Hitler’s rise to power in Germany pervaded
our middle school history class curriculum,
and many of us witnessed the collapse of the
Soviet Union. U.S. elections currently flood
our television screens with railies, debates,
and voting results. Few people, however,
heard that an Alaskan language, Eyak, died
this January when its last speaker passed
away. Who knew that France, indulging its
stereotypical pride, created a new word for
email (corriel), since they view English vo-
cabulary as poison to their pure French lex-
icon? Although wars, genocide, and politics
dominate our global discourse, language is
the cornerstone of how we think and com-
municate. The differing structures, vocabu-
laries, and expressions of the world’s lan-
guages dictate how we understand global
issues, express societal opinions, and make
political decisions. Despite the complexities
that arise from accommodating many lan-
guages within one country, multilingualism
within a government is not often recognized
for this intricacy. Nevertheless, Belgium has
always been respected by the international
community for its multilingual citizens,
while it also maintains a distinct national
and cultural identity—especially when it
comes to chocolate.

For 150 years, the southern region, Wal-
lonia, and the northern region, Flanders,
have been unified and known as Belgium.
Brussels, the bilingual capital, has aided in
the preservation of this union between two
culturally and linguistically divergent com-
munities; however, intense animosity and
political dissension between the Wallonians
and the Flemish have recently reached har-

rowing heights and may instigate a lan-
guage civil war. Wallonia and Flanders
refuse to cooperate with one another, pri-
marily because the South speaks French
and the North speaks Flemish, a dialect of
Dutch. After years of built-up resentment,
each language group has formulated its own
culture and identity, which have eroded any
unified Belgian identity. These tensions
have reached a breaking point in the past
year, leaving Belgium without a function-
ing government. The crisis has become so
severe that dividing Belgium into two lin-
guistically separate nations may be the only
viable solution.

A Brief History of Linguistic Conflict

In the early nineteenth century, prior to
the formation of linguistic regionalism in
Belgium, French flourished as the language
of the economically prosperous. Although
Brussels stood within Flanders, its upper
class population spoke French. The defeat
of Napoleon at Waterloo, however, marked
the end of French popularity and rule, and
the 1814 Congress of Vienna formed the
Kingdom of the United Netherlands under
the Dutch rule of William I of Orange-Nas-
sau.! This sprawling region consisted of
what is now Belgium, Luxembourg, and the
Netherlands. Despite the linguistic tension
between Wallonia and Flanders, the two
regions’ common desire to liberate them-
selves from external control overpowered
any internal complications, and the Belgian
Revolution of 1830 freed them from Wil-
liam 1. Since the monarch had mandated
the use of Dutch, Belgians’ resentment for
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the imperial language inspired a return to
French.

During the Industrial Revolution, the South
flourished while the economy of its north-
ern counterpart stagnated, due to outdated
textile and agricultural industries. The Wal-
lonians took every conceivable action to
muffle the Flemish language and culture,
and the Flemish began to realize that they
held little authority in politics and the econ-
omy. Around 1870, a surge of pride for their
cultural heritage and love for their mother
tongue led to the Flemish movement. The
first significant political success of this
movement gave Flemish defendants the
right to use their native language in crimi-
nal proceedings. This ruling was prompted
by the wrongful execution of two Flem-
ings who did not understand French. They
were working in southern Belgium when
they were tried and sentenced to death for
murder. One year later, the real murderers
confessed.? The collective feelings of injus-
tice and discrimination fueled by such cases
only strengthened during World War I when
Flemish soldiers were sent into battle with
French-speaking officials; many died simply
because they did not understand their or-
ders. Constant pressure on the government
led to a proposal in 1930 that reformed Bel-
gium as a federation of Flanders, Brussels,
and Wallonia.? The central government of-
ficially became completely bilingual.

In 1970, a constitutional reform erected
formal linguistic borders between Flanders,
Wallonia, and Brussels, with all political,
economic, and social affairs equally divid-
ed among them. However, this superficial
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