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 If human capital encompasses all skills that actually do or may eventually represent an asset 

for a company or organisation, however valuable or indispensable such an asset should turn out to be, 

then language skills cannot but be included in human capital. Whether they refer to a language-based 

know-how or knowledge  (e.g. oratory skills, communication skills,  jargon) or to the very linguistic 

competence in a language used in the interactions relevant to the performance of a productive task 

(e.g. understanding of instructions) or those implied by the work environment (e.g. socialisation at 

the workplace), language skills are often a self-evident prerequisite, when they needn’t be specified 

in a job profile, and are also sometimes stated explicitly as a requirement in the recruitment or 

promotion process. 

 Any further language skills, especially those in an additional language irrelevant to task 

performance or sociability, are usually not included in human capital, though they may matter 

positively (e.g. glossing in nonstandard or in a different language) or impact negatively (e.g. 

misunderstandings stemming from unbalanced or flawed bilingualism). Unless they become branded 

or even assessed as a potential marketable asset, such further language skills are only elemental to 

linguistic personalia which are per se labour-irrelevant. Rebranding and re-assessment are more 

likely to occur as regulations change (e.g. co-officialization of a language; mandatory dual language 

labelling) or as a specific corporate strategy is conducted (e.g. territorial marketing ; inclusiveness 

and diversity campaign). 

 Rather than a confirmation of the purported intrinsic values of a language or of the merits of 

its features, the status shift from linguistic personalia to human capital asset is a valuation that is first 

and foremost policy-dependent in the sense that it results from a greater law compliance, from a gain 

in labour market relevance for the language, or from the enforcement of both public policies and 

corporate policies. Public policies, when applied to language planning, automatically lead to an 

increase in labour market relevance of the target language, as it must then be regarded as part of 

corporate constraints or specifications. But conversely, corporate policies, when related to specific 

marketing strategies or glottopolitical stances, can give rise to public policies, as they facilitate the 

agenda-setting endeavours of language campaigners. 

 My paper aims at evidencing the particular interconnectedness between law compliance issues 

and labour market relevance when it comes to minority languages. It will mostly dwell on the case of 

West Flemish in Northern France (aka vlamsch). I will discuss the supposed enhanced employability 

of people who are acquainted with or being taught West Flemish, as this complementary argument of 

vlamsch champions has lately attracted much criticism from Dutch supporters who have striven for 

decades to label Dutch as a major capital asset on the labour market. I will also show that, in their 

attempt to rebrand vlamsch a language – be it a mere regional or minority language, vlamsch 

champions had no other option than to find an economic utility beyond social usefulness and cultural 

interest, believing that economics outweighs and leverages politics. 
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linguistic personalia

objectives of this study
case study: West Flemish in France
Methodology

language skills
especially in a language different from the workplace language
irrelevant to task performance 
irrelevant to sociability in a context of task performance
not included in human capital
have potentially an impact on work

positive impact (e.g. glossing in nonstandard or in a different
language) 
negative impact (e.g. misunderstandings stemming from
unbalanced or flawed bilingualism).

A tentative definition
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objectives of this study

1
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3

show regional languages (whichsoever) can be included in human capital

the inclusion of a RL mostly depends on policies

the inclusion, be it effective/actual or assumptive/fictional, is an
irresistible phenomenon
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case study: West Flemish in France

West Flemish in France
scientific definition 
location (maps next slides)
glottonymic issue
some figures

available literature
academic traditions & controversies

confusion confusion between the so-called “historical” Dutch-speaking area and the presumed
active Dutch language skills of the inhabitants of this area
confusion

incidental / accidental (e.g. lack od documentation)
intentional / deceptive (biased interpretation of available data)

“new” academic tradition in France : CNU73; Rare Discipline; regional language in curriculum 



Dr Ch.-P. GHILLEABERT / REAL2024 / June 3rd

15d



16

Scientific literature
prints & posts from
private
organisations
internal documents

prime access to internal documents
prime access to private documents with a very limited
circulation
prime access to strategy planning genuine documents

lack of scientific credit (criticisms from academics) :
suspicion of instrumentalisation of academic status for
private interests
suspicion of tampering with data, biasing analyses and
frauding findings because of proximity with activists
classical criticisms about monographies

lack of reliability (criticisms from activists & their partners /
opponents)

accusation of spying on activities
accusation of insufficient commitment 

INTRODUCTIONMethodology
Observant participationDocuments

 😊 
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1 generic approach

Language
skills

informal education (raised in a L)
formal education (schooling)education

training
professional training (formal / informal)
non-prof. training (hobbies; vicinity;..)
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1 generic approach

production process
task performance
task-irrelevant actions
required for task

competition process
corp. communication
marketing strategy

Language
skills

Human capital

ling. personalia

labour
relavance

implicit
requirement

Why inclusion in HC ?

explicit
requirement



I. LINGUISTIC PERSONALIA v. HC 10
1 generic approach

implicit preclusion
explicit exclusion
flawed communication

self-restraint
cognitive hiatus

flawed interrogation
ignorance
indifference

Language
skills

Human capital

ling. personalia

labour
irrelevance

Why exclusion from HC ?



I. LINGUISTIC PERSONALIA v. HC 14
2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

linguistic situation:
monolingual area
possible diglossia

expectations
not being able to speak Flemish = ‘impediment” comparable to
muteness
not being able to understand Flemish = ‘impediment” comparable to
deafness

stage #1: SELF-EVIDENCE “needless to say”
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2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

linguistic situation
global “punitive” diglossia: signum / shame / auto-odi
epilinguistic model among common people: Wvl is not a language
(merely a dialect)
epilinguistic model among educated people:

Wvl = degraded version of “classical Flemish”
Wvl = archaic version of modern Dutch

stigmata (hide you can speak WVl)
residual (near-)monolingual areas

fertile ground for ultra-marginal irredentism ?

stage #2:  DUAL EVIDENCE “I heard that !”
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2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

expectations
educated people in ‘literacy’ context

expectations = read / write = speak in French
non-educated people or educated people in non-literacy contextual

sectorial expectations = farming / fishing / hospitality industry ? / cross-
border trade & transport (even for smuggling !!!)
contextualisation : informal; conversational = non-professional

3 exceptions:
clergy: not a requirement but identified as a HC asset (cf. The clergy files in the
archives with mention “Flamand”

learned: instrumentalisation
teachers: sometimes: was a plus (at least to find fault with students and
punish them; very seldom to indulge in oral glossing)

stage #2:  DUAL EVIDENCE “I heard that”
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2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

linguistic situation
prevailing monolingual area
minority or residual bilingual area
possible recurrent or accidental exposure to foreign languages

expectations
marginal asset potential
high potential for social disqualification

stage #3:   “don’t ask, don’t tell”
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2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

linguistic situation
global monolingual area
exceptional bilingual area
wider enduring exposure to foreign languages

expectations
no expectations : accidental potential asset
social response : amazement

stage #4:   “you don’t say !”
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2 diachronic approach: 4 stages

historical stages occurring in different times in accordance with sectors
and areas
no stage #5

personalia < requirement or near-requirement
requirement : job offers in Corsica
near-requirement:
job offer by ANVT
“plus” during job interview for OPFO position

remarks
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2

New focus on employability

Plain / latent employability

18

3

4

Employability argument FOR Wvl

Employability argument AGAINST Wvl
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1 New focus on employability

19a

diachronic approach
presence in the arguments ever since the onset of new language activism

gained momentum throughout the years
no mention in the 2008 discussions prior to reform of the French Constitution
compare 2011 flyer with 2024 flyers (next slides 19b+c)
2012: mention of Wvl training for tourist office workers 
2012 ANVT Letter to President  François Hollande : mention job opportunity (slide 19d)
2013 present in communicatio about platform “Ja om ‘t vlamsch” but NOT in the plaform (slide 19e)
2015: ranks #33-34 in charter “Ja om’t vlamsch” (/40 items) (slide 19f)

causes
Dominance of the economic
rurbanisation
cultural demographic changes (less and less exposure to Wvl in immediate surroundings / vicinity)
upranking of the employment-related issues
... > slide 20
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19b

diachronic approach
presence in the arguments ever since the onset of new language activism

gained momentum throughout the years
no mention in the 2008 discussions prior to reform of the French Constitution
compare 2011 flyer with 2024 flyers (next slides)

2024 flyer
 for 
primary schools
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1 New focus on employability

19c

diachronic approach
presence in the arguments ever since the onset of new language activism

gained momentum throughout the years
no mention in the 2008 discussions prior to reform of the French Constitution
compare 2011 flyer with 2024 flyers (next slides)

2024 flyer
 for 
secondary
schools
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2012 Letter to
 President Hollande
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1 New focus on employability

19e

Comm about 
Platform
“ja om ‘t vlamsch”
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1 New focus on employability

19f

charter
“Ja om ‘t vlamsch”
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1 New focus on employability

20a

causes: institutional expectations
mid2010s :

State level: 2013: report from the consultative committee for the promotion of regional languages
and domestic language diversity (slide 20b): “Moreover the teaching of border-area languages
(Basque, Catalan, West Flemish, regional languages of Alsace and the Moselle area) must include
economic purpose so as to facilitate the employability of students in the employment pools of the
neighbouring countries” p. 61

Regional Council: increasingly major partner of language activists
cf. L4433 Code of Local Authorities: “It has competence to promote the economic, social, health,
cultural and scientific development of the region, support for access to housing and housing
improvement, support for urban policy and urban renewal and support for education policies and
the development of its territory, as well as to ensure the preservation of its identity and the
promotion of regional languages, while respecting the integrity, autonomy and attributions of the
départements and communes. ”

2020s: Choice of rectrice Cabuil > further Wvl in vocational schools
...
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II. INCLUSION of WVl in HC
2 Plain / Latent employability

21a

demand for it
mainly self-sustained movement
marginal

content of the demand
professional “West Flemish”

territorial marketing :
market for ‘genuine’ products

tourism
direction / road / … signs
practical
touring

Domestic employability
demand for it

claims from ANVT (expls)
evidence from abroad

VDAB: Wvl cursus PIC-L2
hints from abroad

Ypres PIC-L5
a few training offers (cf. Accent training offers): PIC-3a;
PIC-L3b; PIC-L4

factors of the demand
depending on the demand for workforce (mainly
content of the demand
mostly conversational West flemish

Foreign employability
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II. INCLUSION of WVl in HC
3 Employability argument FOR WVl

22

Demand for Wvl classes from private companies 
claims from ANVT
mentions in scientific literature

the late 1990s and early 2000s, several companies based in Flanders (assumably in West-Flanders) made
formal requests or representations to the VDBA (Job centres) and also to the University of Ghent to have
West Flemish classes for their workers in order to ease communication on the workplace (Ryckeboer
2002: 315)1
cf. Puren early 200s
late 2010s: Testimony of a manager in a Yper-based company attending Wfl classes at the CCFI forum
Dec. 6th 2018 > need to know Wvl other Belgian company representatives confirmed this minutes of
meeting of ANVT executive committee 2018-11-17
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4 Employability argument AGAINST WVl

23a

Evolution in the expression of the epilinguistic model in Belgium
until mid-2010s:

basic assumptions / statements: 
West Flemish (in France) = Dutch1.
West- Flemish (in France) = Dutch dialect2.
West Flemish (in France) = a dialect of Dutch3.
West Flemish (in France) = dead / extinct language4.
West Flemish (in France) = vocal local Dutch5.

assumptions relying on academic tradition
in line with nationalism
cf. Ryckeboer and his quasi-monopoly
Cumps (+ doyens langues germaniques) 

other sources of epilinguistic model
nationalism
empowerment of Flanders (federalisation of Belgium)
academic tradition
political/economic market opportunities (linguistic facilitation)
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4 Employability argument AGAINST WVl

23b

Evolution in the expression of the epilinguistic model in Belgium
since mid-2010s:

basic assumptions / statements: 
West Flemish as promoted by ANVT ≠ West Flemish1.
West Flemish (in France) ≠ West Flemish2.
West Flemeish (in France / from ANVT) ≠ useful3.
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4 Employability argument AGAINST WVl

23c

employability argument for Dutch learning
lack of reliable data

e.g. Vaassen’s communication at a symposium organised in 2014 by nationalists in France: “How we
are preparing students from Northern France for the Flemish job market” : mentioned statistics & yet
failed to give any sources when requested in 2017
results from a structural deficience of research into Wvl and / or Wvl in France

gaps in available literature: today’s research = mainly / solely on (socio)linguistics (Taeldeman;
Ghyselen; Farasyn)

results in inability to fuel arguments for employability of Wvl and to question the supposed
employability of Dutch in the Belgian context of today’s demand

lack of sectorial analysis: what sectors in Belgian 
contradiction

provided institutionally (VDAB; EGTC)
provided by academics
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III. POLICY DEPENDENCE
1 political context

25a
national level

momentum from other organisations for regional languages
FLAREP(°1987)
PourQueViventNosLangues (°2019) < euroMP Alfonsi & MP Molac

“collateral events” > give momentum or forestalling effect
e.g. revision of the French Constitution (°2008)

action of ad hoc institutional bodies
Comité Consultatif pour la promotion des langues régionales
Conseil Supérieur des Langues Régionales

local level
stances of local elected officials for / against
own strategic vision for their territory
own opinion
embeddedment in political context (communauté de communes)
bandwagonning(cf. Keure) > ANVT capitalises on this phenomenon
party solidarity (yet Allossery PS v. Vergriete PS; Delebarre PS v. Delobel PS)
internal cohesion of affinity groups (e.g. freemason logdge LGDF v. GOF)

at home
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1 political context

25b

1 particular case: Xavier Bertrand (President of Region Hauts de France) ?
 competitive advantage in a long PS-dominated region ?
own fancy / conviction
positioning against extreme right FN>RN (= far-right party locally for Dutch and against
Wvl)

at home
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1 political context

25c

Ambiguous opinion 
denial of value of West Flemish
official opposition to Wvl initiatives of VDAB (cf. next slide)
Irrelevance of the language issue on the jobmarket / workplace ?

unambiguous opinion
paradiplomacy against Wvl classes in France

abroad
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III. POLICY DEPENDENCE
2 regulatory framework

26a
Constitution:

(2008) 75-1: Regional languages are part of France’s heritage.
(1992) 2.1: The language of the Republic shall be French

Different laws, but focus on 1 the Molac Law 2020
bill tabled by Breton MP Paul Molac (2019-12-30); enacted on May 21st 2023 (after 2
articles were censored by the Constitutional Council)
Law on the protection and promotion of regional languages as heritage
effects on the “Code of Heritage”

Linguistic heritage is added into the Code, regional languages becoming another type of intangible heritage
The central State and local governments must contribute to the teaching, diffusion and valorisation of
regional languages
goods with a major stake for the knowledge of regional languages are granted the status of “National
Treasure”

effects on the “Code of Education”
municipalities without bilingual schools are bound to financially contribute to private schools with a
bilingual teaching programme within their territory
Regional languages must be taught as a curricular optional subject in all schools – including nursery schools,
primary education and secondary education schools) 
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2 regulatory framework

26b

circulars
Wvl = curricular subject

training is possible
another approach of education is embraced : education must provide skills not so
much for social life but for the economic
might be a slight change with a new focus on secularness
the language, be it a regional language, must be useful (not so much for the
personla devlopment of students or for their culture, but to have a job)

training is required
necessity to train teachers
necessity to find people to train teachers
...

new boost for the OPFO project
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CONCLUSION

27

importance of epilinguistic approach
possibility of language revitalisation without
nationalism ?
still a long way to walk
conversational v. professional Wvl

how about market-free culture and fun ?
my own little contribution to the inclusion process
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