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ABSTRACT

Belgium is a bilingual country where upheavals are
occurring after centuries of foreign-language domination. Flemish,
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language of schools is determined by geographic locality as the
Flemings' pride in thelr language strengthens and the country becomes
more strongly linguistically divided. Strong FrencheFlemish
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Language'and Identity in Belgium

Belgium is a particularly interesting case-study locale
for Fhose interested in the internationaliéation of English; On
the one hand, it is a major commercial and diplomatic center where
English plays a role similar to that which Latin once giad - if
not a universal language, then certainly a powerful force iar .
"internaticnal unity. On the other hand, this fact has no
relationship at ail to Belgium's own language crisis'and illﬁstrates”
that acquisition of an international language as an act of fiee':'.
will by a prQVileged group does not in any way solve the prpbiems .
of identity related to the use of the Mother tongue. | -

We are deludinn nurselves if we vieW'éhe new internatioﬁél
role of English as anything more than an accommodation to
business and diplomatic exigencies, The Mother tongue continues i
and will continue to provide th2 metaphysical basis of identity
for 21l of us, a fact that is fullv understood kv ssoudle who
have 2lmast lost a Mokther trnsuse because thore in p:wef_have
valued an international langvag2 over the immediate local means
of comaunication, as the French-speaking ruling clique did in
Belgium for so long, For victims of such deprivation, such as
the Flerings in northern Beleiua, who svbeak a variant of Dutch,
langua~2 —— theoir own lans:»ane -= comasto have near mystical
qualities. As the Flenish Cultural Courncil receatly gaid:

From a means oI communication the language arows into

a creative sniritual force.. Lanaane lends the

Anltare NF o saanle dea didpatice A=A it g Formg,
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Granted,fBWMwe in America are more sensitive t~day to the impli-
cations of linguistic identitvy - as witness our current concecn
with bilingualism and bidialectism whereas only a few year. ago
we considered it our dQuty to sacrifice the -linguistic heritage
of the children of immigrants to what we perceived as the fabric
holding a heterogeﬁeous society together, unilingual American
English == but we have just begun to understand the meaning of
‘the Mothen tongue and its relationship to metaphysical as well
as political crises,

The violence of the language controversy in Belgium is
likely to surprise —-- actual vinlence, rinting in the étreets,
2 well as intemperate oviniuns and attitu. s. In 1968 Louvain
rivaled Columkia and Berkeler as a center for radical student
activism, and &% riots between French-speaking and Flemisl
students had mdre lasting poiitical impact.than Mark Rudd wiil
ever know about, The government fell, the French faculty agreed
+n move +0 Wallonia; but, of ~dourse, both nutcomes were alreadvy
imnlicit in the historical st-ucture of the centroversy, a
structufgxg%es far beyond the imnediate issues of time and
place, For language is the major political issue in Belgium
and has been for centuries -~ at least it is according to the
to +he revisionist school of historians, those influenced by the
Flr~ish natinnalists who see the language aontrovnrsy leading
in27itshly to +h2 nresent muliinational shtate, 5 federatinn of
lincuistic conmunities instead of the ,ation-state concelved bv
+he rninsteenth cantury framers of thoe Eelgian constitution,

1ite
Ly Eha reyigionistg the aunluntiom 28 zaenavrate hut edqual lin-nistic

S P K pPeecinlerame|
Aars ~oltncal zZrssy ic -2 =2l solutior to the controvarsy,

ERIC L
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The practical manifestations of thisg _evolution cznnn

€ very w be re 3 repch aw«‘l-ﬁ.‘}:w, >4
ReigTeiow) SOwOeesly street signs Ny i1~ bilingual

e ey Brussels, unilingual street signs elsevhere

-~ French in Wallonia, Flemish in Flanders; two television channels,

one French, one Flemish; two radio stations, one French, one
Flemish: two Cultufal Councils, one French, one-Flemish; two sets
of directors for the Roval Academy of Science, one French, one
Flemish; two orchestras at the Royal Congervatory of Music in
Brussels, one French, one Flemish; and, of course, two Ministers
of National Education, one French, one Flemish, each administering
a complete network of schools in his particular linguistic comnunity,
Even in bilingual Brussels the schonls belong to one lihguistic
community or the other, the only concessisn to bilingualism being ;
the legal requirement that the second language be taught in
elementary school, but as a second language, In the rest of the
country instruction is carried on only in the language of the
reginn -~ Fleaish in Flanders, French in Wallonis --= and +ha
lancguace of the rival linquistic camp vies with other languages
(with English, for example) as the primary second language, although
as a practical matter no one could make a public career in B,lgium
today without krowing both French and Flemish,

Such a necessitv has not always.been the case, Flemigh
was ro% declared the second n=2tional lancua~e of Seloium until 1898
-~ this in gnite of the fact that a majoritvy of pennle in the area
that was to become Belgium have not spoken any other lanauage since
the fifth centurv A, D, vhen the Franks overran this outvost of

the 2on=an Ennire and inobosed their Cerianic tonaue on Flanders,

)
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Flanders has, of course, the memory of 2 golden age during the
Renaissance when it was a major inteilectual center, but later
history, particularly nireteenth century history, is the history
of a subjugated people, subjugated that is, to a linquistic
impérialism. For, with the exception of the fifteen years when
Holland ruled Belgium and established a network of Dutch schools,
Flanders was ruled by people who spoke. a lifferent lrnguage:
by Napoleon early in the century, bty *E own 'French-speaking
country"&'iater -=- countrymen, by the way, whose purpose was to
forge the identity of a new nation, a French lanquage identity
which reflected their class and theif internationil outlook,
These French-speaking Belgians viewed Flemish as a local patois,
the langummeof the lower classes destined to disappear in a
generation, Meanwhile, the judicial system, the administration
of government, the army, the schools were all conducted in

French wae aven the lanquege af- unstruction fovtiaccasicnal couvvse in Fm:s.ﬁ%
French./\ At least the attempt was made to conduct all schools
in Treach-~-an experinanit in using french t92 train industrial
workars was soon akandoned in Grent when it became apparant
that the students did nct understand the instruction,

In reality Flemish elemehtary schools managed to erist
in Flanders side by side with tlwe Frenc‘n;language schodls for
children Of the international mercantile communitvy, but the
sacon”arvy schodls and the universities were wholly French languzqge
nraeserves -- and continved to b2 until the early 1930's wnen
Ghent becane officially e Flemish university, Thus, the only
way @ flemings could get the training requisite for joinirg the -

1;E —

2rtar ) izpaent waeg £9 hacdme a2 rodnct of e educational swstem, -

t -
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But if they did so, Flemings erntered a highly competitive
acadermic milieu with an initial disadvantage which they freguently
cruld not overcome, Thav tended to do less well on the concours
general which was conducted wholly in French, a showing which a
school director in 1901 blamed on the difficulty of learning
cognitive subjects in a language imperfectly understood. "The
ouvils are'somewhat confused with the two languages, and there is
a great mertal effort in changing from one language to another,"2
Other writers have pointed to the "low intellectual life of the
frenchified Flemings“3 and to the fact that it might take a family
twd generations or more to adopot French languace and customs ~-—
and that the process of doing so meant forging a new identity.

Orie of the problems in forging this identity was the

difficulty of feeling pride in the linguistic base from which thexaspﬁwm?
started. Flemish had been cut off from its intellectual roots, )
No Belgian university center of Flemish existed, and the language
spoken by the majority of Flemings tencded to fragment into local
c¢ialects, a victim <==a of the isSUpmwpews aspirations of |1s
own reddle who had learned from their daily life that only French
had value, As one commentator noted, the Flemish language tended
to be uont enly “neglected but desniced," and one rarely csuld
find an Yintellectual who speaks Netherlandish well. The vulgar
cash it Off and desoise it without knowing it, . . . Never is any
atzontion naid our lanauage tv the puklic authorities, "4

The reality of tocday is, of course, very different ~-
25 wa nave noted -- the greatest difference being a new pride in -
lanqur~a, Trv aneaking French in Flanders todav and cce what

Ly jooclen't S xR .g’.«,m-;h‘
hnyp%n“!Ayon will '2 answered ir Znalish or Garman if vowu are answered

X3}
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at all, The Flerish lanqua~e icself reflects both a particularism,
refugina to use French borrowrinss lana aco assimllated into Dutch, and
re~czition of the need for uvnifie? standards, The odroximity of
the MNetherlends wit}{ its radio and “levision have helped &o form
an image of a central language, but the sense nf unity witl.
Dutc‘."a ics\‘;;oa legacy f“of history and of the sense of history ‘
promulgated by the Pan-Netherlandish Movement. At any rate, the
official langaage of the Flemings is now called Dutcl, RNy
W here onwe therw wao
e 2 SwWarm of almost mutgally incomprehensible

sp@ken d:l.alect.s) @ goal wow is to speak and write cultivated ,
Dutch,

The new realities have other manifestations, too, some
of them very much like obverse images of the past. Since the new
languase laws tie *he lancuage of instruction in the schools to :
the lanquage of the genoravhical and cultural community, a new
issue has arisen for the French—séeaking Belgians living in Flanders.
zoth the French lancuage transmutation classes and the private scheols,

wrinsh evished ir the »Dazt as A wav of oroavidina i.nstruction in the

French lanauane for childresn of Franco%oﬂﬂj;W
e e e N e S o = T : e

—— e BT o

3 have disappeared,

and even if thev conuld continue to exist, their diplomas would not

]—a IR, - other m.,. ~hos.
have leoal statuq and would not ac :Lt/\oraduates of schnols

& =%me lanaguaae nf the raninn ot -~ thatever the lanquaase

AZ +ha pgrtivarsity, Thesa WAallonaa narants a2 live with thes uncoia-

aria-le realization that their childfen mu.% cone with learning

h

in 2n unfamiliar lancuace, In an uns successful areal to the

fyvre 9f Human Riahts at Straskouro, these varents arqued:
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Our children , . . are being obliged to receive ideas

by ear, esosciallv abstract ideas -~ such as those of

mathemtics, reliasion, ethics, phvsics, and chemistry -;

in a language they understand only with difficulty, or

even initially not a} all, . . . and they cannot fully

exercise their intellectual function of reflection.5
The wheel of fortune has turned,

In the bilingual area, Brussels and its adjacent communes,
the language of the home determines which school the child will
attend, and parents are subject to visits from language inspectors,
In principle the choice of schnol is +he father's (liberté,du p;re'
de fanillg, a. principle that is subjectto strict interpretation,

In one celebrated case a French speaking five.year old whose Flemish /
fzther had not lived with his "allosn mother for vears was declared |
ineligible for a French langug¢e education -- a curious mutation

of the concept of the Mother tongue since the mother does not

sneak Flemish.® +n other inst"ances children of Americans liwing

in Bruzsels have been transferred from French to Flemish schools

on the argument that both En.lish and Flenish have a teutnnic

base, The new power structure hag n:t solved the problens of

identity for evervnnea,

But it has brousht 2 new warld to manv Reloians, In
1657-8A ?levénvn renvasented onlv 33 of the universitv enrollnents
in 1%22467 thev reanragan+ad 44ﬂ7 ~~ &n ~rronllaent that ig atill
not a reflectiva of their numerical suparinrity, hut the trend

is clear, And anvone who has recently lived in Belgiun can testify
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to the sense of pWionse behind these statistics, whether it be
innovations in the curriculum of theCDnserﬁato:y of Music at
Antwerp or a decision tn fill in ron-French lanquane lacunae in
the musicological cnllectinn »f the Roval Library in Brussels or
whether it be an extraordinary outpouring of scholarly publications
in flemish. The day is nearly over when the clichéc "Les hommes
distingué'parlent le francais," has significant meaning in Belgium
as a source of reproach to Flemish Belgians., But the fact that
attitudes of snobbishness c the one hand and self depreciation
on the other could ever have existed because of the accident of
early linguistic nurture, because of the accident of the Mother
tongue, is testimony to the delicate balangéﬁ&:gbuage-aa the
comvosite of what we say, hear, write, read, and think-and the
image we have of ourselves, As teachers we have an okligation

to respect the lincuistiec imane that gives identity to others

. vealz e m
at the same time that we fxemxem the values ofAcultural heriteqge

i

that we are transmitting in Enolish.

10
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THE LINGUISTIC AREAS B R N
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e  Notional copital . ‘ WPPEVALE N

®  Provincial capitol - -l
—— Provincial lrontiers
M Dutch longuage region
i  French longuagoe region v S -
lnu German languoge region ARG W 0N VA ATy pr
.HIU 8i-lingual distets (French - Dutch . % Botak ot
Cid Dutch speaking oreo wit!s protected D

French-specking minority
ﬂ French specking areo with protected
- Dutch-specking minority
mm $rench spooking areoa with protected
. German speaking minority
D German specking oreo with protected
French-speaking minority

From The Revisicn of the Co onstitution 1967-71, Memo From Belqium,
Nos 144-145-146 January-February-March 1972) p, 22.

11
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