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Italians may well feel puzzled that they are the subject of opprobrious jokes told in other countries. In the United States and in Quebec jokes are told about Italians being stupid and dirty and in France, Greece, Germany and the English speaking world generally about their being cowardly. Does this mean that Italians are generally hated and despised? No it does not. There is no validity in the idea that ethnic humour is a cloak for real aggression or the serious statement of superiority. It is doubtful whether the jokes are  salient to the way others habitually think about Italy. Were the man in the street or the woman not on the streets in their countries asked to say quickly what they associate with Italy they would probably speak of pizza and pasta, Leonardo da Vinci and Michael Angelo, the Coliseum and the Leaning Tower of Pisa, Pavarotti and Berlusconi, Venice and Florence, Fiat and Olivetti, the Mafia and the trains running on time. The themes of the jokes would not come to mind. 

Rather the jokes disclose the preoccupations, self-images and peculiar values of those who tell them and particularly the French. The jokes about cowardly Italians are of French origin and can be traced back to a medieval comic image of the Lombards, the gibes of the disgusting Rabelais and the cold wit of Montaigne. This kind of French humour survived in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and then emerged as a cycle of narrative jokes after the humiliating French defeat by the Axis powers followed by occupation in 1940. The jokes are thus a statement of the  self-image of the French as the warrior nation of Europe, an assertion of la gloire de la France. 

There are no equivalent jokes to the American and Quebecois jokes about dirty (as well as stupid) Italians in Britain and France where the Irish and the Belgians are the butt of local jokes about stupidity but not uncleanliness. In their jokes the Irish and the Belgians are as clean as the carabinieri. In each case and indeed universally the stupidity jokes are told about essentially similar and accepted groups on the social or geographical periphery of society. In the United States they are told about the Poles and the Portuguese as well as the Italians and not about socially excluded groups. In Anglophone Canada they are told about Newfoundlanders who are very similar to the other English speakers, only in French speaking Quebec are they pinned on the Italians. Perhaps this is a recognition of a Latinate cousinship. The linking of stupidity and dirtiness in  ethnic jokes about Italians is not peculiar to jokes about Italians but is general throughout North America. It is once again best seen as a  statement of a set of  distinctive local  values , those of  American rational hygiene, the belief that the world including the human body whether alive or dead is cleanable and perfectible. That the Quebecois share the jokes and by implication the values of the United States is proof of how very American they have become. 

Jokes about Italians tell us far more about the tellers than about the Italians.
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