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Weak and Strong Nations in the Low
Countries: National Historiography
and its ‘Others’ in Belgium, Luxembourg
and the Netherlands in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries

Marnix Beyen and Benoit Majerus

During the Second World War, the most prominent historians in the Nether-
lands and Belgium decided to start a close collaboration with the aim of publish-
ing a large-scale history of the Low Countries, which was to become the
reference work in this field for several decades. In the history of national history
writing, the project had a somewhat ambiguous character. On the one hand, it
was a product of the feverish quest for national roots which began to express
itself during the Second World War in both countries (and made publishers bold
enough to risk such an undertaking); on the other hand, the choice of ‘the Low
Countries’ as a geographical circumscription was a result of these historians’ wish
to break the chains of traditional, ‘state-nationalistic’ historiography. As such, it
seemed at first sight to legitimise the new transnational entity which came into
being during this period in the form of Benelux.

The undertaking resulted in the prestigious Algemene Geschiedenis der Neder-
landen, which was published in twelve volumes between 1949 and 1958. With-
out a doubt, it remained the most important history of the Low Countries until
the publication of the second edition in the late 1970s. From the outset, it was
clear that this was not a genuine Benelux historiography, as the territory of
Luxembourg, which had been part of ‘the Low Countries’ for centuries, was not
systematically integrated into the narrative. Only the second edition included a
short chapter on Luxembourg, written by Albert Calmes.

Regardless of this omission, the Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden was soon
under attack for offering ‘two parallel national histories’ rather than one inte-
grated history of a ‘transnational context’. A closer analysis of this lengthy work
suggests that the tendency to remain within the boundaries of traditional
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'For the genesis of this project and for the critique it brompted, see J. Tollebeek, ‘Uit-
gedaagd door historische gebondenheid: de belangstelling voor de (Noord-)Nederlandse
geschiedenis in het Belgische onderwijs en onderzoek’, in J. Tollebeek, De ijkmeesters:
opstellen over de geschiedschriiving in Nederland en Belgiz (Amsterdam, 1994), pp. 17-35;

M. Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden: nationale geschiedenis in Belgié en Nederland, 1938-1947
(Amsterdam, 2002), pp. 407-9,

See ], Stengers, ‘Le Mythe des dominations étrangeres dans I'historiographie belge’, Revue

Belge de Philologie et d'Histoire, 59 ( 1981), 38240 i J. Tollebeek, ‘Historical Representation
and the Nation-state in Belgium, 1830—1850', T

329-53; E. Peeters, Het labyrint van het verleden; nati

3See P.B. M. Blaas, ‘De prikkelbaarheid v

en Bloks nationale eschiedschrijving', Theoretische Geschiedenis, 9 (1982), 271-303.

“See P. B. M. Blaas, ‘Het Karakter van het vaderlang:; vaderlandse geschiedenis tussen Wag-
D

enaar en Fruin (1 780~1840), De burgerlijke eey: over eeuwwenden, libergle burgerij en ges-
chiedschrijving (Hilversum, 2000), pp. 365-89.
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future of the country as an autonomous nation-state. There was not even a
proto-nationalist current in the grand duchy. This was probably due to the
political arrangement of the Congress of London of 1839, According to this, the
ancient duchy was divided into two, one of which became a Belgian province,
whereas the other became a semi-autonomous entity in union with the
Netherlands: the King of the Netherlands was also Grand Duke of Luxembourg.

If the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg appears to be a separate case, it does
nonetheless bear similarities to both Belgium - in terms of its Catholic roots
and position straddling the linguistic frontier — and the Netherlands, in its
dynastic ties and relatively late industrialisation. For this reason, it seems rele-

vant to include Luxembourg within this COmparative overview of the national
historiography of ‘the Low Countries’.

National histories and the confessional struggles of the
nineteenth century

According to the generally accepted view, both Belgium and the Netherlands,
in the course of the nineteenth century, were ‘pillarised’ — that is, divided along
religious lines. A closer look, however, reveals that the character of the
clerical-political struggle was totally different in the two countries. In the

¢C. Huberty, ‘La Vie politique du XIXe siécle dans I'historiographie: bilan et perspectives’,

unpublished paper presented at the Premiéres Assises de Phistoriographie luxembourgeoise,
10 December 2005.
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state. Among the political and intellectual elites of the different groups, the
quest for consensus and harmony overruled the religious battles.

Belgium, on the contrary, did not have a tradition of religious plurality, and
therefore the process of ‘pillarisation’ was not so much the result of a search for
balance between these groups. It was traditionally a homogeneously Catholic
country, in which a struggle between two opposing ideals of state-building
clashed directly: those who wanted to maintain the Catholic Church as a dom-
inant political force were confronted with the advocates (often Catholic church-
goers themselves) of a clear separation between church and state. Pillarisation in
Belgium, therefore, was a political battle between clericals and anti-clericals
rather than a segmentation between different religious groups.

In both Belgium and the Netherlands the ‘culture wars’ between the religious
groups implied diverging interpretations of the national past,” and prominent
intellectuals within each were often historical narrators. For the representation of
the national past, however, the aforementioned structural difference between the
social-religious cleavages was crucial. Even if religious diversity in the Nether-
lands was more important than in Belgium, the accounts these different groups
gave of national history were much more complementary than those of clericals
and anti-clericals in Belgium.

The Dutch Catholics did in some instances fundamentally challenge the tradi-
tional Protestant account of historical facts. Thus, during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, they often referred to the episode of the ‘martyrs of
Gorcum’, a group of monks crudely put to death by the so-called Watergeuzen
(Protestant troops operating by water) in order to expose the excesses of the
Dutch Revolt. Nevertheless, Dutch Catholics were not in favour of the sanc-
tification of these martyrs in 1867, because they did not want to offend the
Protestant majority.® Rather than fundamentally trying to change the dominant
vision of national history, Dutch Catholics either reinterpreted the traditional
narrative or tried to extend its boundaries in such a way that Catholic elements
could be included.? Mlustrative of this first strategy was the emphasis put by
Catholic historians and intellectuals on the Erasmian rather than Protestant
ideals of the Netherlands’ central national hero, William of Orange. By doing

7From this we exclude the writing of the history of their own emancipating movement,
as exercised among all the social-religious groups that are described here.

8H. de Valk, ‘Nationale of pauselijke helden? De heiligverklaring van de martelaren van
Gorcum in 1867, Trajecta, 6 (1997), 139-55.

9This view is corroborated by the recent biography of one of the most important nineteenth-
century Catholic historians of the Netherlands, W. F. J. Nuyens: A. van der Zeijden,
Katholieke identiteit en historisch bewustzijn: W.F.J. Nuyens (1823-1894) en zijn ‘nationale’

geschiedschrijving (Hilversum, 2002).
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50, they felt entitled to participate fully, in 1933, in the great national celebra-
tions surrounding the commemoration of William’s 400th birthday.!® Another
instance of this strategy can be found in the efforts by Catholic intellectuals
to direct the focus towards the conversion to Catholicism of the Netherlands'’
outstanding seventeenth-century poet, Joost van den Vondel.!

The second strategy mainly consisted of refocusing attention from the
seventeenth century to the Middle Ages.'? This, however, implied less a rejection
of the Dutch nation as such than a rereading of its origins. The promotion of St
Willibrord, the early medieval evangeliser of the Low Countries (and, therefore, a
pre-Reformation figure), as a national hero was a clear manifestation of this
‘widening’ of the national historical narrative 13 This extension of the national
narrative was sympathetically received by Protestant historians (such as Johan
Huizinga) even before the Second World War, and after the war gained full acad-
emic acceptance in the view of those historians who considered the bishopric
of Utrecht (founded by Willibrord) as the prefiguration of the (northern)
Netherlands.'* On the other hand, the history professors appointed in 1922 at
the newly founded Catholic University of Nijmegen turned out not to be active
promoters of this medievalisation of the national past. One among them,
J. D. M. Cornelissen, even dedicated important contributions to central icons of
the liberal Protestant master narrative, such as Rembrandt and Johan De Witt.!S

Even more than the Catholics, the so-called orthodox Protestants based
their critique of the liberal Protestant model on a specific view of national
history. In the work of their founding father, Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer,

19P, B. M. Blaas, ‘Tussen twee herdenkingsjaren (1884-1933): het beeld van Willem van
Oranje in de wetenschappelijke geschiedschrijving rond 1900’, in E. O. G. Haitsma Mulier
and A. E. M. Janssen (eds), Willem van Oranje in de historie: vier eeuwen beeldvorming en
geschiedschrijving (Utrecht, 1984), pp. 137-60.

See most recently M-T. Leuker, Kiinstler als Helden ynd Heilige: nationale und konfes-
sionelle Mythologie im Werk J.A. Alberdingk Thijms (1820-1 889) und seiner Zeitgenossen
(Miinster, 2001).

12p, Raedts, ‘Katholieken op zoek naar een Nederlandse identiteit, 1814-1898’, Bijdragen
en de Mededelingen betreffende de geschiedenis van de Nederlanden, 107 (1992), 713-725;
P. Raedts, ‘Tussen Rome en Den Haag: de integratie van de Nederlandse katholieken in
kerk en staat’, in H. te Velde and F. Verhage (eds), De eenheid en de delen: zuilvorming,
onderwijs en natievorming in Nederland 1850-1 900 (Amsterdam, 1996), pp- 29-44.
3Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden, Pp. 67-8.

!4See, among others, B. H. Slicher van Bath, ‘Herschreven historie’ [written 1945}, Herschre-
ven Historie: schetsen en studién op het gebied van der middeleeywse geschiedenis (Leiden, 1949),
pp. 1-14, and, more elaborately, Jonathan Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness and
Fall, 1477-1806 (Oxford, 1995).

'%J. D. M. Cornelissen, Rembrandt: de eendracht van het land. Een historische studie (Nijmegen,
1941); J. D. M. Cornelissen, Johan de Witt en de vrijheid: rede uitgesproken op den 22sten dies
natalis der R K. universiteit te Nijmegen op 17 Oct, 1945 (Nijmegen, 1945).
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historical research and political action were inextricably intertwined. Whereas
the Catholic view of Dutch history had to be seen as an attempt to divert
attention from the golden age, Groen’s ‘anti-revolutionary’ view consisted, on
the contrary, of an over-accentuation of the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies in the history of the nation. Structurally, therefore, it fitted well in the
predominant master narrative. In Groen’s interpretation, however, the Dutch
glory of the seventeenth century was much less a triumph of tolerance and
freedom than one of Calvinism. The success of the Dutch Revolt was described
as proof that the Netherlands was a chosen nation, and Groen'’s sympathies
lay unequivocally with those who had understood this fundamental truth:
the Orange stadtholders and the Calvinist party. The so-called Statist party, on
the contrary, was considered to have betrayed the national cause.

However antithetical this view was to the dominant master narrative, the
bridges between them were never entirely burnt. Once more, reconciliation
between them appeared to be possible through a common positive assessment of
William of Orange. His biography allowed him to be considered as both a
Calvinist revolutionary and an Erasmian reconciler, which enabled different reli-
gious groups to value him as the ‘Father of the Fatherland’. The academically
outstanding biography written in 1933 on the occasion of William’s 400th
anniversary, by the prominent Calvinist historian A. A. van Schelven, seemed to
complete this process of reconciliation.!6 During that same period, however,
orthodox Protestant and Catholic historians grew closer to each other in their
struggle against what they considered to be the ‘secularisation’ of national
history by liberal historians. Thus the dual antithesis between Protestant and
Catholic, on the one hand, and between confessional and secularised, on the
other, seemed to neutralise each other, and to facilitate the triumph of a pacify-
ing interpretation of national history. This became particularly clear during the
early days of the Second World War, when historians from the different groups
tried to bolster the national mood by writing popularising national histories.!’

Even if the dreams that were cherished by many historians during the war to
‘de-pillarise’ national historiography were not realised after the Second World
War, the religious cleavages did not threaten the national master narrative.'®

16A. A. van Schelven, Willem van Oranje: een boek ter nagedachtenis van idealen en teleur-
stellingen (Amsterdam, 1933).

177 good example is Nederland, erfdeel en taak, written in 1940 by the liberal historian Pieter
Geyl, the orthodox Protestant historian A.A. van Schelven, the Catholic philosopher and
historian Frederik Sassen and the liberal Protestant theologian Hendrik Kraemer. See, on
the genesis and content of this book, Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden, pp. 74-5.

18§ee P. B. M. Blaas, ‘Nederlandse geschiedschrijving na 1945’, in W.W. Mijnhardt (ed.),
Kantelend geschiedbeeld: Nederlandse historiografie sinds 1945 (Utrecht/Amsterdam, 1983),

pp. 9-47.
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Histories written by Catholic and orthodox Protestant historians seemed to
differ from those of their liberal counterparts only in terms of the attention
they paid to the role of their own group in history. Only in the 1990s, with
the accession of a new generation to the history chairs of Dutch universities,
did even this difference seem to vanish.

In Belgium, on the contrary, the confessional tensions were soon translated
into two separate master narratives of national history. The abovementioned
account of the continuous struggle for freedom from foreign domination
became a liberal, and therefore anti-clerical, monopoly. Since most of these
foreign rulers had been Catholic monarchs, nineteenth-century Catholic his-
torians were not keen to adopt this theme. The interpretation of the Dutch
Revolt of the sixteenth century became one of the main battlefields where the
Catholic and the liberal interpretations of the national past clashed.!® While
for the liberals sixteenth-century Protestantism was one of the main mani-
festations of the Belgian sense of freedom, the Catholics blamed it for having
uprooted the Catholic character of the Belgian people (the origins of which
they retraced to the early evangelisation of the country in the first centuries
after the fall of Rome).?® Protagonists in this battle, such as William of Orange
and Marnix of Saint-Aldegond, were easily depicted as the devils in disguise.

The glorious rebirth of Catholic Belgium was situated by these Catholic
historians during the reign of the Catholic Archdukes Albert and Isabella
(1598-1621).2! They had reigned over a pseudo-autonomous satellite state,
and had made the Southern Netherlands into an epicentre of the Counter-
Reformation. The two centuries of (first Spanish, then Austrian) Habsburg rule
were seen by Catholic historians less as a period of foreign domination than as
an epoch of sincere Catholic life. The only foreign domination that was recog-
nised as such by the Catholic historians was that of the French revolutionaries
(1794-1814), and the only modern revolt they glorified was the armed resist-
ance, in 1798, of large parts of the Belgian countryside against the secularising
and centralising policies of the French. Jt was with much more unease that
the liberals gave to that same Boerenkrijg a place in their narrative about
the succession of struggles for freedom. Only in periods when Belgium was

15See, for example, U. Vermeulen, ‘Katholicken en liberalen tegenover de Gentse Pacific-
atiefeesten (1876)’, Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te
Gent, nieuwe reeks, 20 (1966), 167-85; H. Verschaffel, ‘Marnix van Sint-Aldegonde, een
symbool in de clerico-liberale strijd’, Spiegel Historiael, 20 (1985), 190-95.

208ee, for €xample, L. Van der Essen, Le Siécle des saints (625-739): étude sur les origines de
la Belgique chrétienne (Brussels, 1943).

*1See, for example, D. Diagre, ‘Aartshertog Albrecht, modelheerser of engel des doods?’,

in A. Morelli (ed.), De grote mythen van Belgié, Wallonié en Viaanderen (Brussels, 1996),
pp. 107-18.
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threatened anew by French imperialism, notably during the reign of Napoleon
111, did this reticence truly vanish.??

The liberal constitution of 1830 appeared in this Catholic picture not as
the ultimate climax of the struggle for freedom, but only as an instrument
to safeguard the Catholic ‘national character’ of Belgium against the Pro-
testant despotism of William I. Much more than these constitutional rules
(which, according to Catholics, were misused by the liberals to secular-
ise Belgium), however, Catholics trusted the ‘good monarchs’, in the past and
in the present, as guarantors of the Catholic integrity of the country.?

During the first decades of the twentieth century, this gap between the
Catholic and the liberal vision of the national past was partly overcome, at
least at the level of academic historiography. The ‘scientification’ of historio-
graphy was carried out by both liberal and Catholic historians, who found
common ground in their quest for historical objectivity. Whereas the pro-
fessor of national history in the French-speaking part of the Catholic University
of Leuven, Charles Terlinden, stuck until after the Second War to his Catholic
and fiercely monarchical view of the national past, his counterpart in the Dutch-
speaking part, Léon Van der Essen, was a great admirer of the liberal Pirenne
(who himself was a pupil of the ultramontane Catholic historian Godefroid
Kurth). Even then, however, their respective views on national history remained
largely coloured by their confessional backgrounds. Van der Essen’s magnum
opus, for which he was honoured with a laudatory foreword by Pirenne himself,
dealt with Alexander Farnese, the military and political leader who was respon-
sible for the fact that the Southern Netherlands had remained under the wings of
Spain’s Catholic monarch.?*

During the second half of the twentieth century even this difference dis-
appeared, although in the choice of topics the difference between historians
of the Catholic universities (Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve) on the one hand,
and those of the state universities (Ghent, Liege) and of the ‘liberal’ universities
(Brussels) on the other, remains important today. This evolution, however,
was not only due to the diminished importance of the religious quarrels, but
also to the fact that Belgian historians lost their appetite for national history.
This in turn can be explained by the challenges which class and ethnicity as
conceptual structuring devices for history mounted against national history.

221, Frangois, De Boerenkrijg: twee eeuwen feit en fictie (Leuven, 1998).
23See, among others, M. Beyen, ‘Belgium: A Nation that Failed to Become Ethnic’, in

L. Eriksonas and L. Miiller (eds), Statehood before and beyond Ethnicity: Minor States in North-

em and Eastern Europe (Brussels, 2005), pp. 341-52.
241, Van der Essen, Alexandre Farnese, prince de Parme, gouverneur général des Pays-Bas

(1545-1592), 5 vols (Brussels, 1933-7).



292 Mamix Beyen and Benoit Majerus

As for the importance of Catholicism, the situation in Luxembourg was
quite similar to that in Belgium, but the discursive power of the Catholic
Church had been and still is far stronger. The anti-clerical movements had far
more problems to produce an independent and audible narrative. In Luxem-
bourg, even laicistic historians consider Catholicism as an essential compo-
nent of national identity. The importance of Catholicism was often stressed as
a positive force in the context of nation-building.? The religious minorities
(Protestants and Jews) never tried (or failed) to offer a different version of
history, their communities being far too small. Neither were anti-clerical move-
ments such as the liberals or the socialists strong enough to enforce a com-
petitive model. Even if Luxembourgian society is largely secularised today,

there is still no coherent ‘History of Luxembourg’ with a critical apprehension
of the role of the Catholic Church.26

Materialism and idealism: class as a variable threat

Just as the character of the confessional battles differed strongly in the three
countries, the same can be said about the social struggle. Since Belgium was
touched earlier and more fundamentally by large-scale industrialisation, and
since this industrialisation was more strongly situated in heavy industry,
socialism took shape at an earlier date, too. Being rooted in the experience of
industrial labour (even if the first promoters of socialist ideals were bourgeois
intellectuals rather than proletarians) made it very receptive to Marxist influ-
ences. This openness to Marxism was even enhanced by the fact that socialism in
Belgium had to take its place in the existing antithesis between clericals and anti-
clericals. Almost automatically, the socialist movement was embraced by the
anti-clerical ‘pillar’. Within this anti-clerical pillar, even among progressive

liberal intellectuals, Marxism became a respectable line of thought.
In the Netherlands, on the contrary,

weaker (it would send its first represen
First World War), but it was also much
a strong class consciousness. If grass
workers did exist, Dutch socialism was

the socialist movement was not only
tatives to Parliament only during the
less influenced by Marxism, or even by
roots militancy by industrial factory
dominated by intellectuals enamoured

Nos Cahiers, 12/1 (1991): thematic edition dedicated to the relation between Catholic-
ism and Luxembourg, with articles am

ong others by P. Dostert, P, Margue and G. Trausch.
Nos Cabhiers is a Catholic cultural journal. Future studies will have to answer the ques-
tion of whether the Catholic Church was not partly a counter-power to the nation-state
in the nineteenth century. The above-mentioned conclusions are in any case much more
valid for the twentieth than for the nineteenth century.

Z6After 1945 Luxembourgian historiography was largely dominated by generations of
historians who can be more or less related to the Catholic milieu.
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by the dream of reforming the whole of society without taking class con-
sciousness as a starting point. Religious utopianism rather than fierce anticler-
icalism dominated the discourse of these intellectuals.

The implications of this difference for the way in which national historio-
graphy was conceptualised were immense. For one thing, Belgian socialist
intellectuals before the First World War challenged Belgian national history
radically by stressing that the Belgian Revolution of 1830, while originally
born from a proletarian revolt, had been ‘stolen’ by the bourgeoisie. Among
Flemish socialists, many of whom cherished Greater Dutch affinities, the
Belgian uprising was even presented as a mistake from the start.?” Even if this
socialist revisionism with regard to the Belgian Revolution became less prom-
inent after the First World War — when the Socialist party had been accepted
into the political system of the country — it would nevertheless recur fre-
quently throughout the twentieth century.?® Dutch socialists before the First
World War felt uneasy in their nation, too, but they never had an equally
strong historical motif to legitimise their reticence. Moreover, they were too
weak ever to threaten that Dutch nation.

The same can be said for Luxembourg. The leftist intellectuals did not have
an historical event which they could use as a starting point for an alternative
narrative. The Kléppelkrich (1798), a religious and agrarian uprising during
the first years of the French republican regime, was profoundly counter-
revolutionary, and the social disturbances of 1917-21 were only marginally
exploited to build a new discourse over Luxembourgian history. The republi-
can movement, which gained strength at the end of the First World War in
the industrial south, did not survive the national and monarchical revival in
the 1930s, which culminated in the centenary of the Congress of London,
in 1939.2° In the 1960s the communist historian Jean Kill tried to offer a
coherent Marxist history of Luxembourg, stressing the importance of social
history. However, he remained too strongly bound by the classical Luxem-
bourgian master narrative to be considered really innovative.3® The more

27M. Van Ginderachter, Het rode vaderland: de vergeten geschiedenis van de communautaire
spanningen in het Belgische socialisme voor WOl (Tielt, 2005), pp- 275-81.

ZNotably in the work of M. Bologne, La Révolution prolétarienne de 1830 (Brussels, 1930),
which would even be republished in 1980.
2C, Wey, ‘Le Centenaire de I'Indépendance €
(1989), pp. 29-53.

], Kill's book, 1000jihriges Luxemburg: woher? — wohi
der Geschichte des Luxemburger Landes (Luxemboug,
the classic elements of Luxembourgian historiography,
theme of foreign dominations (Fremdherrschaﬁen), etc.

t sa commémoration en 1939’, Hémecht, 41

n? Ein Beitrag zum besseren Verstindnis
1963), creates its structures by using
such as the foundation myth or the
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recent publications by Denis Scuto have not yet provided a comprehensive
vision of the country’s history.3!

More important than the role of these partisan views on national history was
the fact that Marxist influences penetrated Belgian historiography much more
easily than the Dutch and Luxembourgian counterparts . This can be illustrated
by comparing the aforementioned great syntheses of national history, those of
P.J. Blok and Henri Pirenne. Whereas the former seemed to pay only sec-
ondary attention to economic factors, for the latter the origins of Belgium were
closely linked to its role as the commercial crossroads of Europe. Even if this
was a strong case for the antiquity of Belgium, the existence of the nation was
not presented as an axiomatic fact but as the cultural and political result of
contingent economic factors. Pirenne’s view was less influenced by the Marxist
view of historical materialism than by the economic history of the ‘Catheder
socialist’ Gustav Schmoller. Nonetheless, the openness it created towards
Marxist patterns of explanation would remain considerable among Pirenne’s
pupils of the ‘Ghent school’, which was strongly oriented to the French
Annales (largely unknown in the Netherlands).3? Because of their quest for
economic and social explanations, they were little inclined to write national
histories. This did not prevent Pirenne’s direct spiritual ‘children’ (such as
Frangois-Louis Ganshof and Hans Van Werveke) from collaborating on differ-
ent projects of national history (see below). It would be his most prominent
spiritual heir, Jan Dhondt, who, in the 1960s, undertook one of the most
radical attacks on the concept of national history as such.3 By doing so, this
overtly Marxist historian paradoxically drew the logical conclusion from the
premises that had been at the basis of Pirenne’s triumphalist national history.
In the interpretation of the Belgian Revolution, Dhondt’s heritage is visible
even today: one of his most famous pupils, the influential Brussels historian Els
Witte, proposes a class-based approach to that revolution, whereas the more
‘idealistic’ Leuven historians tend to stress its proto-nationalist basis and the
fervour of cultural nationalism that erupted in its immediate wake.3*

In this respect, the difference with the Dutch historian Jan Romein is very
striking. Although very controversial because of his communist affiliation, he

3D, Scuto, Sous le signe de la grande gréve de mars 1921 (Esch-sur-Alzette, 1990).

32W. Prevenier, ‘L’Ecole des “Annales” et I'historiographie néerlandaise’, Septentrion, 7
(1978), 47-54.

33]. Dhondt, ‘Henri Pirenne: historien des institutio
de belangrijkste studies van Jan Dhondt over de
(Gent, 1976), pp. 63-119. See in this respect also Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden, p. 404.

340n that difference, see M. Beyen, ‘Een onafwendbaar toeval: de Belgisch-patriottische

geschiedschrijving over de Belgische Revolutie’, in P. Rietbergen and T. Verschaffel (eds),
De erfenis van 1830 (Louvain, 2006), pp. 75-89.

ns urbaines’ (1966), Machten en mensen:
eschiedenis van de negentiende en twintigste eeuw
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nevertheless became more and more interested during the 1930s in national
history. Shortly before the Second World War he published, with his wife, Annie
Romein, a four-volume series of short biographies of those whom he deemed the
most important persons from Dutch history (Erflaters van onze beschaving). This
would result during the Second World War in several pamphlets in which he
tried to retrace the Dutch national ‘soul’ through history.* With this idealistic
quest, he seemed far removed from a Marxist approach, and came very close to
the grand narrative as it had been coined by historians such as Fruin, Blok and
Huizinga. Marxist historians in the Netherlands who did not engage in writing
national histories seemed to distance themselves from the historical establish-
ment of their country. That was the case with Romein’s Amsterdam colleague in
economic history Nicolaas Posthumus. Although he gained an international rep-
utation for his studies in the field of economic history and for his International
Institute for Social History (created in 1935), he always remained somehow an
outsider to the Dutch historical guild.*

Even in 1959 the Utrecht historian J. C. Boogman felt compelled to com-
plain about the dominance of the national (or even patriotic) perspective in
Dutch historiography, at the cost of, among other things, more internation-
ally and economically oriented approaches to history.3” However, a change
was already starting to take place, and in the 1960s Dutch historiography
diverged from the ‘national and pillarised’ perspective by which it had been
dominated for more than half a century.*® Even so, the weight of class as a
structuring principle appears always to have remained lighter in the Nether-
lands than in Belgium, whereas cultural explanations of history have been far
more important. A striking illustration of this difference can be found in the
popularity in the Netherlands of the concept of ‘political culture’ as an organ-
ising principle for national history.® In Belgium the introduction of this concept

%See on Romein, among others, A. Otto, Het Ruisen van de Tijd: over de Theoretische Geschi-

edenis van Jan Romein (Amsterdam, 1998).
30n Posthumus, see L. Noordegraaf, ‘Nicolaas Wilhelmus Posthumus (1880—196(?):'van
gloeiend marxist tot entrepreneur’, in: J.C.H. Blom (ed.), Een brandpunt van geleerdheid in de

hoofdstad: de Universiteit van Amsterdam rond 1 900 in 15 portretten (Hilversum/Amsterdam,

1992), pp. 287-312. On the genesis of the International Institute for Social History, see:

M. Hunink, De papieren van de revolutie: het Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis,

1935-1947 (Amsterdam, 1986). ] . .
%7J. C. Boogman, Vaderlandse geschiedenis (na de middeleeuwen) in hedendaags perspectief: enige

kanttekeningen en beschouwingen (Groningen, 1959).

%Blaas, ‘Nederlandse geschiedschrijving na 1945’ More specifically for the rise of economic

history, see W. J. Wieringa, ‘De ontplooiing van economische en sociale geschiedenis in

Nederland’, in H. Baudet and H. van der Meulen (eds), Kernproblemen der economische
geschiedenis (Groningen, 1978), pp. 349-55.

%Most notably in R. Aerts, H. de Liagre Boh
gebaren: een politieke geschiedenis van Nederland, 17 80-1990

1, P. de Rooy and H. te Velde, Land van kleine
(Nijmegen, 1999).
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has been impeded by the attachment of historians to social and economical con-
cepts such as ‘interest’ and ‘class’.

The litmus test of the nation: language and ethnicity

The one competing concept, however, that seriously threatened Belgian national
history writing, while strengthening its Dutch and Luxembourgian counter-
parts, was that of ethnicity, taken as a concept referring to origin in a (more or
less) biological sense. Since in the nineteenth century the importance of lan-
guage as a marker of ethnicity became more important than ever, and ethnic-
ity itself came to be seen as a criterion for defining a nation, writing a national
history of a bilingual country such as Belgium became a highly problematic
affair.#* This was all the more true since the Belgian elites, deeply influenced
by French centralism, clearly opted for unilingually French systems of justice,
politics and higher education. The language of the Flemish, who constituted
half of the Belgian population, was thus pushed back into the private sphere.
Throughout the nineteenth century, several attempts were made by Belgian his-
torians to deny that Belgian bilingualism was based on an ethnic dichotomy. For
most of the nineteenth-century historians, such as Henri Moke, who wrote his
Histoire de Belgique in the 1850s, it was evident that the ancestors of the Belgians
were predominantly of Germanic stock. This genealogy fitted above all in the
liberal narrative of a secular Belgian struggle for freedom, since the Germanic
tribes had been, since the humanists, associated with the spirit of liberty.

By the 1860s, however, this assertion became ever more difficult to sustain.
On the basis of his research into physical anthropology, the Brussels historian
Léon Vanderkindere concluded that the Dutch-speaking Flemings descended,
largely speaking, from Germanic tribes, whereas the French-speaking Walloons
were of Celtic origin.*! Although the progressive and francophone Vanderkin-
dere was sympathetic to the aspirations of the Flemish movement, his scientific
results were certainly not driven by the desire to create a schism within Belgium.
If anything, Vanderkindere was a fierce Belgian nationalist for whom ethnic
diversity was a trademark which made Belgium different from France, the country
that was considered a threat by many Belgians during this period.
hesis with regard to Belgian ethnic origins would later be cor-

roborated not only by other physical anthropologists, such as Emile Houzé, but

“See, for most of this paragraph, M. Beyen, ‘Natural-born Nations? National Historio-
graphy in Belgium and the Netherlands between a “Tribal” and a Social-cultural Paradigm’,
Storia della Storiografia, 38 (2000), 17-22.

#See K. Wils, ‘Tussen metafysica en antropometrie: het rasbegrip bij Léon Vanderkindere’,
in M. Beyen and G. Vanpaemel (eds), Rasechte wetenschap? Het rasbegrip tussen wetenschap en
politiek voor de Tweede Wereldoorlog (Leuven/Apeldoorn, 1998), pp. 81-99.
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also by the Liége historian Godefroid Kurth, who tried to explain this ethnic dif-
ference historically. According to him, at the time of the Germanic migrations, a
large forest (the so-called Charbon Forest) would have been situated at more or
less the precise site of the actual linguistic border. This forest would have pre-
vented the Germanic tribes from migrating en masse further south.

For Kurth'’s pupil Henri Pirenne the bi-ethnicity of Belgium was not some-
thing to be proved, but a simple fact. The whole challenge of his Histoire de
Belgique was to prove that Belgium, in spite of this ethnic duality, was an his-
torical nation. The evidence that he put forward to underpin his thesis was at
one and the same time economic and cultural: as the central marketplace of
north-western Europe, Belgium had since the Middle Ages become the cross-
roads of Latin and Germanic cultural influences and, therefore, the crossroads
of Europe. This interpretation of national history was so successful that it
definitively put an end to the nineteenth-century belief in the ethnic unity of
Belgium - a belief that in the patriotic heyday of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries had led to the belief in the existence of a distinct ‘Belgian
soul’.#2 Only a fanatically patriotic historian such as Charles Terlinden would,
until the Second World War, defend the thesis of the ethnic (Germanic) unity
of Belgium. Ironically, he did so in an attempt to prevent the German occCu-
piers from trying to divide the country on the basis of ethnic porders.*?

The tragedy of Pirenne’s national history was that, while trying to strengthen
Belgian patriotism, it furthered the cause of the then radicalising Flemish, and
to a lesser degree also that of Walloon nationalism. On the one hand, it cor-
roborated the view that Belgium was ethnically divided (a view for which the
Flemish nationalists had found evidence in the works of other Belgian patriots
such as Vanderkindere and Kurth); on the other, it became, in the eyes of the

Flamingants, an icon for the finalistic (and therefore anachronistic) view of

national history cherished by the Belgian patriots. When the Flamingants, from
started constructing a

the second decade of the twentieth century onwards,

Flemish national history on their own terms, this project was motivated in the
first place as an attack on Pirenne.* For this, they found further ammunition
in the Greater Dutch view of history (that is, the view which assumed a national
affinity between all Dutch-speaking regions in the past) which found its main

42J., Stengers, ‘Avant Pirenne: les preuves de Vancienneté de la nation belge’, Bulletin de la
elgique, 6th ser., vol. 7 (1996),

Classe des Lettres et des Sciences Morales et Politiques de B
551-72.

“Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden, pp. 125-6. ‘ , .
“In general on this construction of a Flemish vision of history, see L. Vos, ‘Reconstructions

of the Past in Belgium and Flanders’, in B. Coppieters and M. Huysseune (eds), Secession,
History and the Social Sciences (Brussels, 2002), pp. 179-206.
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academic advocate during the interwar years in the flamboyant Utrecht historian
Pieter Geyl.*

The construction of a Flemish national history was further aided by the fact
that in the patriotic version of Belgian history - and notably in the works of
Pirenne - the history of the County of Flanders and the Duchy of Brabant (the
two principalities containing the core of modern Flanders) received the lion’s
share of attention. Many of the events and historical figures central to the
patriotic version of history - such as the battle of the Golden Spurs and the
popular leader Jacob of Artevelde - were easily fitted into the new Flemish
national master narrative. Even the global theme of the succession of foreign
domination (see above) was seamlessly recuperated by the Flemish national-
ists. The only alteration they had to make was to add one more oppressor to
the series: the Belgian state 46

Academic historians in Flanders reacted rather ambivalently to this. On the
one hand, the most pProminent among them were either pupils (such as Van

were more interested

Dutchifying of Flemish universitie

that, while Tecognising the ethnic diversity of Belgium, stressed its cultural

The answer to the dilemma was a multi-layered national loyalty: these
historians participated, as indicated earlier, in different projects of national

—_—
“°On this Greater Dutch vision of history,
Nederlandse historiografen: aanleiding tot e
F. Daeleman and F.G, Scheelings (eds), ‘15

see P. B. M. Blaas, ‘De visie van de Groot-
en nieuwe historiografie?’, in J. Craeybeckx,

85: Op gescheiden wegen ...": handelingen van
het colloquium over de scheiding der Nederlanden, &ehouden op 22-23 november 1985, te

Brussel (Leuven, 1988), pp. 197-218; L. Wils, ‘De zogenaamde Groot-Nederlandse ges-

chiedschrijving’, Viaanderen, Belgie, Groot-Nederland: historische opstellen, gebundeld en
aangeboden aan de schrijver bij het bereik,

€n van zijn emeritaat qan de K. U. Leuven (Leuven,
1994), pp. 384-482.

*See, for this whole process, J. Tollebeek, ‘De

en de Vlaamse strijd’, in A. Morellj (ed.), De grote mythen uit de geschiedenis van Belgié,
Vlaanderen en Wallonié (Berchem, 1996), PP. 191-202; S, Rottiers, Jacob van Artevelde,
de Belgische Willem Tell?’, in Morelli, De grote mythen, pp. 77-93; M. Beyen, Held voor
alle werk: de vele gedaanten van Tijl Uilenspiegel (Antwerpen/Baam, 1998).
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history (without initiating these projects themselves), even if the projects were
intended to promote contesting national loyalties. They also participated
in Flemish nationalist as well as the Greater Dutch and the Belgian patriot
historiography.*’ The ‘Burgundian’ view on Belgian history, the basis of the
Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, was in essence an attempt to combine
these different angles within one flexible view of national history. By stressing
that the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century process of state-building contained
the germs of a nation encompassing the whole of the Low Countries, these
historians (among whom Van der Essen was the driving force) did not muti-
late but extend the Belgian patriot interpretation. But in many respects, Pirenne
had already done this himself.*® :

After the Second World War, Flemish historians would, to some degree,
continue to hold this undecided position in the field of national historio-
graphy. Belgian history for them remained the natural object of their researches,
but they very rarely engaged in synthetic views of national history as such.
Equally few, however, were their attempts to undermine the Belgian perspec-
tive by presenting an alternative, Flemish vision of history. The fact that no
course on Belgian or Flemish history was part of the history curricula of the
Flemish universities undoubtedly contributed to this retreat from the domain
of national history. After 1946 courses 01l Belgian history were replaced in
both Leuven and Ghent by courses on the history of the Low Countries.*’ The
‘Burgundian’ view of history had become the ‘official’ way of writing national
history in Flanders. The popularity of this was due less to the fact that it satisfied
the needs of the newly created Benelux (which could hardly be named a new
nation) than to its safe character: it allowed Flemish historians not to choose
between a Belgian patriotic and a Flamingant interpretation of their national
history. If the Belgian patriotic interpretation had become obsolete, the Flamin-
gant one had rather become suspect since the collaboration of large parts of
the Flemish movement during the second World War. Significantly, the first
large-scale postwar ‘history of Flanders’ was writter in 1972 by Robert Van

Roosbroeck, a historian who had been a prominent member (and probably co-

founder) of the Flemish SS, and who therefore lived in exile in the Netherlands.
The continuity between this three-volume Geschiedenis van Viaanderen and the

five-volume work of the same title published in the 1930s under the supervision

“’See on this, M. Beyen, ‘“Een werk waarop jeder Vlaming fier kan zijn?” Het boek 100
Groote Vlamingen als praalfagade van het Vlaams-nationale geschiedenisbouwwerk’, in
J. Tollebeek, G. Verbeeck and T. Verschaffel (eds), De lectuur van het verleden: opstellen
over de geschiedenis aangeboden aan Reginald de Schryver (Leuven, 1998), pp. 411-40; Beyen,
Oorlog en Verleden, pp. 395-404.
49J . Tollebeek, ‘Geyl en Van der Essen’, Ex officina, 3 (1986) 139-51.

Tollebeek, ‘Uitgedaagd door historische gebondenheid’.
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of the same Van Roosbroeck, was striking. This time, however, for obvious reasons
there was no collaboration with prominent Flemish academic historians.

This lack of engagement with truly national historiography did not,
however, prevented most of these Flemish academic historians from actively
participating in Flamingant cultural organisations and collaborating in
Flamingant historical initiatives, such as the Encyclopedie van de Viaamse
Beweging ( 1974-75). Overt statements against the Flamingant historiography
were, until recently, made only by the Leuven historian Lode Wils, most
notably in his Van Clovis tot Happart, a general overview of nation-building in

Since the francophone Belgians, generally speaking, maintained a stronger
loyalty to the Belgian state than did their Dutc -Speaking compatriots, Pirenne’s

colleagues. Even if some of them did collaborate on the project, many found it
curious that the short time-span during which the ‘17 Provinces’ had shown any
unity was presented as the defining moment of national history.5! The doubts of

_—
ON. Beyens, ‘Van nieuwe Belgen en vaderlandsioze beeldenstormers’, in Nieuwste Tijd:
Kwartaalschrift voor eigentijdse geschiedenis, 1 (2002), 71-86.

SUllustrative of this attitude was Jean Stengers, ‘A Propos de deux ouvrages de I’histoire
néerlandaise: le “Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse stam” de M. Geyl et 1'“Algemene
Geschiedenis der Nederlanden”, Reyye Belge de Philologie et de Phistoire, 28 (1950), 309-21.
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Flemish historians have always lingered with regard to the ‘national inspiration’
of the Belgian Revolution but seem to have been nearly absent from the works
of their francophone counterparts. In particular, the Brussels historian Jean
Stengers has repeatedly tried to prove this in an extremely erudite and magis-
terial manner.>?

It is probably no coincidence that this same historian has been one of the first
Belgian academics to tackle seriously the painful question of Belgium’s colonial
past. In his publications Stengers has always tried, by a painstakingly meticulous
use of historical critique, to reject both the patriotic triumphalism about Bel-
gium’s colonial history and the debunking discourse in which Leopold II's
involvement with Congo appears as a genocide.> Stengers’ position has been
defended by another francophone historian, Jean Vellut (of the University of
Louvain-la-Neuve), who has become the leading expert in the field.** In Flanders,
colonialism until recently has been neatly exclusively left to historians operating
in the margins of the academic field.* If their position has been much more at
the side of the debunkers, this probably once again reveals the weaker loyalty of
Flemish historians to the Belgian state.

Within the francophone community, however, a Wallingant movement began
to take shape in the last decades of the nineteenth century. If this movement
only gained political momentum in its reaction to the claims of the Flemish
movement, it nevertheless had its roots in a pre-existing Walloon regionalism.
Before the First World War the large majority of the Walloon movement had
already abandoned its hope for a unilingually francophone Belgium and opted

for a federal solution, in which both linguistic communities would gain a high

degree of autonomy (without therefore abandoning the ambition to retain a
llonia as exclusively francophone).

bilingual Flanders, while maintaining Wa .
Although the anti-Belgian sentiments within it always remained marginal,
Wallingant historians nevertheless strove for a correction of the allegedly

‘De Belgische Revolutie’, in Anne Morelli (ed.), De grote

mythen van Belgié, Vlaanderen en Wallonié (Brussel, 1996), pp- 127-35;J- Stengers, Histoire du

sentiment national en Belgique des origines a 1918, 2 vols (Brussels, 2000-2). For a critique orf
atiegevoel in Belgié: enkele kanttekeningen bij

Stengers, see Els Witte, ‘Op zoek naar het n - €
Les Racines de la Belgique van jean Stengers’, Wetenschappelijke tijdingen (2001), 176-87, and

Beyen, ‘Een onafwendbaar toeval’.
S3A compilation of Stengers’s contributions on colo
Congo: mythes et réalités. 100 ans d’histoire (Gembloux, 1989).

$4This has become particularly visible in his curatorship of the exhibition ‘Het geheugen
van Congo: de koloniale tijd’, which has been highly criticised (especially by Flemish
critics) for being too sympathetic to Leopold. SeeJ. Vellut (ed.), Het geheugen van Congo:
de koloniale tijd (Tervuren, 2005).

$SMost notably by D. Vangroenweghe, Rood rubber:

2See, for example, J. Stengers,

nial history can be found in J. Stengers,

Leopold ITen zijn Congo (Brussel, 1985).
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‘unitarian’ view of history as constructed by Pirenne.*¢ The character of this cor-
rection, however, was thoroughly different from the one attempted by their
Flamingant colleagues. The latter tried, from the early decades of the twentieth
century onwards, to perceive through the whole of the history of the Low
Countries the traces of 3 Flemish nation (or at least a Flemish folk) — one that was
older and therefore more authentic than the Belgian nation. Wallingant histori-

—_—_—
5 s s s
“See the rather partisan and anti-Pirennijst article by p, Carlier, ‘Pirenne, historien de la

Wallonie?’, il:l F. Bierlfiire and J-L. Kupper (eds), Henri Pirenpe: de la cité de Liege a la ville
de Gand, Cf’h’e’sl de Clio, no. 86 (1986, 65-78; also see H. Hasquin, Historiographie et pol-
itique: essai sur Ihistoire de Belgigue et de Wallonie, 2nd edn (Charleroi, 1982).

S"Most elaborately in the work of the Pirenpe admirer F, Rousseau, La Meuse et le pays

i published syllabus, 1939; in a somewhat
altered form, this text also appeared as La Wallopie devant I'histoire (Brussels, 1939).
5See, on these evolutions, C, Kesteloot, ‘Ecrire V'histoire du Mouvement Wallon: une

démarche historique et citoyenne?’, Bijdragen tot e Eigentijdse Geschiedenis, nos. 13-14
(2004), 1744,
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ments of this quest was the Encyclopédie du mouvement Wallon, an obviously par-
tisan undertaking which nevertheless managed to attract the collaboration of
many important francophone historians. The difference from the aforemen-
tioned Nieuwe Encyclopedie van de Vlaamse Beweging, which appeared more ot less
at the same time, is striking. Whereas academic historians in Flanders seem to be
mainly involved in the intellectual deconstruction of the Flemish nation
(without denying its political existence), Walloon historians gladly participate in
the construction of a Walloon nation.

Dutch national historiography, for its part, was largely unconcerned by the
challenge of ethnicity. The main marker of ethnicity - language - appeared to be
fairly unproblematic in the Dutch case. Certainly, some of the dialects spoken in
the peripheral regions of the Netherlands differed from the standard language,
which was mainly modelled on the Holland and Brabant idiom. Of these
dialects, only Frisian managed to be recognised as a genuine language (and was
officially accepted as such in the twentieth century). Together with the memory
of a grand Frisian history, this Frisian tongu¢ served as the basis for a separate
Frisian identity, whose ethnic core had been underpinned since the early nine-

teenth century by archaeological and folkloric research.5° However, the Frisian

movement which tried to promote this identity never seriously threatened the
dically anti-Dutch

construction of the Dutch national identity. Apart from the ra
and fascist tendencies that became manifest there during the interwar period,
it largely remained a regionalist movement which tried to conserve a Frisian

specificity within the Dutch nation.6! Even the search for a Frisian national past

was mainly framed within the overall Dutch master narrative.52 Probably, there
t, unlike its Flemish counterpart,

are two main reasons why the Frisian movemen
did not evolve into full-blown nationalism. On the one hand, there was the
fact that Frisian-speakers never formed a majority or an economically crucial

element within the Dutch population. Equally important, however, seems to

have been the fact that the linguistic difference between Frisian and standard
d the Flemish dialects. Not

Dutch was much less than that between French an
only did this imply a mutual intelligibility between Dutch-speakers and Frisian-
speakers (and, most often, the bilingualism of the latter), it also meant that the

$9See, among others, A. van der Woud, De Bataafse hut: verschuivingen in het beeld van de

geschiedenis, 1750-1850 (Amsterdam, 1990).

§See G. Jensma, ‘The Frisian situation: ethnolin,
unpublished paper presented at the workshop ‘Ethnolinguistic nationalism in Scandin-
avia and the Low Countries’, Groningen, 19-20 May 2005. On the Frisian movement in
the interwar period, see G. R. Zondergeld, De Friese beweging in het tijdvak der twee werel-

?Zoorlogen (Leeuwarden, 1978).
S_ee, for example, L. Brouwer, De archeologie va
Friesche Volksamanak (Groningen, 1998).

guistic nationalism in the Netherlands’,
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language border could hardly be turned into an ethnijc borde.r. Whereas th(ii iaﬂlz
between Germanic and Romance languages was, unti] well into thfa twen o
century, generally considered to mark the difference between nearly II.ICOmm i
surable ‘nationa] characters’, the differences between the Germanic tongu
betrayed only sji ht variants of the same ethnic stock. o

ThZ insiglft tlfat ethnicity never was a hotly debated topic within Dtltllffllcl
identity-building has led many commentators to the conclusion that no Ei i
view on history, and therefore no ethnic nationalism, existed in the Netherlands.

the lucky Symbiosis of three Germanic
the Frisians forming the ethni

S aresponse to Roodenburg, ‘A Self-effacing Nagloe?.:
Religion, Ethnicity and the Nation-state i the Nineteenth. and Twentieth-century Ne

lands’, in R. Bendix ang H. Roodenburg (eds), Managing Ethnicity: Perspectives from Folklore
Studies, History and Anthropology (Amsterdaxm 2000), Pp. 143-54,
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During its heyday, however, the theme of the Franks, the Frisians and the Saxons
- unmistakably an ethnic explanation of the national past — had played an
important role in consolidating Dutch national identity at a time in which it was
imperilled by pillarisation and modernisation.* And even if the motif of the
Franks, the Frisians and the Saxons was more Of less marginalised after the
Second World War, it still remains the case that no real alternative has been for-
mulated. In other words, if in the Dutch master narrative an important role is
played by tolerance and openness, there is little room for ethnic diversity.5*

In Luxembourg the concept of ethnicity was always more riddled with ambi-
guities than in Belgium: although the population by and large spoke German
dialects, it was dominated by Dutch monarchs and by French-speaking elites.
The quest for an ‘ethnic’ reading of the Luxembourgian past seems to have been
more successful. Therefore, ethnicity and language at first seemed resistant to
producing ‘sense’ in the Luxembourgian context.

When the subject of ethnicity became relevant in the nation-building dis-
course of the second half of the nineteenth century, Luxembourgian histor-
ians were immediately confronted with a problem: had they tried to trace the
ethnic origins of the Luxembourgers back to the local Celtic tribe of the Treveri,
they would have created too close a connection to the neighbouring German
city of Trier. Given the latter’s frequent conflict with Luxembourg since medieval
times and furthermore the hints at a possible ‘pan-German ancestry’ for the
Luxembourgers, the idea was not unproblematic. In addition Germany became

more and more a synonym for ‘the Other’ in the nineteenth century, and as a

result the Treveri were no longer a real option. At the beginning of the twentieth
d by a mixture of different

century the idea that Luxembourg was characterise

ethnicities emerged, thus giving birth to a new and better ‘historic race’. In 1911

the very influential intellectual Nicolas Ries wrote: ‘Owing to numerous and
three races and three reli-

close relations between Gauls, Romans and Germans,
gions, hostile to each other, clashed and merged on our soil, “in confinio babar-
orum”, and gave birth to the Luxembourgian people.”* This idea of an ethnic

$4See extensively on this topic: M. Beyen, ‘A Tribal Trinity: The Rise and Fall of the Franks,
the Frisians and the Saxons in the Historical Consciousness of the Netherlands since 1850’,
European History Quarterly, 30 (2000), 493-532; other references t0 the theme can be found
in A. de Jong, De dirigenten van de herinnering: musealisering en nationalisering van de volkscul-

tuur, 1815-1940 (Nijmegen, 2001).
¢See M. Beyen, ‘The Netherlands: An Fthnic Nation in spite of Itself, in P. Broomans et al.,
Small Nations. Inventories and Reflec-

My Beloved Mothertongue. Ethnocultural Nationalism in
?s?ns (Louvain, forthcoming).

Par suite des relations nombreuses et intimes en
races et trois religions hostiles s'étaient heurtées et
barbarorum” et avaient donné naissance au peuple
psychologie du peuple luxembourgeois (Diekirch, 1911),

tre Gaulois, Romains et Germains, trois
fusionnées sur notre sol, “in confinio
tuxembourgeois’: N. Ries, Essai d’'une
p-19 and p. 35.
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their male colleagues.” The latter not only wrote her doctoral dissertation on one
of the canonical moments of the secular Belgian struggle for freedom, the Brabant
revolution of 1789,7! but she also made efforts to construct the history of the
‘thirty years’ war’ between 1914 and 1945 into one more episode of this struggle.”

In the Netherlands more conscious efforts have been made to construct a ‘fem-
inist’ approach to history (efforts which resulted in the creation, by the 1930s, of
the International Archive for Women’s History, as a spin-off from Posthumus’s
International Institute for Social History).”® Even if they also implied an ongoing
interest in the history of Duich feminism, these attempts seem not to have con-
siderably changed the way of writing national historiography. Johanna Naber,
for example, one of the most prominent feminist historians, remained well
within the boundaries of the Orangeist and liberal master narrative that dom-
inated national historiography in the first half of the twentieth century.”® This
symbiosis between Orangeist and feminist views was probably made easier by the
fact that throughout the twentieth century the Netherlands was ruled by queens
rather than kings. It is not surprising that it was Queen Wilhelmina, who consid-
ered herself to be more male than the members of her War Cabinet, who was
the first of the Dutch monarchs of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to be
honoured with a full-scale, two-volume biography.”

Since the 1960s feminist historiography in the Netherlands has become more
radical, and therefore it has left this Orangeist position. Its attacks on the male
domination of the Dutch historical master narrative have at times been very out-
spoken.”® Nonetheless, it is doubtful whether the national master narrative on

acter of the Histoire de Belgique of the

790n the traditional and surprisingly ‘male’ char
an Ally of Feminism?’, Revue Belge de

feminist Gatti de Gamond, see K. Wils, ‘Science,
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(Brussels, 1930).
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Documentation contemporaine (Brussels 1944). On her vain attempts to create this museum,
:se also Beyen, Oorlog en Verleden, pp- 251-4-
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;ie historicus (Amsterdam, 1998), Pp- 15-22.

“See M. Grever, Strijd tegen de stilte: Johanna
§eschiedenis (Hilversum, 1994).

.SSee C. Fasseur, Wilhelmina: de jonge koningin (Amsterdam, 1998), and Wilhelmina: kri-
jgshaftig in een vormeloze jas (Amsterdam, 2001); see on this topic also M. Grever, 'Van
Landsvader tot moeder des vaderlands: Oranje, Gender en Nederland’, Groniek: Onafhan-
feliik Gronings Historisch Studentenblad, 36 (2002), 131-50.

Most notably so during a workshop in 2002 dedicated by feminist historians to the
series ‘Nederlandse beschaving in Europese context’. See M. Bosch, ‘De Ijkpunten geijkt
... Evaluatie van het NWO-onderzoeksprogramma «Nederlandse cultuur in Europese
context” uit het perspectief van vrouwengeschiedenis en genderstudies’, Tijdschrift voor

Sociale Geschiedenis, 29 (2003), 1-20.

le Vonckisme ef la Révolution Brabangonne

De ziel van de fabriek: over de arbeid van

Naber (1859-1941 ) en de vrouwenstem in de
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he rediscovery’ of the mogt famoys feminist of this first-wave feminism,
S, can be seen in th; Tespect. See the Tecent biography on her: M. Bosch, Een
/ 854-1929 (Amsterdam, 2005).
Vaderlang Voor vrouwen, 4 Fatherland for Women:
enarbeid’ ip Tetrospect (Amsterdam, 1998).

I » A Lorang, and g Wagner (eds), ‘Wenn nun
wir Frauen aych dgg Wort ergreifen ...’ 1 880-195¢. Frauen in Luxemburg (Luxembourg, 1997).

8G. Trausch (ed.), Histoire gy, Luxembourg: Ie destin européen d’yn etit pays’ (Toulouse, 2002).
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of the national history without any hints that the writings of Benedict Anderson,
Eric Hobsbawm or Pierre Nora had any influence. The importance granted to the
Middle Ages, the very brief chapter dedicated to the early modern period, the
‘Furopean destiny’ of the country are typical elements of a master narrative
which has been relatively stable since the end of the Second World War.

In the Netherlands the prestigious five-volume series ‘Nederlandse cultuur
in Europese context’ (the so-called IJkpunten-reeks) can be seen as a glorious
return (though in a modernised guise) to a narrowly defined national history:
that is to say, a national history starting with the birth of the republic at the end
of the sixteenth century and, in spite of the title, largely denying the European
context of Dutch history. Dutch historians, as we mentioned at the start, had
never been very enthusiastic about the broadening of the perspective which had
resulted in, among other things, the Algemene Geschiedenis der Nederlanden, and
the recent deconstruction of nationalism ironically offered them the opportunity
to return to a more narrow interpretation of the national past. Since it was point-
less, as deconstructivists showed, to look for nations before the nation-states
came into being, why would Dutch historians feel the need to look for national
origins before the end of the fifteenth century?8!

In Belgium a similar evolution of natural history writing can be observed:
the last two decades have witnessed the return of the ‘History of Belgium' as a
(mostly non-academic) genre, a genre in which the origins of Belgium are
situated in 1830, or, at the earliest, during the second half of the eighteenth
century.®2 Unlike in the Netherlands, however, these new Belgian histories are
deeply imbued with the postmodern, jronical stance that deconstructs the
history of Belgium even while writing it. This stance was inherited from some
essays dedicated in the 1980s to Belgian identity. In the most famous of these,
Het Belgisch Labyrinth (1989), the journalist and poet Geert Van Istendael
explicitly associates Belgian identity with the construction of the European
Union. Because of its biculturalism, and therefore its resistance to ethnic
nationalism, Belgian identity should, according to Van Istendael, be a model
for European identity-building. He thus comes remarkably close to the
Pirennist thesis of Belgium as a European microcosm. At the same time, it is
made clear that Brussels’ central position in the process of Furopean integra-
tion does not endanger Belgian national identity and national history writing.

Nederlands wonderjaren: beschouwingen

8iSee M. Beyen's review article on this series:
» Ons Erfdeel: Algemeen-Nederlands

bij de reeks “Nederlandse cultuur in Europese contex

Tweemaandelijks Cultureel tijdschrift, 45 (2002), 522-35. . ‘ '
82For an academic variant of this tendency, see the multi-volume Nieuwe Geschiedenis

van Belgium/Nouvelle Histoire de Belgique, an undertaking for which prominent Flemish
and francophone historians took the initiative. It started to appear in 2005 and should
be finished in 2007.
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On the contrary, this central position can be interpreted as the fulfilment of a
mission that in the Patriotic discourse haqg always been assigned to Belgium.
Nonetheless, the Tevival of Belgjan National history through this ironic and
Pro-European position might be very llusory. In Een geschiedenis van Belgié
Marc Reynebeay Combines this Postmodern deconstruction with a Marxist
approach (which he has inheritedq from the Ghent school) in order to come to
an inexorable démasqué of the Belgian state as a product of the nineteenth-
century bourgeoisie. 8 Tpe return to nationaj historiography in Belgium thus

» on the contrary, stood in the middle of these
the First Worlg War would make painfully clear.
rds, and contributed to a deep
before a genuine national con-
. ‘The Other’, therefore, became a multi-

Nl nation (and jts Capacity to write its own
history) from within, Only the future knoys Whether it will be the ‘Other from

i ) inany case, be a fine example of Belgian
irony.

83V, Reynebeau, Een Seschiedenis van Belgis (Tielt, 2004),
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