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         ‘Andalusians, Aragonese, Castilians, Galicians, though feeling distinct from each other, feel a good deal more different from foreigners.’

         
             

         

         The population of Spain is nearly 49 million compared with 56 million English, 62 million Italians, 66 million French, 81 million Germans and 325 million Americans.

         
             

         

         Spain is four times as large as England but could fit into France with enough room to spare to accommodate Ireland.

      

   


   
      
         

            Nationalism & Identity

         

         Forewarned

         The Spanish do not much care what other nations think of them, nor are they particularly patriotic. They have long since discarded such old sayings as ‘The smoke of my native land shines more than the fire of others’ or ‘If God were not God he would be the King of Spain’.

         
            “When nationalism is enjoyable, the Spanish are fervently nationalistic.”

         

         Spaniards know the colours of their flag because they believe the red stands for the blood of the bull and the yellow the sand on which it ends its days. They quite like the bull symbolising the country because they are moved by the tradition and pageantry of the conflict between man and beast and, as an icon, it helps sell vast quantities of brandy and quite a few beach towels.

         When nationalism is enjoyable, the Spanish are fervently nationalistic, not having totally forgotten the fun they had in 1992 when, to their own amazement, they successfully organised an Olympic Games in Barcelona. Never having cared much about athletics, swimming or fencing before, they realised that being cheered on by the visiting world for running and jumping was gratifying, but when the games moved further afield they rather lost interest.

         Pride in their country’s achievements at football has been known to intensify during World Cup matches, but if Spain gets knocked out early they will happily switch allegiance to any country that has a player showing promise of zest and gusto. Usually a South American one.

         They will stay glued to their television sets to watch the Oscars if a Spanish film has been nominated, not so much because they want it to win but because it is a great excuse to stay up all night. In Spain days are for siestas, nights for fiestas.

         How they see others

         The Spanish will only be aware of other nationalities if they have visited their country and had a great time. They will think little of people in whose country they were bored. As the majority of Spanish have failed to find any night life in Britain and cannot bring themselves to like the taste of flat, tepid bitter, they tend to ignore the British, regarding them as rather flat and tepid themselves.

         
            “They think little of people in whose country they were bored. What matters is whether or not people are amusing.” 

         

         Brazilians they rate highly because they drink and dance the night away, and never go to bed. As for the rest, the Spanish do not particularly differentiate – Austrians, Chinese, Dutch,  French, Germans, Italians, Japanese – all are extranjeros (foreigners). This is not a stigma despite the slang term ‘guiri’ applied to natives of more prosperous nations than Spain who are deemed to speak ‘guirigay’ or gibberish, the language most foreigners seem to speak.

         Overall, the Spanish react to and judge the individual, not the horde, and what matters is whether or not people are amusing.

         How others see them

         The Spanish are viewed as noisy, unreliable, always late for appointments if they turn up at all, and seeming never to go to bed except in the afternoons. Worst of all, they appear indifferent to complaints, apparently capable of shrugging off any form of criticism.

         
            “The Spanish are viewed as noisy, unreliable and seeming never to go to bed except in the afternoons.” 

         

         The people of Andalucía (the biggest region) are the most vivacious and produce the most exciting dances and music and the most colourful costumes. So, despite the fiction, holiday tour organisers have promoted it as the real Spain.

         The myth still lingers about Spanish men being the epitome of the macho male – moody, taciturn, and prone to whip out knives to defend their manly pride and honour at the drop of an imagined slur. People also believe the Spanish to be lazy, or constantly enjoying fiestas and siestas. In fact they work more hours per year than, for example, the Germans. If they are less productive than Northern Europeans, this is due less to idleness than chronic disorganisation.

         How they see each other

         It is said that Spain is not so much a country, more an idea, the reality being a collection of powerful regional territories and identities. This is made even more complex by the issue of regional languages. The dictator Franco (who ruled Spain from 1939 to 1975) tried to suppress languages other than Castellano (the language English speakers call Spanish or Castilian, which is understood all over Spain), thus making people more determined to speak them, and inadvertently giving a boost to independence movements in Catalonia and the Basque country. He should have remembered that the best way to make Spaniards want to do something is to forbid them to do it.

         
            “The best way to make Spaniards want to do something is to forbid them to do it.”

         

         In the Basque region, which in Basque is called Euskadi, the traffic signs are in Basque, they have their own Basque police force, raise and collect their own Basque taxes, run their own Basque schools, have their own Basque television channel, and used to maintain  their very own terrorist group ETA – Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (Euskadi and Freedom).

         In Cataluña, with its capital Barcelona, they insist on speaking Catalan and can be rude to Spaniards who make the mistake of addressing them in Castellano. In Valencia and the Balearic Islands they chatter away in a distinct variant of Catalan and in Galicia they speak Gallego.

         
            “There are 17 regions in Spain, many toying with the idea of speaking a different language.”

         

         The Galicians are seen by all as sly, withdrawn (at least by Spanish standards) and unwilling to commit themselves to anything, to the extent that it is said that if you meet a Galician on a flight of stairs, it is impossible to tell whether he is going up or coming down.

         There are 17 regions in Spain, each with its own capital, flag and legislature, many toying with the idea of speaking a different language. But as you travel south, the sun thankfully gets hotter, the siesta gets longer, and enthusiasm for bringing out new dictionaries decreases.

         The natives of most of the regions, such as Andalusians, Aragonese, Castilians, and Valencians, though feeling distinct from each other, feel a good deal more different from foreigners. They may prefer to wave their regional flags rather than the national flag because they like the different colours, but that is as far as their nationalism goes. 

         However, (apart from the Basques) there is one exception to this. Ask a Catalan if he is a nationalist or in any way patriotic and he will answer passionately in the affirmative. He will not, however, be referring to Spain as his country, but Cataluña.

         Immigrants and minorities

         Spain went very swiftly from having very few immigrants – 500,000 in 1992 – to a lot: 5.2 million in 2008. Since the worldwide economic collapse, which hit Spain particularly hard, many have returned to their homelands, but many Moroccans, Romanians, Bolivians, Chinese, Peruvians and Bulgarians, among others, have remained in Spain.

         The Spanish are often disparaging about North Africans, whom they call ‘moros’ (Moors), and about native Spanish gitanos (Gypsies), although they allow themselves to be mesmerised by gypsy music. But on the whole they have adapted pretty well to their new multi-ethnic society. Very few politicians have sunk to blaming the country’s woes on the presence of immigrants. After all, who could blame anyone for wanting to live in Spain? As a school textbook of the 1960s put it: ‘Spain is a country singled out by God. That is why it is at the centre of the world, and that is why all foreigners want to live here.’ 

         How they see themselves

         The Spanish, if they think about it at all, which is doubtful, see themselves as totally acceptable people in a world where many are not.

         All Spaniards know that life is more enjoyable in Spain than anywhere else in the world, and this criterion is more important than any other.

      

   


   
      
         
            Character

         

         Fun is fundamental

         Anyone attempting to understand the Spanish must first of all recognise the fact that they do not consider anything important except total enjoyment. If it is not enjoyable it will be ignored.

         
            “All that is predictable about the Spanish is their unpredictability.”

         

         Capable of finding boundless energy to satisfy this pleasure seeking, their enormous capacity for having fun results in any unexpected form of entertainment taking precedence over everything else. This means that they change their minds continually. Planning does not play any part in their lives. All that is predictable about the Spanish is their unpredictability.

         When visiting the country you cannot act upon the old dictum ‘When in Spain do as the Spanish do’, because no-one knows what they will be doing next. 

         Mañana

         The Spanish are not ambitious, envious, or easily impressed, and in response to any question they will probably only shrug their shoulders by way of suggesting that the answer is not known, or is unimportant, or both. For example:

         ‘What political party do you support?’ Shrug.

         ‘How many times have you been married?’ Shrug.

         ‘Would you like a beer or a coffee?’ Shrug. This attitude can become a bit irritating when you ask a railway official the time of the next train to Madrid.

         Time, of course, is fundamentally immaterial to the Spanish because it suggests a limit to freedom, and a limit to freedom suggests a curb on enjoyment. To avoid being too specific about time, the minutes are generally ignored in favour of the nearest quarter hour. There is even a special term (madrugada) which can mean any of the small hours before dawn.

         As for being too specific about any other time, the vital word to remember (usually accompanied by a shrug of the shoulders) is mañana. This means ‘tomorrow’, ‘some time tomorrow’, ‘the day after tomorrow’, ‘the day after that’, or ‘next week’, ‘the week after next’, ‘maybe next month’, or ‘next year’, ‘possibly next year’, ‘best think in terms of 2030’, ‘sometime’, ‘never’, ‘never ever’.

         A lackadaisical attitude to time explains the sobremesa – the time after lunch when everyone has  finished eating but no-one wants to get up and leave. Sitting around the table chatting and drinking coffee or brandy or patxarán (a sloe liqueur from the Basque country) is the solution. The sobremesa can last anything from 30 minutes to four hours, and goes a long way towards explaining the national tendency to postpone doing things until mañana.

         The more, the merrier

         A sociologist aptly described the Spanish as ‘pathologically sociable’: they love to do things in groups, the larger the better. A handy side-effect of this is that if you phone your friend Manolo and say ‘Let’s meet’, he’s unlikely to say ‘Sorry, I can’t. I’ve already arranged to meet Pepe and María’. His probable response will be ‘I’m having tapas with Pepe and María and Pili and Marcos and Puri and Paco and Patri. Come and join us!’

         
            “The Spanish are as vociferous as they are gregarious. They love chatty conviviality, and they prefer talking to listening.” 

         

         The Spanish are as vociferous as they are gregarious. They love chatty conviviality, and they prefer talking to listening. This is why Spanish bars are so noisy: everyone is talking at once, and trying to be heard over the voices of their friends, the din of the music, the fruit machines and the football match on the television. 

         For these reasons, a Spanish person’s idea of a walk in the country involves 20 or 30 people strolling through a forest or over a mountainside, all chatting nineteen to the dozen, oblivious to the beauties of nature, and completely safe from being bitten by vipers or gored by wild boar as these timid creatures will have heard them from miles away and taken refuge in a quiet and distant thicket.

         
            “The Spanish are hospitable by nature and hate to be thought of as tight-fisted.” 

         

         The Spanish are hospitable by nature, and hate to be thought of as tight-fisted. They seldom argue about how to split a restaurant bill: if Paco, Fran, Kiko and Patxi meet for lunch, they will simply split the bill four ways, unless there is an enormous discrepancy between what they have consumed. For example, if Paco, Fran and Kiko had 3-course meals, but Patxi only arrived in time for a coffee and a rum-and-coke during the sobremesa, then the three who had the slap-up meal will insist on splitting the bill equally (a custom called pagar a escote – ‘paying by cleavage’), and forbid Patxi to pay a cent.
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A frank and funny look
at what makes the Spanish SPANISH






