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The Belgian population is 10 million, compared with 5 million Danes, 7 million Swiss, 16 million Dutch, 47 million Spanish, 53 million English, 64 million French, 82 million Germans and 313 million Americans.




 





The population is divided into two main language groups with about 6 million Dutch speakers and 4 million French speakers (plus 67,000 German speakers living on the German border). Brussels upsets this neat division by being a primarily French-speaking pocket within Dutch-speaking Flemish territory.




 





Belgium is about a quarter of the size of England, and could fit into France 18 times.



















Nationalism & Identity





Belgians are not publicly fervent about their nationality. In an opinion poll it was found that 60% of Belgians wish they had been born elsewhere. Their national anthem goes on about la Patrie (which is made to rhyme with ‘O Belgique! O Mère chérie’), but few Belgians can get beyond the first verse. One prospective Belgian prime minister, when asked if he knew the words, began singing the Marseillaise.




“In an opinion poll it was found that 60% of Belgians wish they had been born elsewhere.”





The fact that Brussels is the capital of Belgium is a good thing for the Belgians, because the city’s status as ‘the capital of Europe’ means that people all over the world have at last been able to place their country (roughly) on the map. This won’t necessarily mean that foreigners will know what language the Belgians speak, but it’s a start.


Forewarned


For want of anything particular to say about Belgium and the Belgians, foreigners have saddled the nation with the reputation of being dull. It’s a hard label to shake off: it is like being asked by someone predisposed to boredom: ‘Can’t you say anything interesting?’ Belgians know this feeling only too well. They’ve tried.


A curious and endearing characteristic of the Belgians is that they do not rise to the bait that this labelling imposes. Let other nations crow: the cock that crows loudest will be the first for the pot.




“Reports published by the United Nations have rated Belgium the best place to live in the European Union, and the fifth most prosperous country in the world.”





But those who scoff should beware. Belgian things are becoming fashionable, and not just the chocolates and the beer. Visitors to Belgium are discovering with shocked surprise the genius of Belgian cuisine, the genuine welcome of Belgian hospitality, the gem-like brilliance of Flemish art, even the odd château tucked away in the countryside. The group of fashion designers known as The Antwerp Six have risen to international stardom and the fashion department of the Antwerp Academy of Fine Arts continues to produce a stream of head-turning talent. Other nations are beginning to see that, by the standards of 21st-century Europe, the Belgians in their quiet, undemonstrative way seem to have got many things just about right.


As if to reinforce this notion, reports published by the United Nations have rated Belgium the best place to live in the European Union, and the fifth most prosperous country in the world (after Norway, Australia, Canada and Sweden), facts which came as a shock to the Belgians who promptly devoted a large quantity of printer’s ink to explaining why such accolades are not justified.


Nationhood


The Belgians’ lack of fervour for their country may be in part because the Belgian nation is so new. It achieved its nationhood in 1830, after centuries of occupation and invasion by the Romans, the French, the Burgundians, the Spanish, the Austrians, and the Dutch.




“Independence was won through a revolution triggered by an opera.”





Independence was won via a revolution triggered by an opera. Stirred by the sentiments of Auber’s La Muette de Portici (The Dumb Girl of Portici) the opera-goers rushed into the streets of Brussels in their finery and raised the national flag over the town hall. After a few skirmishes, the occupying Dutch troops fled and the rebels stormed the Royal Palace, where they celebrated the end of Dutch rule by crowning a bust of the King with a Dutch cheese, and wandering through his apartments admiring his wardrobe. These events may lack the heart-stopping panache of the French Revolution, but the Belgians have always opted for moderation at the expense of a place in the history books. And by and large this attitude seems to have served them pretty well.


Belgian-ness is not, therefore, deeply rooted in history. Unlike other similarly new nations, such as Germany and Italy, Belgium is not defined by language either, since it has two main languages: French and Dutch (formerly called Flemish but now referred to as Dutch by Belgians who speak it).




“The average Belgian may look modestly prosperous and content, if a little careworn with the stress of so much comfortable domesticity.”





The average Belgian may look modestly prosperous and content, if a little careworn with the stress of so much comfortable domesticity, the plethora of consumer goods, and all the excellent food. But barely concealed beneath the surface of a placid country that could (if it chose to) see its lack of national chauvinism as a virtue, lurk strong loyalties to, and bitter antipathies between, the two main language groups.


During the 1990s Belgium was virtually divided into two federal states, Dutch-speaking Flanders and French-speaking Wallonia, stitched together by national government and the capital city – a mainly French-speaking bubble surrounded by Flemish territory.


“Il n’y a plus de Belges,” is a common complaint. “Il n’y a que des Wallons et des Flamands.” (“There aren’t any Belgians any more. There are only Walloons and Flemings.”) Today nationalism refers to a fervour not for Belgium, but for Flanders or Wallonia. Emotions can run very high and result in unedifying spats between the two communities, especially at the muddy interface along the border. Their respective emblems, the Walloons’ cock and the Flemish lion, could well be pictured trying to claw each other’s eyes out. At times the very future of Belgium seems in doubt. “We’re the only country that wonders if it even exists,” claims Belgian poet Daniel De Bruycker. It is often said that there are only two slender threads holding the nation together: the royal family and the ‘Red Devils’ (the national football team).




“The Walloons’ cock and the Flemish lion could well be pictured trying to claw each other’s eyes out.”





As politicians from both communities exploit the antagonisms between the Dutch and French speakers on the principle of ‘divide and rule’, calling yourself Belgian (as opposed to Flemish or Walloon) has itself become something of a political statement. Car stickers proclaiming ‘Belge, et fier de l’être’ (‘Belgian, and proud of it’) are not some rather desperate bid to shake off a stigma, but an expression of the desire to see Belgian nationhood preserved.


How the Belgians see themselves


The Belgians are rather too ready to belittle themselves as a nation. They tend to describe their country as being flat and small – in fact, it is neither that small, nor that flat, and they seem to expect an insult. Even the towering 19th-century King of the Belgians, Leopold II, scourge of the Congo, once famously dismissed his nation as ‘petit pays, petites gens’ (small country, small-minded people).


Despite the many good things that have been said and written about the Belgians in recent years, a certain melancholia and lack of confidence still hang over the nation. They have the best intentions, but something always seems to get in the way: economic problems, ill-health, political corruption, the Flemings, the Walloons, the French… or just being Belgian.




“They have the best intentions, but something always seems to get in the way.”





When their couturier Dries van Noten first discovered that the international fashion world was almost blindly interpreting ‘Made in Belgium’ as a label for something really desirable, he was genuinely nonplussed. Belgium is not generally accorded this kind of cachet for high quality, unless you’re talking chocolate.


In any case, many Belgians would say that they don’t see themselves as Belgian at all, but as Flemings, or as Walloons, or as Flemings/Walloons first and Belgians second. For instance, in Flanders, a Fleming who becomes an international star is likely to be championed as a great Fleming, but a Walloon who becomes an international star will be claimed by the Flemish as a great Belgian.


What all Belgians share, however – apart from the beer, the chips, Tintin, the Catholic Church, and being roped together by 2,000 years of history – is a sense of not being any other nationality. They may be reluctant to call themselves Belgians, but they are certainly not German, not Dutch and not French. This sets the Belgians apart: few nations are defined by the negative.


How the Flemish see themselves


The Flemish think of themselves as hardworking, honest and dependable. Look at Bruges, Ghent and Antwerp, a magnificent trio of cities, with their great cathedrals and wonderful collections of art by Jan van Eyck, Dirk Bouts, Rubens, Jacob Jordaens, Van Dyck. These were virtually city-states in their day, and still have an air of individual civic pride and autonomy about them.




“What all Belgians share – apart from being roped together by 2,000 years of history – is a sense of not being any other nationality.”





Today the Flemish stand proud: they feel that their star is in the ascendant, and after centuries of being kicked around by the French-speaking Belgians they know that the boot is now on the other foot.


The tables have turned. As the old heavy industries of Wallonia collapsed, new light industries and the port facilities in the north, as well as tourism, have brought an economic renaissance for Flanders. It is now ranked as one of the most prosperous regions in Europe, leading the rest in information technology, pharmaceuticals and electrical industries. To the Flemish this is manna from heaven and they do little to conceal their glee. ‘Flanders: Star Region in Europe’ ran the slogan of a promotional campaign. It is an overdue counter-offensive to a long history of bad press. The Flemish see themselves at the sharp end of the European economic revival. They pride themselves on their honesty, good nature and humanity, and feel they are cultured in a way that could not be labelled ostentatious. In fact, very Belgian.




“The Flemish feel they are cultured in a way that could not be labelled ostentatious.”





How the French-speakers see themselves


The French-speaking Belgians are more likely than the Flemish to see themselves first and foremost as Belgians. The truth is that they are passing through troubled times. They see themselves as being between a rock and a hard place.


The French-speakers have lost power. They have lost the initiative in a land in which they were once the undisputed masters. Wallonia is taking on the aspect of a pleasant, sleepy province somewhere vaguely in Europe.




“The French-speakers have lost the initiative in a land in which they were once the undisputed masters.”





The French-speaking Bruxellois see themselves as even more threatened. Encircled by Flanders, they find that the Flemish want to make Brussels the capital of Flanders, despite the fact that the majority of Bruxellois are francophone. (“It depends how you draw the map of Brussels,” retort the Flemish.) In a word, the French-speakers of Belgium consider themselves oppressed. They find this hard to accept, for they see themselves as hardworking, dependable, good-natured, sociable and cultured (but not excessively), and rather undeserving of their relegation to playing second fiddle.


How the Flemish see the French-speakers


The Flemish cannot help feeling a little smug (if not downright vengeful) about their new-found ascendancy over the French-speaking Belgians. In any case, they think the French-speakers are responsible for their own fate: they are complacent, indecisive and disdainful. The Walloons might call themselves easy-going and liberal-minded, bohemian even, but the Flemish see these traits as a tendency towards laziness, libertarianism and degeneracy. To Flemish eyes, Wallonia looks faintly scruffy and disorganized. Here is a joke which the Flemish tell about their French-speaking compatriots:




Q:Why do the Walloons have a cock as their emblem?


A: Because it’s the only animal that still sings while it’s standing in shit.







 





What really annoys the Flemish, though, is the money. The Flemish (unemployment 7%) make profits and pay taxes to the national government, which then promptly redistributes them in welfare payments to Walloons (unemployment 18%). Why should the Flemish subsidize the indolent Walloons? Let them pay for their own sloppy ways.




“In Flemish cities such as Bruges you might be forgiven for thinking that there isn’t a French-speaking part to Belgium.”





This is if they can be bothered to think about the Walloons. In Flemish cities such as Bruges you might be forgiven for thinking that there isn’t a French-speaking part to Belgium. You rarely hear French spoken. Many of the Flemish believe they could happily live without the Walloons at all.


How the French-speakers see the Flemish


All right, say the French-speaking Belgians, so the tables have turned, but it’s just typical of the Flemish that they want to ram the fact down our throats. They won’t speak French to us even though they know how; they put up signposts in Dutch – even in predominantly French-speaking areas of Flemish communes; and now they have the effrontery to suggest that Brussels should be the capital of Flanders.




“Many French-speaking Belgians do, in fact, have close friends and relatives who are Flemish, and who somehow manage to buck the trend.”





But if this all seems unnecessarily aggressive, petty-minded and vindictive, what can you expect from les paysans flamands (Flemish peasants), a humourless, narrow-minded race, with a big chip on its shoulder?


That said, many French-speaking Belgians do, in fact, have close friends and relatives who are Flemish, and who somehow manage to buck the trend. This produces that warm, comforting feeling, particularly after a good lunch, that they are all Belgians after all.


How the Belgians see others


In contrast to the Byzantine complexities of intercommunal strife within their own country, the Belgians are admirably tolerant of other nations in a most natural, unself-congratulatory fashion, as if this was all part of the good manners and civilized behaviour which they expect of themselves and others.


Considering the Germans overran Belgium twice in the 20th century without so much as a by-your-leave, the Belgians are remarkably magnanimous towards them. The best that can be said about how the Belgians view the Germans is that they tend to feel emotionally numbed by them. In Belgian eyes, one of the prime reasons for the European Union is to keep the Germans reined in.




“They feel the British are being spoilsports in their lack of appreciation for the European Union’s programme.”





The Belgians are a little troubled that they should be more grateful to the Americans than they are. You can hardly blame them, however, for they receive their information about that great nation primarily through the medium of American sitcoms and B-movies (in French areas badly dubbed), a kind of intellectual dry rot.


They view the British as a noble and eccentric nation which has historic bonds with Belgium that stretch back at least 1000 years. (William the Conqueror was married to the daughter of the Count of Flanders.) They feel the British are being spoilsports in their lack of appreciation for the European Union’s programme, and they are baffled by British resistance to the Euro. But, they reason to themselves, a nation that drives on the wrong side and whose national game is cricket can hardly be expected to behave logically. 


Special relationships


The one thing that Belgians cannot abide, particularly the French-speaking Belgians, is to be asked if they are French. True to life, it sends Agatha Christie’s Belgian detective, Hercule Poirot, into near apoplexy.




“The pride of the French in their own nation is, to the Belgians, the best argument against nationalism.”





It has sometimes been suggested that, if Belgium split in two, the Walloons might like to realign themselves with the French. They would rather die, or be condemned to an eternity of British hotel food. The Belgians dislike the French with the kind of inborn passion that most Englishmen would recognize. The pride of the French in their own nation is, to the Belgians, the best argument against nationalism. How could the French, a nation so intelligent, be so laughably misguided? It is not just that the French are haughty and disdainful, they are particularly haughty and disdainful about the Belgians.


What really irks the Belgians is the way the French purloin famous Belgians and are happy to allow the world mistakenly to believe that Jacques Brel, Johnny Hallyday, Tintin, Georges Simenon, et al., are French. However, the unpalatable truth is that successful Belgians are – or certainly in the past have been – happy enough for the world to make this mistake. Despite all their protestations, many Belgians have good French friends (French from France, that is) who have somehow miraculously managed to be the exceptions that prove the rule about their compatriots. They are also happy to holiday in France, and would not dream of drinking wine from anywhere else.




“The Walloons and the Flemish call the Dutch ‘the Americans of Europe’ because they are culturally inept when travelling abroad.”





The Belgians are not particularly fond of their northern neighbours, the Dutch. To the Walloons, the Dutch are a rather successful, refined version of the Flemish; they are enviably ordered, clear-headed and open-minded, though they lack the secretive and faintly disreputable side of the Flemish with which the Walloons feel more comfortable. To the Flemish, the Dutch are a rather successful European neighbour who happen to speak a language that is similar to their own. However, they are unforgivably mean and puritanical, and drive badly. They stream across Belgium in their caravans during the annual summer exodus, and don’t spend any money.


Somewhat oddly, both the Walloons and the Flemish call the Dutch ‘the Americans of Europe’ because they eat poorly, dress in an unashamedly eccentric way, and are culturally inept when travelling abroad. This insult appeals to a Belgian respect for economy: why offend just one nation when you can offend two? 


How others see them


The French have always unleashed torrents of withering insults and abuse at the Belgians, and make them the butt of their jokes. Here is a comparatively tame example:




Two Belgian lorry drivers arrive at a bridge which has a height restriction warning plastered all over it. It reads: Maximum height 4.5m. Their vehicle is 5m high. They stop the lorry and one jumps out and walks into the tunnel under the bridge. Moments later he trots out again, jumps into the cab and says, “OK, let’s go! Il n’y a pas de flics! [There are no police about!]”







“French jokes about the Belgians appear to be going out of fashion because the French are becoming increasingly aware that the Belgians live rather well.”





However, French jokes about the Belgians appear to be going out of fashion. This is not because they are now seen as politically incorrect (not a concept much discussed in France), but because the French are becoming increasingly aware that the Belgians live rather well, have had the good sense to line their nest with all the benefits that playing host to the European Union brings (the sort of self-advancement that the French respect), and have some of the best restaurants in Europe. Renegade French gourmets have even had the nerve to suggest that Belgian cooking is better than their own.


Dutch attitudes towards the Belgians run parallel to those of the French. They joke about the Flemish being mean (tit for tat) and have a battery of dreadful jokes about them being stupid. Here is one of the better ones:




Two Flemings are travelling along in a car. Suddenly the driver gets it into his head that one of his indicators is not working. He asks his companion to check it for him. His companion gets out of the car, and the driver switches on the indicator. “Is it working?” he calls.


“Nee mijnheer [no, Sir],” comes the reply. “Ja mijnheer [yes, Sir] …nee mijnheer …ja mijnheer… nee mijnheer… ja mijnheer.”





How the Belgians would like to be seen
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