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Introduction

Belgium has somehow acquired the reputation
of being Europe’s most boring cou.ntry, a
reputation that is entirely undeserved. In fact, if
you are looking for the eccentric' and the surreal’,
Belgium is the place to find it.

Perhaps this bland image is a smokescreen, the
conventional exterior hiding a subversive sense of
humor, a surreal imagination, and a deep-rooted
disdain for authority. Or perhaps it is a camouflage’,
a way in which Belgium, still overrun — however
peacefully — by foreigners, can keep a few of its
secrets to itself.

The Belgians have been called stolid, pragmatic,
scll"—dcprc(‘atin\(_f, antiauthoritarian, subversive,
cautious, and tolerant. Supposedly they eat well,
drive badly, have a national inferiority complex’,
hate paying their taxes, and think rules are there
to be ignored. Some of these descriptions are fair,
and some are caricatures’, as we shall see. Belgians
are also generous, kind to strangers, unsnobbish,
sarcastically witty, given to practical jokes, and very
good at finding solutions to disagreements that will
satisfy; or at least mollify”, all sides.

It is often said that Belgium has no national

identity, only language-based regional or even local



identities. After centuries of being fought over,
this is hardly surprising. Throughout its history
up to independence in 1830 it had been ruled by
other European powers, its borders constantly
shifting and its fortunes intricately' entangled” with
those of France, Spain, Austria, the Netherlands,
and Germany. It is hard not to conclude that the
Belgians’ disregard for authority figures, rules, and
regulations has its roots in centuries of resistance
to foreign domination, or that their tendency
toward ironic self-deprecation reflects the image
of Belgium as being small and unimportant, but
nonetheless well worth fighting over. Even the
famous “Belgian compromise” can be understood
as a response to this constant involvement in other
people’s conflicts.

Culture Smart! Belgium aims to help you
navigate these swirling waters. It is for anyone —
businessperson, student, or tourist — who wants to

understand Belgian society and encounter it with

sensitivity and poise. We trace the land’s turbulent

history and try to see how the past has shaped the
collective and personal values of today’s Belgians.
We look at the Belgian people at work, at play, and
at home, and offer some tips to help you get along
with Belgian colleagues and acquaintances without

tears — on either side!
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Key Facts
Official Name Koninkrijk Belgié (Dutch), Royaume de Belgique (French)
Capital City Brussels Pop. 1.12 million
Common Anglicized forms of place
Main Cities ::::?&E:ﬁ:;o?he"t' Laywes, Droges, names and regions are used in this book;
< otherwise, the local form is used.
Area 11,787 sq. miles (30,528 sq. km)
Ciimate Temperate
Currency Euro (€) Belgian franc was replaced in 2002
S Population density 333 people/sq. km
Population 11 million (1999/2000)
58% Fleming “Other” includes E.U. nationals, Turkish,
Ethnic Makeup 31% Walloon Moroccan, and sub-Saharan African
11% other immigrants.
58% Dutch Dutch is official, but Flemish dialects are
National Languages | 32% French also spoken. Walloon and Bruxellois are
10% German still used.
Religion 75% Roman Catholic 25% Protestontor | wouuer» jnetydes Judaism and Islam.

other.




