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Chapter 1
Romance–Germanic encounters along the
language border: past, present and future
1 Language borders as sites of contact and
conflict
For centuries, the Low Countries have been at the intersection of Germanic and
Romance cultures and languages. The French–Dutch and French–German language borders, cutting through the present-day territories of France, Belgium
and Luxembourg, have given rise to often intense situations of language contact
and conflict, both in situations of every-day communication and in more stylised domains such as literature, diplomacy and science. This has led to various
degrees of societal and individual multilingualism. Whether in peaceful coexistence or at the heart of heated conflicts, these Romance–Germanic encounters
have made their mark on the sociolinguistic landscapes of the Low Countries
(Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands) and have left a fascinating paper
trail for (historical) sociolinguists to investigate. This volume brings together a
range of state-of-the-art contributions, discussing sociolinguistic aspects of these
Romance–Germanic encounters from the thirteenth century to the present.
Societal multilingualism and linguistic conflicts in the Low Countries have
been at the heart of research on language planning and language contact for a
long time now, and seminal sociolinguistic studies such as Nelde (1987, 1989,
1997) offer recent scholarship a firm foundation upon which to build. The issue of
Romance–Germanic contact and conflict has become particularly relevant again
in recent years, not only with the recent resurgence of language planning efforts
in Luxembourg (Horner 2009), but also with linguistic quarrels being perceived
to be at the basis of the recent political crises in Belgium (De Keere and Elchardus
2011). In addition, linguistic encounters in the Low Countries have also sparked
off a considerable amount of interest within a larger European language planning perspective (Darquennes 2010). Romance–Germanic language contact and
conflict in the Low Countries has been explored in earlier thematic publications
such as Wright and Kelly (1995, as a special issue of Current Issues in Language
and Society) and Treffers-Daller and Willemyns (2002, as a special issue of Journal
of Multilingual and Multicultural Development), and the work of Peter Nelde,
although concerned with the notion of language conflict more generally, has
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often focused on the Belgian situation as a case in point (cf. also the contribution
by Darquennes in the present volume). Many publications focus exclusively on
the Romance–Germanic language border in Belgium (e.g. Lamarcq and Rogge’s
1996 study on its origin and oldest development), and the Belgian French and
Dutch language conflict more specifically (e.g. Von Busekist’s 1998 discussion
of linguistic conflicts and language planning efforts since the end of the ancien
régime, especially within the framework of the emerging Belgian nation state).
Furthermore, the recent stream and relative commercial success of popularising
works on issues of language borders, language contact and linguistic conflicts in
Belgium shows how these topics are not only of interest among linguists and historians, but also appeal to many individual language users in the areas concerned
(e.g. Fonteyn 2009; Witte and Van Velthoven 2010; Raskin 2012; Devoldere 2013).
Apart from earlier work focusing on language contact in the Low Countries specifically, recent studies on language choice and societal multilingualism within the emerging domain of historical sociolinguistics also make up the
context for the present volume. More and more work is focusing on linguistic
tensions within historical contexts of multilingualism, approaching societal and
individual multilingualism from a distinctly sociohistorical perspective, often
within a broader European context (e.g. the work of Rindler Schjerve 2003 on
language conflicts and language planning in the nineteenth-century AustroHungarian Habsburg empire, but also various contributions in Braunmüller and
Ferraresi 2003). This historical and sociolinguistic turn in the study of multilingualism and language contact adds to the already extensive body of research in
contact linguistics, where most attention has traditionally been paid to intralinguistic mechanisms and explanations, for instance in the study of lexical and
structural transfer, or contact-induced language change (e.g. Van Coetsem 1988;
Thomason and Kaufman 1991).

2 Language contact and conflict across time,
space and disciplines
The present volume focuses on language contact and conflict in one specific area,
the Low Countries, which is studied from a variety of different perspectives. Diachronically, the volume ranges from the earliest records and reflections of language contact and conflict in the thirteenth century to the present-day situation
in the early twenty-first century. With this diachronic perspective and the broad
time-span covered we hope to offer a valuable contribution to the study of language contact and conflict, which often focuses on present-day situations. The
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same also applies to research on the Low Countries specifically: our understanding of present-day language contact and conflict has much to gain from historical
depth, as the chapter by Peersman amply demonstrates. Focusing on the oldest
period represented in this volume, the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, she uncovers the foundations of present-day identities constructed and
debated in political and linguistic conflicts in Belgium.
The geographical scope of the volume also extends beyond the traditional
focus on Brussels or Belgium more generally. This volume incorporates language
contact and conflict situations in the other geographical areas that were historically part of the Low Countries, such as the present-day Netherlands, Luxembourg
and the German-speaking borderland in the east of Belgium. By widening the
geographical scope to the whole of the Low Countries, the present volume aims
to put the classic case of Belgian societal multilingualism into a broader perspective, thus capturing examples of historical Romance–Germanic language contact
and conflict situations that would otherwise not receive sufficient attention or
would not be studied in conjunction with each other. This wide geographic range
ensures coverage of recent scholarship on French, Dutch, German and Luxembourgish.
As language contact and conflict is a research topic that has appealed to
scholars in different research traditions, the present volume is also characterised
by multi-disciplinarity, bringing together empirical approaches to the subject
from the angles of language variation and change, contact linguistics, discourse
analysis, historical language sociology, language planning and policy, and language-in-education planning. Though many contributors work in the field of
sociolinguistics in the broadest sense, the volume also comprises chapters by
historians and sociologists. What binds all of the contributions together is the
focus on language contact as a societal rather than just a linguistic phenomenon:
as such, all of the contributions have roots in historical sociolinguistics, which is
one of the most productive and innovative research paradigms focusing on the
social history of language.

3 Theoretical and historical outline
The present volume consists of two main parts: a first section offers three introductory, comparative and theoretical reflections on the object of study, and a
second section comprises individual case studies in chronological order. Many of
the themes implicitly or explicitly addressed in these sections are taken up in the
Epilogue by Richard Watts, which offers a thorough re-thinking of the crucial con-
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cepts underpinning the volume. The first part of the book brings together three
overview chapters with a broader perspective, covering recent developments in
language planning and language conflict research (Darquennes), a historical and
typological outline of language border changes in the Low Countries (Willemyns)
and a discussion of standard language ideologies in the linguistic historiography
of the Low Countries (Vogl).
In his chapter on “The dimensions of language conflict: an exploration”,
Jeroen Darquennes seeks to provide an overview of the way in which language
conflict has been discussed in European and North-American studies on language policy and planning in language contact settings since the early 1950s.
Special attention is paid to the alleged inseparability of language contact and
language conflict (“Nelde’s Law”), the theoretical and methodological underpinnings and challenges of language conflict research and diachronic as well as synchronic research perspectives. The chapter starts with a systematic sketch of the
main areas of focus of language conflict research, i.e. language, the individual
language user(s) and society. Zooming in on the third area of focus, Darquennes
explores the dimensions of language conflict in society, discussing in succession
possible causes of language conflict, its visibility and manifestation in societies,
focal points such as the structural properties of a specific variety or language
choice in different domains and finally language conflict management, including corpus, status and acquisition planning. After offering an overview of existing methods, he rounds off with a number of research desiderata, stressing that
research on language conflict would, for example, greatly benefit from investigations into the actors and their motives in language conflict situations, as well as
into the duration and intensity of language contact and conflict situations.
After Darquennes’ more theoretical overview, Roland Willemyns focuses on
the Dutch–French language border in his chapter “Trilingual tug-of-war: language
border fluctuations in the Low Countries”. After a short summary of the historical background of the language contact and conflict in Alsace, Switzerland and
South Tyrol, he discusses both historical (French Flanders) and actual language
borders (Belgium, Luxembourg). As such, his chapter provides the backdrop
against which many of the later contributions can be read. Particular attention is
paid to how the territoriality principle has influenced the Dutch–French language
border in Belgium to become not just a mere linguistic notion, but a legal, administrative and political reality. Willemyns examines the part played by linguistic
legislation, language planning and other sociolinguistic developments in order
to determine the Belgian problem areas, with special consideration for the highly
complex nature of the capital, Brussels. He then moves on to contextualise trilingual contact in German-speaking Belgium and Luxembourg. The discussion of
the different borders and contact situations finally builds up to a typology of lan-
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guage borders and patterns of change, with Willemyns discerning essentially two
types of language border based on language shift (the first resulting in erosion,
the second resulting in a change of location of the border) and two patterns of
change (monolingualisation and bilingualisation).
The third and final chapter in the theoretical overview “Standard language
ideology and the history of Romance–Germanic encounters” covers the importance of standard language ideologies in the language historiography of the
Low Countries. Ulrike Vogl provides evidence for the underlying standard language ideology in the historiography of the Romance–Germanic border region in
Belgium. More specifically, she uses a discourse analytical approach on a corpus
of four textbooks on the external history of Dutch, which share common ground
regarding the content, target audience and professional background of the
authors. In order to illustrate how a present-day standard language perspective
has shaped common but biased views on language, she identifies two discourse
models: the “decay of Dutch in the South in the shadow of French” and “monolingual Flanders”, linked respectively to the French annexation of the Southern
Low Countries and to the federalisation process in Belgium. Both models represent ways of simplifying the complex history of Romance–Germanic encounters in the South of the Low Countries through the use of elements of standard
language ideology, such as the “ideology of the hierarchisation of varieties”, the
“ideology of correctness” and the “one-nation-one-language ideology” as their
conceptual basis, which also means that practices deviating from this ideal tend
to be hidden. Vogl nonetheless recognises that the books leave a little room for
the alternative discourse model of a “super diverse Belgium”, which fits in with
some characterisations of the linguistic situation in Brussels.

4 Case studies from past to present
The three introductory chapters set the theoretical and methodological stage for
the subsequent seven case studies. In the individual case studies, the authors
deal with important sites of Romance–Germanic contact along the language
border, such as Luxembourg (Horner and Weber), the Northern Netherlands (Frijhoff; Rutten, Vosters and Van der Wal), Flanders (Peersman; Rutten, Vosters and
Van der Wal), the cities of Brussels (Janssens and Vaesen) and Maastricht (Kessels-van der Heijde), and the German-speaking community in Belgium (Boemer
and Darquennes). Moreover, the volume is structured along a diachronic axis,
showing how language contact and conflict operated in the Middle Ages and the
Early Modern Period (Peersman; Frijhoff), the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
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turies (Rutten, Vosters and Van der Wal; Kessels-van der Heijde) and throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (Boemer and Darquennes; Horner
and Weber; Janssens and Vaesen). The chapters discuss a variety of topics and
themes, many of which display a remarkable diachronic stability, such as the
interplay of multilingualism and group identities, the educational practices and
policies focused on the management of multilingualism, and the close connection between language contact and language conflict.

4.1 Multilingualism and nationhood
Throughout the history of the Low Countries, language, or, more precisely, linguistic difference has been employed as a tool to create group identities, including national identities, feeding on what Watts calls the “essentialist hypostasisation” of both language and group identity. Even in relatively early medieval
sources, identity boundaries separating various groups of individuals are drawn
along linguistic lines. This theme is addressed by Vogl (cf. above), and is also
at the heart of various case studies in the second part of the volume. In “Constructing identity: language and identity in the narration of the Franco-Flemish
conflict (1297–1307)”, Catharina Peersman presents a contrastive analysis of
narrative sources predating 1330. She examines the use and perception of languages in chronicles written in Latin, Old French and Middle Dutch. The common
ground shared by these sources is their description of the Franco-Flemish conflict, from either a Flemish or a French point of view. Given the fact that one of
the central events, the 1302 battle of Courtrai, is a highly politicised cornerstone
of present-day Flemish identity, the analysis aims at determining whether and to
what degree the actual battle contributed to the creation of a Flemish identity in
the aftermath of the battle. To that objective, Peersman uses implicit and explicit
textual markers as proxies for historical language attitudes. Combining a qualitative analysis of the narrated period 1207–1307 with a quantitative analysis of
the general identifiers in the coverage of 1302, she argues that identity, on both
sides, is implicitly but strongly linked to language, or rather to specific usages
of the language of the “other” within clearly defined contextual boundaries, as
is illustrated by loanwords and code-switching. The analysis of the identifiers
complements these findings, but also opens up possible leads suggesting that the
link between language and identity was present before the definition of 1302 as
the “national” battle in the textual tradition and before the formation of nationstates as a larger sociolinguistic landmark.
The French language as the language of the “other” remains an important
theme in subsequent periods. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in
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particular, a lively discourse on the so-called frenchification of the Netherlands
comes into being. Willem Frijhoff, in his chapter on “Multilingualism and the
challenge of frenchification in the early modern Dutch Republic” discusses the
position of French and other languages of international communication vis-à-vis
Dutch in the seventeenth-century Northern Low Countries. The frenchification
hypothesis has long dominated Dutch cultural history. The increase of the use
of the French language and the introduction of French manners have been made
responsible for Holland’s perceived decline as an independent power and a culturally innovative nation during the late seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, until its occupation by the French under the Napoleonic Empire. Against
the background of Dutch multilingualism, however, Frijhoff argues that a more
differentiated approach is necessary. An important empirical question concerns
the point at which the domains and in which French really pervaded Dutch
everyday life and culture, and which social, cultural and linguistic opposing
forces became apparent during that evolution. Frijhoff analyses a wide variety of
sources and contemporary comments to trace language use in various domains
of society, including education, international trade, diplomacy, church, scholarship and so on. He shows how the Dutch Republic was in many ways a fullyfledged multilingual society, but also argues that the use of French cannot be
overestimated based on its prominent and highly visible position in public life
and among the social elite. The analysis by Frijhoff is continued in the chapter by
Marina Kessels-van der Heijde, which discusses “The use of languages in Maastricht in the nineteenth century: the press and family archives”. Zooming in on
language choice in two important societal domains in one specific town close
to the language border in one specific period, Kessels-van der Heijde offers a
detailed and largely qualitative picture of the use of language based on extensive
research in historical archives. She investigates di- and triglossia, and the potential conflict between French, Dutch and the local Maastricht dialect, focusing on
two important domains of nineteenth-century society, viz. the press and family
correspondence. In many cases, she only encounters documents written by educated people in either Dutch or French. The local dialect is less frequently used
in writing, although this changes after the establishment of the Momus society in
1840. From a carnival club, Momus developed into a cultural society with many
departments including a theatre company. The members wrote prose and poetry
in the Maastricht dialect, thus advancing the written version of the Maastricht
vernacular. Offering an overview of language choice in the press and in family
correspondence, both commercial and private, Kessels-van der Heijde shows
that the linguistic situation in the border town of Maastricht changed mainly as
a result of changing economic, social and demographic conditions. The use of
French, for instance, decreased as the local economy shifted its market and ori-
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entation from the Francophone hinterland around the city of Liège to the more
monolingually Dutch-speaking parts of the Northern Netherlands. Both Frijhoff’s
and Kessels-van der Heijde’ chapter suggest that the use of French was much
less important than the frenchification discourse would suggest, being mainly
restricted to specific social contexts, and, moreover, historically declining under
the influence of economic and demographic developments.
Nevertheless, in the course of the Early and Late Modern periods, frenchification became increasingly perceived as a threat to the Dutchness of the Dutch
language and culture. Zooming in on the linguistic outcome of French–Dutch
language contact, Gijsbert Rutten, Rik Vosters and Marijke van der Wal in their
chapter on “Frenchification in discourse and practice: loan morphology in Dutch
private letters of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” shift the focus from
a language-sociological to a more sociolinguistic point of view. In the first part
of their chapter, they discuss language choice in different domains of society in
the Early and Late Modern period, with special attention to the use of French.
They show that in some domains such as trade and education, the use of French
was quite common throughout the period, and argue that the presence or even
dominance of French in certain domains gave rise to the frenchification discourse
also addressed in Frijhoff’s chapter. In the second part of their chapter, Rutten,
Vosters and Van der Wal turn to linguistic aspects of the language contact situation. First, they briefly discuss some unambiguous examples of French influence on the Dutch lexicon. Then they turn to derivational morphology, as Modern
Dutch has borrowed many suffixes from French. Looking at borrowed suffixes in
Dutch private letters from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, they investigate the extent of French influence on the Dutch language in the Northern and
Southern Netherlands. As their corpora allow for research into regional and
social variation, they are able to demonstrate that frenchification in the sense of
suffix borrowing mainly affected the upper ranks of society, while also hinting
at possible differences between the northern and southern parts of the language
area, the latter being closer to the language border.

4.2 Educational policies and practices
The close link between language and group identity remains relevant up to the
present day. One of the domains of society where the need to manage multilingualism is felt most strongly, with the possible consequences of group identity
politics and social exclusion, is education. The chapter by Kristine Horner and
Jean-Jacques Weber brings together these two dominant themes in the history of
the language border in the Low Countries: nationhood and education. In their
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chapter on “Multilingual education and the politics of language in Luxembourg”,
Horner and Weber discuss language-in-education policy in the trilingual grand
duchy of Luxembourg. They discuss the language-in-education policies and the
ideologies underpinning them from the nineteenth century to the present, with
a strong emphasis on the second half of the twentieth century: it is indeed only
from the 1970s onwards that the awareness of Luxembourgish as a language
fully emerges, due to major economic and demographic changes. Horner and
Weber argue that, despite these changes, the language-in-education policies
have remained remarkably persistent as they largely ignore linguistic reality.
This results in a highly fixed multilingual school system, with all children, even
romanophone students whose home languages are mostly French or Portuguese,
forced to go through the same language regime with German as the language of
literacy – which is very similar to a monolingual system. Horner and Weber’s
analysis points out that the school system, language-in-education policies and
language debates are all informed by a monolingual mindset and similar discourses, in particular the discourse of ethnolinguistic essentialism, but also the
concern with language endangerment, as Luxembourgers are afraid of becoming
a minority in “their own country”. In order to create a flexible education system
that puts the real needs first, they argue that the societal debate needs to be
entirely refocused.
The vast research tradition on language-in-education policies in present-day
metropolitan areas is also represented in the final contribution to this volume,
which takes language contact and conflict to the school system in post-war Brussels. In their chapter “In contact and/or in conflict? Ethnocultural markers, language and schooling in post-war Brussels”, Rudi Janssens and Joost Vaesen focus
on one of the major politically divisive issues of Belgium. Since Brussels and
its educational system have always been situated at the core of both language
contact and language conflict in contemporary Belgium, the role of schools in the
process of ethno-cultural identification is indicative for the promotion or inhibition of contact between the two language groups. Janssens and Vaesen argue that
political and institutional changes invariably affected the school system: in the
immediate post-war period, Dutch-medium education in Brussels was in a precarious position, but the creation of sub-national entities, the Communities, ensured
more direct control over educational matters. The ensuing non-hierarchical
organisation of education, with schools belonging to either the Dutch-medium or
the French-medium system, was then challenged by the State Reform of 1988/9
and the influx of multilingual or allophone immigrants. Similar to Luxembourg
now, Brussels was facing a discrepancy between a changing social reality and
a school system based on an essentially monolingual mindset. However, as a
lynch-pin for the Belgian political-institutional model, Brussels is also shown to
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be a laboratory of transitions and experiments, reflecting intermingling political,
demographic and socio-cultural transitions.
Educational concerns, however, are not the privilege of present-day situations of super- or hyper-diversity. Travelling back into time, Magali Boemer and
Jeroen Darquennes’ chapter on “Language conflict in the educational realm:
Eupen-Malmedy in the interbellum period (1920–1940)” blends the principles
of Critical Discourse Analysis with McRae’s theoretical framework for analysing societal language conflict into a contextualised analysis of both the Belgian
language legislation in the field of education and the reactions against this legislation. The German-speaking community of Belgium, or more specifically the
districts of Eupen, St. Vith and Malmedy, were exposed to linguistic assimilation
after World War I (1920–1940) and logically, the language-in-education policy
of that time reflects the geo-political changes and ensuing conflicts. Boemer &
Darquennes distinguish between three subperiods (1920–1925, 1925–1932 and
1932–1940) for their analysis of the official law documents and the comments in
the local press. They argue that the first period is one of transition and uncertainty with a mainly German-oriented press, but from the second period onwards,
the discrepancies between policy and reality concerning the use of languages in
education (i.e. German and/or French) spark language conflict. The discussions
over the use of French in education in particular are significant, as Boemer and
Darquennes use them to identify not just the changing actors influencing the
language-in-education policy, but also their perception of the language contact
situation as a problem or an opportunity.

4.3 From contact to conflict or Nelde’s Law
The contributions to this volume discuss a wide variety of topics, among which
nationhood or more generally group identity and educational policies are but
two dominant ones. In addition, all the chapters show the topicality of what is
sometimes called Nelde’s Law (cf. the chapter by Darquennes), amounting to the
alleged inseparability of language contact and language conflict (e.g. Nelde 1987).
Nelde (1997) argued that “[t]he statement that there can be no language contact
without language conflict … may appear exaggerated, but there is in the realm
of the European languages at present no imaginable contact situation which
cannot also be described as language conflict”. This is clearly demonstrated in
the chapters by Horner and Weber and Janssens and Vaesen, which largely deal
with present-day situations of contact that seemingly inevitably result in conflict.
In both cases, i.e. Luxembourg and Brussels, important causes that lead contact
to develop into conflict are the so-called monolingual mindset and the (ethnolin-
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guistic) identity functions of language referred to above. But in historical times,
too, contact implied conflict, as the other chapters demonstrate. Boemer and Darquennes, for example, detail the transition from language contact to language
conflict in the German-speaking parts of Belgium in the first half of the twentieth century under the influence of changing political circumstances. Peersman’s
contribution delves deeply into the medieval roots of historical and present-day
conflict situations along the language border.
Interestingly, the historical conflict situation analysed by Peersman is first
and foremost a political conflict that manifests itself on the battlefield. The linguistic side is secondary. Discussing causes of language conflict, Darquennes
stresses that situations of contact and conflict are usually characterised by asymmetrical multilingualism, i.e. by differences in prestige, status, power, social
organisation, values and beliefs between speakers of the respective languages.
Therefore, the conflicts that arise between speakers of different varieties are
social, political, cultural and/or economic conflicts at the same time, or even primarily. In this connection, Darquennes, following Nelde, talks about the stratification of language conflict. Language conflicts often appear to be secondary
indicators of – broadly speaking – social conflicts between groups of actors that
are unequal in terms of opportunities and privileges. In the case of Peersman’s
chapter, this is obvious, but in subsequent periods, too, knowledge of French was
normally not only practical or accidental, but also an in-group sign of distinction
as well as an out-group tool for social exclusion or for blocking social mobility.
A related aspect of language conflict is its sensitivity to metalinguistic identity
work, or, as Nelde (1997) put it, ideology can be used “to intensify the differences
that exist”. The above-mentioned asymmetry both in social and linguistic terms
can lead to strong or even apparently compulsive language ideologies. Illustrative
examples can be found in various chapters, of which present-day ethnolinguistic
essentialism as discussed by Horner and Weber is but one. In the history of the
Low Countries, the continuous discourse on the alleged frenchification of originally Germanic societies constitutes the obvious counterpart. Despite the relatively small proportion of the historical population from which a good command
of French can be expected, the beast of frenchification dominates both historical
and contemporary accounts of the sociolinguistic situation in the Low Countries
in the Early and Late Modern periods, as outlined by Vogl, Frijhoff and Rutten,
Vosters and van der Wal. In these cases, it could perhaps even be argued that
the actual contact between speakers of different languages does lead to conflict,
which is, however, largely restricted to metalinguistic discourse.
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5 Research directions
After three introductory papers, introducing different theoretical frameworks on
language conflict, the history of the language border and the functions of language ideologies in the writing of language histories, the present volume presents
seven case studies that focus on language contact and conflict in the Low Countries, from the thirteenth to the twenty-first century. Through these case studies,
a perspective of the history of Romance–Germanic contact in the Low Countries
is developed, that is both very detailed and highly diverse. These studies lay the
groundwork for a complete and integrated history of the Romance–Germanic language contact and conflict in the Low Countries. At the present, however, such a
work, systematically mapping out all relevant aspects past and present, covering
both the Southern and the Northern Low Countries, and both cities and smaller
towns and rural areas, remains to be written. Richard Watts, in the final chapter,
sketches the theoretical and methodological principles that would ideally define
such a work. It is obvious that, in spite of the wide range of topics and periods
covered in this and previous works, some clear lacunae remain, providing us with
exciting avenues for future research.
While this volume makes a clear effort to focus not just on the better-known
sites and eras of language conflict (e.g. Flanders in the nineteenth century, the
city of Brussels from the eighteenth to the twentieth century), different geographical areas and different time frames still deserve more attention. As a case in point,
much is still to be explored on the topic of multilingualism in medieval Flanders. Kleinhenz and Busby’s (2011) Medieval Multilingualism: The Francophone
World and its Neighbours only contains one case study on the Low Countries,
namely Sleiderink’s analysis of the changing attitude of Middle Dutch scribes
towards their francophone sources. Earlier publications on multilingualism (or
code-switching) in medieval Flanders are mostly written from a strictly historical
perspective and more often than not focus on charters. A more systematic study
of language conflict and multilingual practices in different types of sources is a
clear desideratum. Another example of an area meriting still further investigation
would be French Flanders, which Willemyns briefly discusses in his introductory
chapter. Particularly from the perspective of language shift, this is an area that
calls for detailed investigation. Being located in the most southern part of the Low
Countries across the Channel from Dover, French Flanders and its most important town, Dunkirk, were predominantly Dutch-speaking until the seventeenth
century. In the course of that century, however, the area came under French rule,
which was followed by a migration of French speakers, most of them probably
from nearby Picardy (Knooihuizen 2012, cf. Baycroft 2004). As a result, Dunkirk
has been mainly French-speaking from then onward. The social conditions affect-

Romance–Germanic encounters along the language border: past, present and future

13

ing language shift, such as inter-ethnic marriage and the ideological assumptions
justifying specific language choices, would be an interesting research topic for a
comparative study of Dunkirk in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and
Brussels in the nineteenth century, when the Belgian capital shifted from predominantly Dutch to mainly French.
Along those lines, more comparative research concerning language contact
and conflict is called for, both from a synchronic and from a diachronic perspective. The various case studies from Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands not only need to be integrated in an overall history of Romance–Germanic
encounters along the language border in the Low Countries, but also need to be
viewed in a larger, European perspective. Comparisons with other sites of contact
and conflict along the Romance–Germanic border can include, as mentioned by
Willemyns in the present volume, the Alsace region, Switzerland and Northern
Italy (cf. Willemyns 1996). Beyond just the confluence of Germanic and Romance
language varieties, parallel projects on Germanic–Slavic and/or Slavic–Romance
language contact and conflict also offer promising avenues for future research
(cf. for instance Kamusella 2009). In all of those scenarios, the area of contact
between speakers of Germanic and Romance languages and language varieties
offers an exciting laboratory for various types of language contact, conflict and
language planning over time, providing researchers with an interesting starting
point for comparative work.
As discussed in Kessels-van der Heijde’ chapter, historical language shifts
are also mirrored by the socially embedded use of French by nineteenth-century
elites, who shifted back to Dutch in the course of the century, often for economic
or demographic reasons. The alleged frenchification of certain social groups or
domains is also discussed in the chapters by Frijhoff and by Rutten, Vosters and
Van der Wal. There is, however, still an enormous lack of data on which speakers
actually used French in which situations and in which periods – and to whom.
More generally, the topics of societal and individual multilingualism in history
have received little scholarly attention, and it is mainly for the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, as outlined by Frijhoff, that some data, however scarce,
exist. This underlines the strong research tradition of going back to unpublished,
original and often unfamiliar sources that has characterised historical sociolinguistic research, and from which studies into historical language contact and
conflict situations can only benefit.
It is particularly on the level of the individual language user that we are in
need of reliable source materials. The linguistic resources exploited by multilingual individuals across the life span and the languages choices connected to
these make up an exciting line of research, even if reliable data will often only
be found for members of the upper ranks of society. With the advent of historical
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code-switching as a field of inquiry (Schendl 2012 for an overview), such matters
have only become more pressing. Variable language choices and multilingual
practices such as language-mixing and macaronic writing are well-known from
medieval sources (Schendl & Wright 2011; cf. Kleinhenz & Busby 2011), while a
detailed account of their prominence in post-medieval times is lacking, despite
well-known observations such as that sixteenth-century Dutch poetry was characterised by a plethora of French loans and the fact that in the wake of the French
Huguenot flight to the Netherlands, multilingual families came into existence
that were to remain bilingual for several generations. In addition, research on
historical multilingualism often focuses on language choice and the social and
ideological conditions steering language choice in certain contexts. The linguistic implications of societal and individual multilingualism have attracted far less
attention. In this volume, too, specific linguistic features such as code-switching
and contact-induced change are addressed in only a few chapters (e.g. Peersman,
and Rutten, Vosters and Van der Wal).
The elite orientation implied in the previous paragraph naturally poses the
question of the multilingual experiences of the lesser privileged members of
society. Multilingual language guides and phrase books aimed at merchants and
travellers were relatively cheap and widely in use, but people will also have learnt
foreign languages such as French without the help of such instructive texts. The
Flemish soldiers, for example, who were forced to take service in the Napoleonic
army (cf. the chapter by Rutten, Vosters and Van der Wal), must have communicated in French, probably even on a daily basis. One of the greatest challenges
for a renewed investigation of situations of language contact and conflict along
the Romance–Germanic language border is the recognition of the implications of
such a perspective “from below” on the history of multilingualism and intercultural communication, viz. to try to reconstruct the multilingual practices of social
layers that are not usually part of language histories, but nevertheless make up
the large majority of the population.
All of these possible avenues for future research show that even such a classic
topic as the Romance–Germanic language border in the Low Countries still holds
substantial promise for future research, especially when approached from different methodological and disciplinary angles and when seen in a larger and
possibly comparative perspective. In that sense, and as the contributions in the
present volume will also demonstrate, the case of Romance–Germanic encounters in Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands will be of interest to anyone
concerned with language planning, societal multilingualism and situations of
historical language contact or conflict. As such, linking up the historical perspective with more present-day studies on language contact and language conflict will
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help us to better understand language conflicts and the challenges of multilingualism in present-day Europe.
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