car showroom on Max Planck Strasse in Heimerdingen. Klaus Kienle, every inch the comfortable middle-aged German male – bright suede jacket, blue shirt under a dark sweater – welcomes me at the door. He wears a trademark moustache at the centre of a modest but determined face. 


				Meet Swabian man.


				Klaus’s spacious workshop is incredibly clean. The red-tiled floor is spotless, not a finger smudge or oily footprint in sight. However, that’s not what draws your immediate attention. Instead, I am suddenly transported into an ethereal paradise of 1950s glamour and verve. All around, immaculately restored supermodels of the golden age of European motoring abound, the heart-stopping blend of post-war German engineering and Hollywood fantasy (at any moment, Sophia Loren, in gingham suit, white headscarf and Cat Eye sunglasses, might emerge, stilettos first, from behind the wheel of one of Klaus’s machines). 


				Everywhere are vintage Mercedes-Benz coupés, roadsters and SE600s, all shimmering in primary colours and all comprehensively restored. In motoring terms these 50-year-old models have been brought back from the dead. They speak old money, oil money, new money, Hollywood money. Some once belonged to Tinseltown icons, others still belong to desert sheikhs. Here is the King of Morocco’s stretch black Mercedes 600, and over there is the Emir of Bahrain’s 600 with the biggest engine Mercedes ever produced – seven whole litres. 


				With a nod, Swabian Man leads me down a staircase to a broad garage. In the middle sits a long white seven-seater Mercedes 600 Pullman. It hasn’t undergone the full restoration of the snow leopards panting upstairs. In fact, there are stretches of masking tape here and there and bits of wood wedged in to keep the windows from slipping down. But amid the dust and gathering darkness there is an unmistakeable radiance. 


				The car I’m now leaning against, and whose tyres I’m trying not to kick, has had four previous, though not necessarily careful, owners. The first was a Mr John Lennon. ‘Oh, yes, and then he sold it to George Harrison, and then that black American soul singer, what was her name?’ John Lennon not only owned this car, he sat in it, drove it, listened to and possibly even recorded music in it. Through the windows are visible an eight-track recording deck and a Mignon MK-60 record player. ‘He requested it specially,’ announces Klaus. 


				I’m frankly star-struck. But then Lennon sold it to George Harrison. Eric Clapton may even have taken it for a drunken spin at George’s Friar Park mansion before it was sold on to Mary Wilson of The Supremes. I’m trying to imagine the things, the sights, the smells, the stuff this Mercedes accommodated during the greatest era of rock music. Klaus, though, is fixated on the detail. Mercedes-Benz built the car to Lennon’s personal specifications from an eight-track recorder to the reading lamps to the clunky telephone. When he bought it in 1965, Lennon wanted a white phone. In an airy response, Mercedes replied, ‘We regret to inform you that, contrary to your wishes, it is not possible to obtain a white receiver, so that we have no alternative but to fit the black one delivered.’


				Today Klaus Kienle is the custodian par excellence of the cars Mercedes-Benz produced when they made the most sophisticated cars in the world. He joined Mercedes-Benz in the 1970s, first as an apprentice, finally becoming a master mechanic. In 1984 he quit, setting up in his garage with one mission: to save from rusting obscurity the roadsters, 300SL coupés, 600s, 300Sc Cabriolets and 190SLs that were ageing as gracelessly as some of their starlet owners. ‘Mercedes weren’t bothered with old customers and old cars,’ he explains. 


				Every car Mercedes produced required an archive inventory for each spare part. Since Klaus had access to the archive, he would scour the world to ensure as many of the original parts as possible were retrieved, repaired, buffed up and restored to the body of the original car. So when the golden generation of vehicles was heading to the car crusher (or the sea-bed in one or two cases), Klaus was the only man on the planet with the interest, the know-how and the archive to intervene. 


				A typical example was the Daimler-Benz 600 series, considered the best car in the world and the luxury liner of the pop-star-dictator set. ‘They all had one and they’ve all come here,’ he tells me. ‘Mao Tse-tung, Nicolae Ceauşescu, Tito, the North Korean guy – what was his name? – he actually ordered 60 Mercedes 600s.’ So while his people were starving, the Dear Leader of North Korea, Kim Jong-il, kept a fleet of 60 Mercs.


				I’m now looking at a 1954 300SL coupé, a sleek, cream-coloured beauty with gull-wing doors, Rudge wheels, side-cooling vents, H4 headlights and cool avocado leather upholstery inside (complete with matching leather suitcases). It’s been excruciatingly restored, at a cost to Klaus of €250,000, to its 1955 condition. The Croatian millionaire client will pay €600,000 when he gets delivery. ‘He wants a couple more,’ says Klaus.


				Altogether Klaus has restored cars that once belonged to the Shah of Persia, Glen Ford, Gary Cooper, Gina Lollobrigida, Pablo Picasso, Yul Brynner, Zsa Zsa Gabor, the Aga Khan and other assorted sheiks, emirs, kings and acting legends. ‘I went to Iran after the revolution to fix up the Shah’s 600,’ recalls Klaus, shaking his head sadly. ‘But the government wasn’t interested. There is a sense in the Middle East that if it’s worn out, get rid of it. Just throw it away.’ 


				Apart from the archive and his years of experience at Mercedes, there’s one essential element in Klaus’s success. He is Swabian.


				For those not in the know, the Swabians were a tough Germanic tribe who migrated south from the Baltic 2,000 years ago, mostly settling around modern-day Switzerland and south-western Germany. When they pushed the Romans back over the Alps, so confident were the Romans of their return that they buried pots of gold and silver in the Swabian hills, never to retrieve them. Swabians claim that if Germany is the land of Vorsprung Durch Technik (Advancement through Technology), then the obsession with precision engineering starts here. Some even say it can be traced back to 1648 and the end of the Thirty Years War, when the Swiss infantry developed a lance with a hook that could pull down an armoured horseman. 


				Swabians had inventive minds, but not the mineral resources enjoyed by the Ruhr Valley. They were frugal and excelled at science. The King of Württemburg, himself fascinated by science, decided to exploit those virtues, funding science and engineering faculties in Stuttgart, Karlsruhe, Freiberg and Mannheim. The first generation to graduate from these schools included Graf Zeppelin, Rudolph Diesel, Robert Bosch, Karl Friedrich Benz, Gottlieb Daimler and Wilhelm Maybach, the latter two going on to design the first Zeppelin engines. Mercedes was the name given to an engine designed for Daimler in 1900 by Wilhelm Maybach, after an Austrian consul ordered 15 sports cars on the condition that the engine be called after his daughter. It became the biggest car company in the world. Swabians are proud of its roots.


				‘This was one big specialised engineering region,’ says Klaus. One company led to another.’ Today he can call upon dozens of small engineering companies when he needs a spare part. To him, the Swabian faculty for precision is as real a tribal stereotype as can be imagined. ‘There’s something about the people that makes them fascinated about precision, about design, how things work, about improving life through technology. You’re either a Mercedes man or a Porsche man or a Bosch man. It’s the Baden-Württemburg spirit of perfection, wanting things to work properly. I see it in my apprentices.’


				While Swabians are staring at moving parts, other Germans regard them as overly serious prudes, hardworking, even obsessive-compulsive, communally agreeing, for example, which day of the week each apartment must clean their share of the stairwell. Above all they’re seen as tight. ‘Just today I had lunch with a colleague who went for the vegetarian dish in the canteen,’ sighs an Irish woman working in a major car manufacturer. ‘I asked him if he was vegetarian, and he said, no, it was just that he wasn’t going to spend €3 on a piece of meat. And this was a man who would be on a pretty good salary.’


				Their reputation for stinginess may relate to poverty: at the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, some 70 per cent of the Swabian population lived in poverty, working in farming or forestry, and not in heavy industry. Throughout the financial crisis Angela Merkel has argued that governments needed to be as ‘prudent as a Swabian housewife’. In The Seven Swabians (Die Sieben Schwaben) by the Brothers Grimm, they’re portrayed as simpletons. Despite the fact that many of the engineering ventures were funded by Jewish bankers, Hitler so admired Swabians that when he claimed sovereignty over part of the Antarctic, he renamed it Neuschwabenland.


				‘Swabians are canny in the extreme,’ says Dr James McCabe, an Irish linguist and business commentator living in Germany. ‘ “Schlau”, meaning “sly”,, is a compliment. They’re the first to have a seat booked. I went to a coffee machine last week and as I was approaching a guy jumped in front of me and laughed, “I tricked you!” There was no sense of embarrassment about it.’


				Swabian claims of engineering supremacy are disputed by other Germans. ‘Swabians overemphasise their engineering exploits,’ says Professor Hermann Bausinger from the Ludwig Uhland Institute in Tübingen. ‘The Badenians were more impressive. It was only later in the century that Swabians began to make a difference through private pioneers.’


				* * *


				We leave Klaus and his furrowed-browed apprentices, staring at a six-cylinder inline engine, to continue our journey into German stereotypes. There are good reasons for starting with the Swabians, though. The terrible burden of German history broods over most stereotypes: think German, and within a micro-second you’re thinking precision, order, jackboots, Nazis, Hitler. Or you might think sun loungers, no sense of humour and David Hasselhoff. We’ll get to all these things later.


				With the Swabians, at least, the Vorsprung idea is relatively benign: in the 1970s, the serious, dark excellence of BMW exposed the mediocrity of the British car industry. But in general Europeans have been fretting about German-ness for 150 years. Are they by nature hell bent on world domination, given half the chance? 


				When the Berlin Wall fell, and the prospect of an economically powerful united Germany was openly discussed, Margaret Thatcher invited a number of historians to Chequers to advise her. They included the Oxford professor Timothy Garton Ash and Fritz Stern, a German-born American scholar of German history. Despite the reassurances she received to the contrary, Thatcher insisted the Germans would dominate Europe once again through the European Union. ‘The Germans had all sorts of virtues, she said, such as discipline and hard work, but they were dangerous by tradition and character,’ recalls Stern in his memoir, Five Germanys I Have Known. 


				These were not simply private ruminations. One of Thatcher’s cabinet ministers, Nicholas Ridley, expressed in public what many believed in private. The EU was ‘a German racket designed to take over the whole of Europe …,’ he told the Spectator. ‘I’m not against giving up sovereignty in principle, but not to this lot. You might as well give it to Adolf Hitler, frankly…’


				The view that Germany was innately wicked was nothing new. It was inculcated when British-German rivalry began in the 19th century, and continued through two world wars. One generation of British historians after another reinforced it, seeing its origins in the mists of time. ‘The history of the Germans is a history of extremes,’ wrote A.J.P. Taylor, one of the 20th century’s most respected historians. ‘It contains everything except moderation, and, in the course of 1,000 years, the Germans have experienced everything except normality. They have dominated Europe, and they have been the hopeless victims of the domination of others.’


				Even Tacitus was employed retroactively. In Germania (ad 98), the Roman historian depicted the tribes of Germany (including the Swabians) as being terrifying in battle, with their ‘fierce-looking blue eyes, reddish hair, and big frames.’ In his introduction to the 1948 translation, the British classical scholar Harold Mattingly sombrely intoned: ‘The German people in the time of Tacitus was already a force to be reckoned with in Europe. We know to our cost that it has not ceased to be so today.’ What he failed to mention was that Tacitus also depicted a society marked by order, communal decision-making, and an array of deities, evincing a spiritual kinship with the forest. 


				It’s no wonder Nicholas Ridley conflated the EU with a resurgent German tyranny – such fantasies were already in the realm of British pseudo-history. In Fatherland, the what-if novel by Robert Harris, not only is Hitler victorious, but the Third Reich survives and Germany becomes the ‘leader’ of the European Community, with the swastika dominating the flags at the European Parliament and the Reichsmark becoming the common currency (in an interview, Harris declared that Hitler’s war aims had been achieved: ‘National interest rates are effectively determined by the Germans.’).


				The irony is that up until the mid-19th century there was an important affinity between Brit and Kraut. The original Anglo-Saxon colonists were Germanic and their linguistic and cultural influences last to this day. Through the ages, when it came to asserting true Britishness, in fact, German roots rather than Norman (French) ones were the critical definers: concepts of free men, parliamentary democracy and, later on, naval power, were regarded as Saxon attributes. The Norman influence just meant tyranny and enslavement.


				The bonds between England and the Germans grew during the religious wars of the 16th century, and were strengthened by the alliance of England, Holland and Germany against Catholic France and Spain. In 1714 Prince George of Hanover – German born and bred – succeeded to the English throne, afterwards spending as much time back in Hanover as protocol would allow. ‘[He] was able to eat roast beef as a King, while enjoying electoral sauerkraut when on vacation,’ writes the historian John Ramsden in his recent study of relations between the two countries. The Hanoverian succession ran through three generations of the English monarchy.


				Stereotypes of lower-born Germans appeared once the English began to travel. Germans were unclean, voracious eaters, greedy, poor, smoked and drank too much, an image strengthened by the fact that, since Germany wasn’t generally geared for tourism, visitors were limited to rough-and-ready inns. By the time Thomas Cook organised his first package tours to the Rhineland, the imagery was more balanced: the Germans may have liked to eat to the point of over-indulgence (the English visitors, of course, didn’t mind joining in themselves), but it was also a country of Alpine wonders, ruined castles, and medieval towns. Historians such as Thomas Carlyle actually liked Germans, whom he saw as romantic, dreamy, and hardworking. There was popular infatuation with the German arts following the publication of six different anthologies of Grimms’ Fairy Tales. The tales reinforced ‘those stereotypes of Germans as innocents from the woods and forests which were closer to Anglo-Saxon roots’, Ramsden writes. British intellectuals were falling for Goethe and Schiller, the philosophy of Kant and Hegel, and the music of Wagner and Mendelssohn. German governesses were dandling the children of well-to-do English families on their knees, and Thomas Carlyle’s Frederick the Great sold out in both Britain and Germany (Goebbels would later read extracts to a morose Hitler in the bunker as Berlin was falling). 


				But in an early hint of the stereotype that would predominate later, the 18th-century novelist William Thackeray noted that Germany was a land of order and regimentation: trees, even cattle, stood in straight lines. Later travelogues informed English readers that Germans even taught flowers to behave themselves and preferred China dogs to real ones because they were more orderly. 


				These soon chimed with growing worries about the Prussians. Under Frederick the Great, Prussia had become the dominant of the 300 German states, a power with a formidable army and bureaucracy. It was not yet a threat to England: in fact the Prussians were allies in the defeat of Napoleon at Waterloo (their field marshal Gebhar von Blücher was so admired by the British public that a locomotive was named after him). But Prussia’s overwhelming victory over France in 1871 changed attitudes. Prussian militarism was now being analysed according to the fashionable racial theories of the time: the London Anthropological Institute heard ‘evidence’ that the victory could only be explained by the racially ‘effete’ and ‘nervous’ French crumbling before the ‘bone and muscle’ of the Prussian racial constitution. The notions of iron-willed military superiority, hard work and the physical strength of the Prussians were, in time, all vaguely blended into one rather frightening stereotype for the Germans as a whole. It suited both the Nazis in their later mythologising of German physical superiority, as well as the British who, as early as the 1880s, needed a reason for the Germans to be stopped. 


				Initially, Britain admired German economic growth in the 19th century. It was now seen as a modern country, no longer a backwater of fat, smoking drunks, and when the German Prince Albert married Queen Victoria in 1840, Anglo-German affinity seemed assured for the future. Victoria and Albert spoke German together at home, and their eldest daughter, Vicky, married Crown Prince Frederick of Prussia, the latter event adding the lines ‘God bless our Prince and Bride!/God keep their lands Allied’ to the British national anthem (how many Engerland football fans realise that one?). By 1873, there had been seven Anglo-German royal weddings.


				But the Prussian menace loomed. In 1871, under Prussian Prince Otto von Bismarck, Germany was forged into a new empire. British public opinion now began blowing hot and cold on all things German. As with most stereotyping, economic rivalry was never far behind. In the 1860s, German manufacturing took off just as Britain’s was peaking and trade disputes were growing tetchy. When the bellicose Kaiser Wilhelm II entered the stage in 1889, the fact that he was Queen Victoria’s grandson, and brought up an Anglophile, failed to mollify the growing British angst about German ambition, especially its rapid naval expansion. When Britain preferred an entente cordiale with France to an alliance with Germany in 1904, war became inevitable. 


				When it broke out in 1914, anti-German hatred boiled over. Rudyard Kipling was one of its most zealous scribes: ‘The Hun has been educated by the State since birth to look upon assassination and robbery, embellished with every treachery and abomination that the mind of man can laboriously think out, as a perfectly legitimate means to the national ends of his country.’ As the war progressed, German measles was renamed the Belgian flush, and Boots had to reassure its customers that its eau de Cologne was not actually from Cologne. 


				Wilhelm II (‘Kaiser Bill’) had only himself to blame for this state of affairs. The term ‘Hun’ came from one of his own speeches; for him, it was a badge of honour, while for the British, it denoted a primitive, fighting aggression. In fact, World War I triggered a hatred of Germans among all levels of British society that was more visceral than that of the subsequent war. Germans were diabolical, bloodthirsty and void of any moral scruples, at once the masters of horrific modern weaponry and savage pre-Asiatic hordes emerging from dark forests. Mendelssohn was quietly and quickly forgotten. 


				* * *


				After the war, the Treaty of Versailles heaped humiliation and economic ruin on a defeated Germany. For some sections of the British elite (even Churchill himself), the nectar of victory soured into something akin to guilt that the Allies had gone too far in punishing Germany. Some British intellectuals embraced Weimar Germany and were dazzled by the artistic flowering and sexual thrill of 1920s Berlin.


				By the time the Nazis came to power, British opinion was nuanced. There were Germans, and then there were Nazis, a formulation helped by the flood of anti-Nazi German refugees. Even during the Second World War, some argued that Hitler, and not ordinary Germans, was to blame: while the previous war was about fighting a people, this one was about fighting a system. 


				The Holocaust, however, changed all that. After the war, Gallup polls found that 90 per cent of Britons blamed Germans, not Nazis. Noel Coward felt no admiration for ‘a race, however cultured, sensitive and civilised, that willingly allows itself time and again to be stampeded into the same state of neurotic bestiality’. Yet when Russia became a threat, this attitude was recalibrated. Churchill announced, when he saw the ruination of Berlin in July 1945, that his hatred ‘died with their surrender’. Later quoting Edmund Burke, he said, ‘I cannot frame an indictment against an entire people.’


				* * *


				In the Kookaburra Club an American stand-up comedian is attempting to act out, using oddball charades-style prompts from the audience, the concept of swimming in beans with John Lennon (his rival from the red team has just tackled toe-sniffing with Ghandi). It’s a wet Saturday night in December on Schönhauser Allee in Berlin. I am putting myself through this surreal endurance test to find out if the Germans have a sense of humour. This is my first port of call, although neither the comedians nor the audience are exclusively German.


				‘They’re really different the way they express ideas,’ says Rey, a 28-year-old Honduran comedian. ‘They like to explain why things are funny, to explain the punch line. They try too hard. I heard this joke at a German club: what is red and green and goes around? A frog in a blender. What is green and not red and still goes around? A cucumber in a blender. I mean, what is that?’


				Alan Glen, a Canadian who’s been in Berlin for three years, says, ‘It’s not that they don’t have a sense of humour – they get their style from watching British comedy on TV. But they dub everything into German so they lose that gateway.’


				‘Sometimes they can be so quiet,’ says Ve Magni, a smart Californian and the best comic to have come off the stage. ‘I’m wondering, do they understand the show? Yet at the end they applaud wildly and they come up and say, “That was awesome!”’


				Fingal Pollack, a 26-year-old actress from New Zealand, joins in the discussion. ‘They don’t get sarcasm; they never understand it. The language is so structured, you can’t play with words. Every sentence is a mathematical equation. There are no puns. They prefer belly laughs – all their jokes are about taking things that belong in one place and putting them in another place.’


				These are hit-and-miss snapshots. A more considered response comes from Brian Kapell, a Madison, Wisconsin comic who has run comedy theatres all over Germany. ‘Risk is something they don’t take in their lives,’ he says. ‘We have to really keep things simple, keep things very dry, with no hidden innuendos.’


				He goes on: ‘But you know, they went through hell. This city was carved up and raped. Their sense of humour was based on a realism that can’t be touched. They are a wounded people who weren’t allowed to be proud of who they were. You’ve gotta keep that in mind: they were really fucked over. The older generation were humiliated, the younger generation have grown up not knowing what the Berlin Wall really was. To celebrate life has a very different weight to it here. It’s difficult to know what’s taboo, what’s not taboo. You can’t do Jewish jokes. Can I be proud of who I am? You’ll see Jewish monuments everywhere, but there is only one monument to the German war dead. That’s the only place you can go and say, that’s the place my grandfather died and I have nowhere to go and be sad about that.’


				Why are we convinced the Germans have no sense of humour? The notion has been bred into generations of non-Germans. Without a doubt, when the stereotype of the aggressive, order-obsessed, militarily muscle-bound German evolved in the 19th century, it was hard to fit humour into the portrait. The 20th-century horrors of the Nazis left even less room for laughter. In the meantime, the remote control search for light entertainment on any hotel TV only ever seemed to throw up televised cheese: variety shows with jugglers or Bavarian lederhosen and accordion music (and who hasn’t been reminded that Baywatch star David Hasselhoff is ‘big in Germany’?).


				The next night I leave the Brandenburg Gate and walk along by the gable of the Reichstag towards the Tiergarten. On the right a thousand electric bulbs lead me into the Tipi, a big tent venue right across from the German Chancellor’s official residence. Inside the split-level auditorium, footfalls and voices are hushed by the red velvet thickly covering the floors and walls. Jaunty, trumpet-led easy listening – lots of Beatles, but also Deep Purple’s ‘Smoke on the Water’ – add to a sense of rather safe and cosy fun. The crowd is largely middle aged, with a generous smattering of tweed sports jackets. 


				Gayle Tufts, a 49-year-old Bostonian, sweeps onto the stage flanked by two singer/dancers: Stephen, gay and blond from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, and Daniella, a brunette from Swansea. For the next three hours, this unlikely trio bump and grind their way through a brassy, unapologetic tribute to Gayle’s favourite thing in the whole world: rock music. Gayle’s rapid-fire repartee is a mix of English and German (Denglish, she calls it). The tweed jackets and their wives and mothers love it, clapping along, or tapping their knees. 


				Ms Tufts has worked the highs and lows of the performing arts world: off-Broadway musicals, theatre, workshops, acting troupes, dance shows. Sometimes singing, sometimes acting, she is always big, bold and brash. ‘I’m trying to be the German Bette Midler,’ she tells me afterwards over a generous glass of Chardonnay. ‘Someone you can bring your mother to see. My audiences are mostly families, gay men, single mothers and the very occasional, very brave, single heterosexual male.’ 


				She first visited Germany in 1985 and, having married a German, came back to stay in 1991, building her reputation on the cabaret circuit as the sassy American dame, playing every role from the comic gargoyle in the Hunchback of Notre-Dame to a part in the German premier of Eve Ensler’s Vagina Monologues. Along the way she has worked as a songwriter, singer, stand-up comedian, columnist and writer. Does she think Germans have a sense of humour?


				‘There had been a Jewish sense of humour in Germany,’ she says. ‘They were the writers and performers and they either emigrated or were killed. After the war, it was not the funniest of times. You had to be a Brecht to deal with what was happening in Germany – really serious stuff. The Germans are serious people. We still think of the Germans as a weeny bit scary. There’s the whole Romantic soul, this deep German thing. Other than that, there’s a huge silliness. They can be incredibly silly – they love Mr Bean.’ (They also love Monty Python, Little Britain and Black Adder – all big sellers on the DVD shelves.)


				‘There’s not so much of the outsider humour,’ continues Gayle, ‘the way a black comedian, or a gay, or a woman can play on the outsider thing and challenge the audience with it. The comedians here are white and they’re saying, I am one of you. I might be a stereotype of you, your backward cousin from the East, the old guy who delivers the mail, but I’m still one of you. I could see the market was wide open for a real woman who was funny, not a man dressed up as a woman, or a woman in a funny costume, but a real woman.’


				So now we’re getting somewhere. The tragic intensity of the 20th century, the rigidity of the German language, the loss of the Jewish contribution, the aversion to risk, the impact of disparate regional responses to humour: perhaps these all start to explain something. 


				What was left within the cultural space for humour? Not much. Popular culture was dominated by Kabarett, a hard-hitting form of political satire. But, argues Eric T. Hansen, an American writer living in Berlin for nearly 30 years, this wasn’t necessarily funny. ‘In America, you have satirical shows like The Daily Show. They’re going for laughs even if it’s political, but in Germany they don’t go for laughs. They are really only interested in showing people how they’re more intelligent than the politicians, or more right. They jab at authority and it’s not very funny. Their goal is to show they’d be better politicians, not to make people laugh. In other words, authority and analysis are more important than humour. There’s a word for it: Besserwisser – a better knower.’


				But what of German comedians themselves? They seem to be catching up. Stand-up comedy only really took off in the mid-1990s; Germany’s greatest exponent of the genre (in so far as he is also appreciated outside his home country) is Michael Mittermeier, a comedian from Bavaria. He began his career in, if I may say so, a very German way, writing a degree paper on stand-up comedy. But he put in the hard yards, touring his home country as well as Austria and Switzerland for 10 years before his breakthrough into German television and beyond. He has now performed stand-up in London and New York in English and was master of ceremonies at Germany’s Live 8 concert. 


				‘I guess I just had funny bones in me,’ he tells me. ‘It wasn’t a career decision. I just liked being on stage. I’d done theatre work and sketches since I was a boy. I watched a lot of stand-up shows from America. I loved Lenny Bruce. Not many people knew him at all, but for me he was a hero. He was a maniac – I have a lot of similarities with him.’


				Mittermeier is coy about describing his style, or what he thinks makes Germans laugh. ‘I don’t want to define it. It’s hard to define, and definitions end up being too narrow.’ But he adds, ‘I do a mixture of slapstick, politics, sketches, storytelling. I tell stories that really happened, not just something you noticed in the taxi on the way to the club. I tell stories about things I encountered doing 21 years of stand-up. They’re all true – of course you lie a bit and exaggerate some things.’


				Germany’s relentless exposure to the West, including the Americanisation of the post-war period, has seeped into new generations. In the 1990s, the supremacy of Kabarett satire was gradually challenged. RTL Television began an offshoot of the American series Saturday Night Live. Then, in 1992, the Quatsch Comedy Club was established in Hamburg before moving to Berlin, with a live TV version. Today, stand-up is improving and there are a growing number of comedians, but audiences are comparatively small.


				‘We killed our entertainment industry in the 1930s,’ says Michael. ‘In the ’50s, ’60s and ’70s in America, the best comedians and writers were Jewish. But we killed them all – they weren’t only Jews, they were Germans as well. After the war, if you provided entertainment it had to be feel-good movies, and not trying to experiment with humour. You couldn’t be too funny: you needed to make routines about politics. Perhaps with the fall of the Wall, Germany was somehow complete, and comedy could start to grow.’


				* * *


				For a different perspective, I’ve travelled not to Berlin, but to London.


				I’m taking the 18:26 Liverpool Street to Shenfield train, which tootles along through the Friday evening Essex heartland: Ilford, Romford, Gidea Park. We pass greyhound stadiums, King Harold pubs, light engineering works and storage depots, family homes with their extensions, dormer windows, back gardens and sheds. 


				It’s the stomping ground of Essex Man, football hooligans and tattoos, warm beer and Sunday roasts. My destination is Brentwood, a town to the south of Epping Forest. It’s the last place you would expect to meet a German (there are 26 Tory councillors to three Labour ones in Brentwood Borough Council). Not only a German, but a German comedian. He has come to make the people of the Essex Arms laugh. More to the point, he will make them laugh at themselves and their attitudes to the Germans.


				Henning Wehn, a 34-year-old with a boxer’s face, chestnut hair and a disconcerting accent (mostly English by now, but twisted by German notes), meets me off the train and we go for a curry. Henning cuts a curious figure on the cultural landscape. He plays on stereotypes (opening gag: ‘People say Germans have no sense of humour. I don’t find that funny.’) and yet confronts the audience with how tiresome their own stereotypes of Germans are. It’s a brave thing, challenging the reflex, inveterate dislike of Germans. 


				He grew up in Hagen on the eastern edge of the Ruhr Valley (‘it was flattened during the war’), where the steel industry has suffered through outsourcing to China and where the last coal mine closed in the 1980s. It’s the birthplace of Nena, the pop singer who, in 1983, told the world about 99 red balloons. Henning Wehn (pronounced vain) came to Britain to work as a marketing manager for lower-league football clubs. He stumbled upon stand-up comedy in a pub in Greenwich and tried his hand. ‘My English was so poor that I didn’t understand a word of all the heckling.’ 


				An encounter with a comedy writer encouraged him to develop some stand-up ideas and to leave Wycombe Wanderers. ‘The first night I did it in all innocence, I hadn’t written any routines, just reading out pub jokes. Germans are supposed to be very methodical, so that kind of fitted. I dressed up in a silly German hat and had a folder just reading out the jokes [Henning’s other standing prompt is a stopwatch]. There were 20 people there and a barking dog. It was free entry. There was a lot of heckling and shouting, but at least I got people to listen to me.’


				That was May 2003. Since then, he’s moved up the ladder with an act that anticipates a kind of comedy headbutt between comic and audience. ‘I was in Billericay, not far from here,’ he recalls, laughing into his chicken korma, ‘playing in front of 200 people. My slot was after the break, and when I came out, the entire audience had spent the break cutting up little squares of black tape and sticking them on their upper lip. I said, “Well thank you, but I hope you haven’t forgotten the shoe polish. There’s a black man on after me.” It’s now a standard put-down. I don’t even need to prepare it. It actually takes the pressure off, because once you know you’ve lost your audience before you begin, you’ve nothing to lose, so you go out and enjoy yourself.’


				One night it got ugly. He was performing in the Royal Court Theatre in Liverpool when a fight broke out between rival gangs. ‘The police had to be called, there was brawling. When I came on there was just constant booing. I ended up singing the German national anthem and reminding them all that they’d be hearing lots of it next summer [this was 2005, the year before the World Cup in Germany]. They were shouting, “Foreigners out!” What do you make of that? You have to laugh, don’t ya?’


				Henning has come to Brentwood to hone new material for the Edinburgh Comedy Festival. He’s due in another pub later in Leytonstone, but he’d rather be playing the West End. In the Essex Arms the crowd is small, and difficult. There are 40 people, locals who seem to know each other, and heckling the warm-ups comes easy. One comedian spins a largely unsuccessful thread about how his father couldn’t be a role model because he wasn’t like Gregory Peck in the Guns of Navarone. Another decides the hecklers have ganged up on him, so he proceeds to call them twats. How on earth will Henning the German go down here?


				But as I join him in the lobby during the break, there is an unpleasant atmosphere. It begins with confusion over who is to headline the event. Then it emerges that the second gig at Leytonstone has been cancelled due to poor sales. When the promoter realises the financial implications he tells Henning he will pay him less for performing only at the Essex Arms.


				Henning is furious, and in a moment of very uncomic petulance, calls the promoter a cunt to his face. The promoter explodes. Suddenly, national hatreds are laid bare and the entire context of the evening – humour and laughter – vanish like mist off the fens. ‘Don’t call me a cunt, you German bastard!’ screams the promoter. The two men, promoter and comedian, are eyeball to eyeball. 


				Before punches are thrown, Henning spins on his heels. ‘Right, we’re out of here!’ 


				He strides off towards Brentwood Station with me in tow. ‘He’s shot himself in the foot, the promoter,’ hisses Henning. ‘If they start getting a reputation like that, then people won’t work for them.’ 


				The promoter, I realised through the hurled insults, was not English. 


				‘He’s Greek,’ barks Henning. ‘A shifty lot, the Greeks…’


				On the train back to Liverpool Street Station, when he has calmed down, Henning promises to post his DVD, Four World Cups and One World Pope! (the fourth was the Women’s World Cup in 2003). He professes to love England, yet the perpetually sneering attitude towards Germans rankles. It’s not just that his national pride is piqued, but he sees a ubiquitous mediocrity that disappoints him. ‘There are three free newspapers a day on the train, and every one of them is just filled with pictures of blonde slappers in a skirt. You can’t be surprised if that’s what people aspire to become. It’s this big British disease: you don’t need to have any quality to get anywhere. The idea, spread by reality TV, that nobody has to lose… it’s a nonsense. Yes, people technically lose in reality TV, but they really win because they’re instantly famous. Self-deprecation is so highly regarded here. I struggle with that.’


				It’s different in Germany, he says, and that’s why people enjoy variety shows. ‘You’ll have musicians, dancers, jugglers, magicians. These are skills that people have excelled at, and that’s what Germans like to enjoy, something where there’s a kind of excellence. There are a few stand-up clubs starting out, but these evenings last two hours, and you can’t really have a comedian banging out pub jokes for two hours.’


				Henning is like a culture cop, policing both nasty and harmless stereotypes. Like David Hasselhoff. ‘They always say, oh, David Hasselhoff is huge in Germany. He had one hit. It’s like the Crazy Frog [the obnoxious free-floating computer-generated amphibian who does speeded-up motorcycle sounds]. The Crazy Frog had a hit in the UK. Does that mean everyone in Germany laughs and says, oh, the Crazy Frog is huge in Britain?’


				He gets it from audience, colleagues and friends alike. ‘When I worked in an office, we used to go to a Polish restaurant nearby, but usually one of my colleagues would say, oh, we can’t go there, Henning will never leave. It’s funny the first thousand times, then it’s tedious,’ he says glumly.


				* * *


				The fact that Henning Wehn has won acceptance from comedy audiences is a sign that change is possible. But given the extent to which anti-German stereotypes have clogged the national mindset (and spilled over into ours), change will be slow. A flood of books and films enjoyed by post-war generations portrayed Germans within the narrow confines of Nazi villains. They tended to be sadistic, humourless, servile, disciplined or bungling. Even Cold War thrillers by Len Deighton and John le Carré had their fair share of ex-Gestapo Germans, even though they were supposed to be about the Russians. 


				There have been notable exceptions: The One That Got Away was a film about a German soldier’s bid for freedom from his British captors. ‘I became more and more irritated by the depiction of the Germans as homosexual Prussians, Gestapo torturers or beer-swilling Bavarians,’ wrote director Roy Ward Baker, ‘all presented in ridiculous hammy performances.’ Baker bucked the trend by casting a German, Hardy Krüger, in the lead role. Krüger’s career took off, but his pigeonholing by audiences left him exasperated. ‘In only five of my 60 films have I played a Nazi,’ he told an interviewer in 1984, ‘but I am sure people think I have a uniform at home to strut around in.’ 


				In football, cliché-ridden hostility has flourished for generations. Even in June 2008, when Germany was being beaten in the European Championships, the BBC’s John Motson crowed, ‘They’re not singing “Deutschland über alles” now!’ Not only has the German anthem never been called that, but since the war, only the innocuous third stanza has been officially sung, and all references to ‘Germany above all’ dropped. 


				Individual Germans did occasionally earn the respect of the terraces. Bert Trautmann was a German POW (actually a paratrooper and committed Nazi), who sparked a hail of controversy when he signed as goalkeeper for Manchester City in 1949. While most fans abhorred his signing, there was occasional support. ‘I don’t give a fuck what you are and where you come from,’ wrote one fan, ‘as long as you can put some life into this fucking City team.’ 


				In a tale worthy of Roy of the Rovers, he won the admiration of fans (the fact that during his non-league days he saved 60 per cent of all penalties may have helped). Later, due to his cup-final heroics in 1956, he won the affection of the wider public (he actually broke his neck in a collision with another player, but kept playing till the end of the match). When he saw images of Belsen he publicly apologised for the Holocaust.


				Yet whatever about the 1966 World Cup Final (references to the war then were actually fewer than you might think), the English media have found wartime stereotypes compulsive whenever England and Germany meet. ‘ACHTUNG! SURRENDER!’ splashed the Daily Mirror across the front page for Euro 1996, while Mirror reporters ‘invaded’ the German team hotel to place Union Jack towels on their sun loungers. The paper also planned to send a Spitfire to ‘bomb’ the German training ground before thousands of protest letters forced a grudging apology. When England beat the Germans 5-1 in Munich in 2001, Fleet Street slipped into a frenzy. The Sun devoted 23 pages as a pull-out souvenir edition, crammed with as many war puns as their sub-editors could muster.


				In comics and school books, in advertising, board games and computer games, in popular history and Biggles books, Germans were relentlessly targeted. When casual demonisation wasn’t related to the war, then the apparent German penchant for grabbing sun loungers first (it’s actually a Bavarian trait, northern Germans have barely heard of it) was taken up with the same bile and vigour. In 1987, the Sun responded to reports of sun-lounger competition on Spanish beaches with every wartime cliché imaginable, effortlessly assuming on behalf of their readers that people who got out of bed earlier must therefore be Nazis. A Carling Black Label advert, meanwhile, showed a bunch of geriatric Germans springing out of bed at dawn and charging towards the sun beds, only to be thwarted by a chisel-jawed Englishman who, from his balcony, hurls a rolled-up Union Jack towel, which bounces, Dambuster-like, across the swimming pool, before landing and neatly unfurling itself on a sun lounger ahead of the German posse. 


				When German ambassadors complained that there was little or no attempt to explore any positive aspect of German life, a torrent of tabloid opprobrium would follow. It’s hard to see if things have really changed. In 2005 the Daily Telegraph concluded that Britain was as obsessed with the Second World War as ever. Even today, any German news story that features Nazis, German nudists or the German sense of humour is fast-tracked into British newspapers and onto websites, quality or tabloid. ‘In some ways there’s nothing malicious about it,’ says Henning Wehn, ‘but in other ways it’s depressing. It’s a kind of respectable racism. I was asked to do a thing called Comedy for Kids at a school in Maidenhead – you know the kind, pretentious parents, spoiled kids. I asked the class, what do you know about Germany? A few put their arms up. They bombed Yeovil, said one. Naughty Hitler, said another. These were eight-year-olds.’ 


				* * *


				In the 19th century Germans largely saw themselves as poets and thinkers – Dichter und Denker – angst-ridden and dreamy. Poet Heinrich Heine wrote: 


				The Frenchmen and Russians possess the land, 


				The British possess the sea, 


				But we have over the airy realm of dreams


				Command indisputably. 


				After the Napoleonic Wars and the revolutions of 1848, Germany drifted away from Christianity to embrace a kind of provincial, bourgeois secularism. Religion was further relegated when the Protestant Otto Von Bismarck grabbed education from the Catholic Church in the so-called Kulturkampf (culture struggle). Then, in the mid- to late-19th century, came sudden and rapid industrialisation. In the 25 years leading to the First World War, Germany’s GDP doubled, cities boiled up, steel production soared and colonies were conquered. A modern, prosperous empire, with its own social welfare system and new army and navy, were forged almost overnight. Joachim Fest, one of Germany’s first critical biographers of Hitler, saw in those brutally unnerving processes the seeds that would flourish angrily into National Socialism. ‘The process of technical and economic modernisation had been late in coming to Germany,’ wrote Joachim Fest, ‘but for that very reason struck with unusual speed and force.’ 


				The effect, he concluded, was a turning inward. Fear of modernity’s ghastly machines, the perceived destruction of an ancient, pastoral German volk and their simple pieties prompted great anxiety. Those who actually believed in science and learning were also worried that Germany was being encircled by powerful enemies trying to throttle its economic growth. 
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