Prescriptive Attitudes towards Belgicism: Prescriptivism as a Form of Linguistic Insecurity

Belgium has produced a lot of remarkable grammarians. Maurice Grevisse, Joseph Hanse,
André Goosse, Albert Doppagne, and Daniel Blampain... They have written a large number of
books from a prescriptive perspective, and played a mgjor role in establishing the concept of
“Standard French”, or “ French of France” (hereinafter FF).

In Belgium, 4 million people speak a variety of “French”, which is different from FF on a
number of levels. This speech form is usualy known as “French of Belgium” or “belgicism”.
In this context, Belgian grammarians have actively involved themselves in preserving FF and
establishing its authority. Why have they persisted in their adherence to FF and at the same
time brought FB (their own language) into an inferior position?

The notion of “linguistic insecurity” which is regarded as typically being felt by the petits
bourgeois would enable us to comprehend this situation. Linguistic insecurity is a longing for
linguistic legitimateness, more specifically it is an intense desire to speak “correct” language.

It is commonly accepted that the grammarian belongs to the most prestigious class in the
“language market”. The Belgian grammarians, however, are in a different position. That is,
they are neither French nor a member of the general public; they fall in the middle category of
the construct “French — Belgian grammarian — Belgian populace’. It is this very same
intermediate position that invokes the grammarians’ insecurity.

Evidently, there is no doubt that, as it has heretofore been pointed out, the prescriptive
tradition of the grammarians is a factor in the instigation of Belgian populace's linguistic
insecurity. But, that tradition is originally caused by their own linguistic insecurity. The
prescriptive tradition of the Belgian grammarians is not merely a factor that inflames the
populace’s own linguistic insecurity, but also a form of linguistic insecurity that they
themselves possess.

Finally, in late years, attitudes towards belgicism have shifted from “denia” to “affirmation”.
By locating Belgian grammarian in an intermediate position and considering the prescriptivism
as a form of linguistic insecurity, we affirm that there is, behind the attitudes towards

Belgicism, an linguistic insecurity that do not change according to the changing times.
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