1 Introduction

Much of the debate surrounding the appropriateness of meas-
ures to protect or promote human diversity (usually embodied in
attributes like language, religion, ethnicity or culture — with a signif-
icant degree of overlap between them) revolves around the question
of the costs of such measures. These costs are, in fact, remarkably lit-
tle-known, a fact which does not stop many commentators from mak-
ing quite self-assured claims in this regard, generally to the effect that
maintaining diversity is a costly indulgence.

Perceptions of the costs of diversity maintenance may have
farreaching implications, including some that are put before us at
this year’s Francqui Prize Conference: if these costs are high, they fur-
ther lessen the political legitimacy of a diversity which is already sus-
pected of reducing people’s willingness to finance economic
solidarity.

It is therefore useful to reflect on the question of costs, both in
conceptual and in empirical terms. As will be shown in this paper,
available evidence indicates that the costs of diversity maintenance
are lower than is commonly believed. This does not amount to an
argument that the protection or promotion of cultural diversity is an
appropriate goal for public policy; however, it significantly reinforces
the credibility of such an argument, while pointing to some of the
weaknesses of the opposite claim.

This paper is divided in three parts.

In the first part, I try to disentangle different aspects of the
problem at hand: what kind of “economic solidarity” are we talking
about, and how does it actually relate to diversity? I try to show that
the issue is not one of diversity directly jeopardizing economic
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2.

In what follows, I shall some-
times use the adjective “ethnic”
as a shorthand to denote group
features such as language, reli-
gion, various elements of cul-
tural heritage, etc.; the
underlying definition of ethnic-
ity is that proposed by Fishman
(1977). Because ethnicity is so
multi-faceted, it is risky to make
pronouncements about its
effects in general. In fact, many
of the social and political issues
associated with the “diverse”
character of society emerge
through one specific form of
diversity — most frequently
language. Most of the examples
used in this paper therefore
concern linguistic diversity.
When I move from the general
plane of ethnicity to the more
specific plane of language, this
is explicitly mentioned in the
text.
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solidarity, but one of possibly superimposed cleavages, and that this
problem is itself different from the matter of the costs of diversity.

In the second patrt, | turn to the empirical identification and
measurement of the costs of diversity maintenance. On the basis of
several different studies where the costs of policy measures have
been estimated, if only roughly, I show that these costs are generally
low.

In the third part of the paper, I move from allocative to distrib-
utive issues, assessing the claim that the inequalities entailed by refus-
ing to maintain cultural diversity can be significant. The paper’s
provisional conclusion, pending closer examination with more
extensive data, is that that the transfers required to sustain ethnic, lin-
guistic and cultural diversity are, as a general rule, justified.

Being primarily intended as a basis for discussion, this paper
is deliberately kept short. [ therefore do not propose a review of the
relevant literature, which is mainly to be found in language econom-
ics. Readers interested in the field, however, will find overviews in
Vaillancourt (1985) or Grin (1999b, 2003). References covering more
specific aspects of my argument are provided along the way.

2 © Parsing the problem:
solidarity between whom?

The three questions put to us for the 2003 Francqui Prize Con-
ference start out by formulating the presumption that ethnic, linguis-
tic or cultural heterogeneity may lessen the prospects for economic
solidarity. This assumption is general enough to raise a whole range
of very topical issues, and to point in the direction of different inter-
pretations of the ways in which differences between groups may jeop-
ardize economic solidarity. In fact, much hinges on the definition of
the groups between which such solidarity may manifest itself.

In a first interpretation, such groups are defined by socio-eco-
nomic status. The latter can, in turn, be measured through standard
indicators such as household income, the level of education
achieved, etc. Accordingly, “economic solidarity” would refer to
transfers towards people in lower income brackets, the unemployed,
etc.

However, there is no logical reason why economic solidarity
within society, as a general policy orientation, would be intrinsically
antagonistic with an ethnically diverse makeup of society.? Consider
a country with two groups, called A and B. It may be, of course, that
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the rich in community A are less willing to support, through tax-
financed subsidies, various benefits for the poor from community B
(and vice-versa) than they would be to support such benefits for the
poor in their own community. But in this case, the issue is not one of
economic solidarity as such, that is, of welfare transfers from the rich
to the poor, because the rich from community A are not a priori
opposed to supporting the poor from their own community (if they
were, we would have a very traditional “bourgeoisie v. working class”
conflict of interest). The issue is related to ethnic division more than
to some unwillingness by the rich to manifest economic solidarity
towards the poor. But then again, ethnic diversity as such is not the
issue either, because in the hypothetical case considered here, what
the rich from community A resent about the poor from community B
is not their ethnicity, but the fact that financial transfers are going
from A to B. It is only to the extent that both cleavages coincide (that
is, that the rich come mainly from community A, and the poor mainly
from community B), that one can appropriately describe the problem
as one where heterogeneity jeopardizes economic solidarity.

It may well be that the above interpretation does match the
concerns that have guided the choice of a theme for this year’s Franc-
qui Prize Conference, because it does resonate with Belgian reality.
The internal pattern in Belgium over recent decades is one in which
large tracts of public opinion in the more prosperous Flanders have
expressed reluctance to finance transfers flowing mainly in the direc-
tion of Wallonia, whose economy has never quite recovered from the
decline of the mining industry (Deprez, 2001). This creates a situation
where an ethnic and a macroeconomic divide coincide. In this situa-
tion, however, it would be logically incorrect to blame ethnic diver-
sity for jeopardizing solidarity; rather, it is the superimposition of the
ethnic and macroeconomic divide that would be to blame. My rea-
son for insisting on this distinction is that diversity as such appears to
be all too often blamed for generating all sorts of societal difficulties,
when in fact diversity on its own is not the problem. Difficulties arise
out of a combination of features of which linguistic diversity is only
one.

We could of course examine this question at closer range,
and I would then suggest bringing into the discussion the case of Swit-
zerland, where it is precisely the non-coincidence of cleavages (often
referred to as “cross-cutting cleavages”) that seems to explain, in
large part, the success of the Swiss model (Schoch, n.d), along with
the fact that Switzerland may be the only continental European coun-
try that has not, at some point in the 20t century, been confronted
with “state failure” (Liebich, 2002). It is also important to dispel the
erroneous notion that Switzerland harbours different “nationalities”;
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in fact, the language groups represented in Switzerland do not per-
ceive themselves as nations, nor is there such a thing, in Switzerland,
as a “titular nation” defining a standard from which minorities differ
(Grin, 2002). A potential threat to the Swiss model resides precisely in
the risk that a certain degree of coincidence between some linguistic
and economic divides may be emerging (Grin, 1999a).

However, this is not the question I wish to address here.
Rather, I would like to turn to another possible interpretation of the
conference theme. Indeed, the “theme formulation” for this year’s
Francqui Prize Conference mentions, as a component of the problem
at hand, the “efficiency costs of linguistic diversity”. This points in the
direction of quite another interpretation of the type of economic sol-
idarity at issue here, and of the definition of groups between which
this diversity should operate. In this case, the analysis requires defin-
ing group membership primarily on the basis of ethnic affiliation
(possibly reflected through an indicator like a person’s mother
tongue), and economic solidarity is expressed not through classical
welfare system transfers, but through the willingness of the members
of a group (say, group A) to support the policy measures that are nec-
essary for the maintenance of the language and culture of group B.
We are therefore no longer talking about economic solidarity in the
standard sense. The distributive issues that arise from this non-stand-
ard approach, however, are no less relevant (Van Parijs, 2001), and |
shall return to them in the closing section of this paper.

Let us therefore address the question of costs — more pre-
cisely, the policy costs of protecting and maintaining linguistic diver-
sity. For shorthand, I shall often refer here to the “costs of language
policy”.

3 ¢ Identifying and assessing costs

In any discussion about the costs of language policy, it is
apposite to quote Jonathan Pool, who once wrote that language is an
area in which people “seem to hold extraordinarily stubborn beliefs”
(Pool, 1991b: 7). One such belief is that language policies are expen-
sive, even ruinously so. It is striking, however, that such pronounce-
ments are often made without any empirical backing. To some
extent, this may be explained by the lack of data; there are, in fact,
remarkably few studies about language policy costs. When such stud-
ies exist, however, they show that the costs are much lower than is
commonly assumed. Before moving on to some examples, let us clar-
ify two conceptual points. First, cost must not be confused with
expenditure. Expenditure is a direct monetary outlay associated with
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the input in a policy; cost attaches to the oufput, and it has to be eval-
uated by tallying up various items of expenditure, though generally
not the entirety of any given item, since each of them typically serves
to produce more than one output. This goes to show that short of a
certain effort in data gathering and processing, it is very difficult to
venture any judgement about the level of language policy costs. Sec-
ond, it is important to identify the “counterfactual” properly. By
“counterfactual”, I do not mean the adjective denoting something
that is “contrary to fact”; in line with many authors in public policy, I
use it as a noun to denote “that with which what one evaluates is
being compared”. More simply, the counterfactual of a particular pol-
icy is “what would have happened if the policy had not been adopted
and implemented”. These simple facts, which are standard items in
policy analysis textbooks, have major implications. Consider the case
of moving from a unilingual to a bilingual education system, as the
Basque. Autonomous Community did after the fall of fascism in
Spain. It is now possible for children to enrol in three types of models:
A (Spanish-medium, with Basque as a school subject), B (bilingual,
with some courses taught through the medium of Basque, others
through the medium of Spanish; the share of each language can vary
between schools) and D (Basque-medium, with Spanish as a school
subject).? It would be incorrect to compute the cost of Basque-
medium education as the total expenditure on the D stream, plus part
of the expenditure (say, half) on the B stream, plus a fraction (say,
one tenth, if Basque as a subject makes up one tenth of the curricu-
lum) of the expenditure on the A stream. This would be a gross over-
estimation, because children would have to be schooled anyway,
irrespective of the languages used in the education system. There-
fore, only those items of expenditure that arise over and above what
would have to be spent anyway must be factored into the estimation
of cost. Calculations reveal that the cost increase entailed by the bilin-
gualisation of the Basque education system is in the region of 4.75%;
interestingly, calculations carried out independently regarding the
development of Maya medium education in Guatemala indicate that
the added cost, to the education system, also lies around 4% to 5%
(see references in Table 1). It is very difficult to offer a general per-
spective on language policy costs, because of the heterogeneity of sit-
uations and policies applied to those situations. Nevertheless, it may
be useful to list existing results in a table for quick reference

(Table 1).

Our brief overview of the costs entailed by maintaining diver-
M . . 3. “ ” . _
sity through measures protecting or promoting smaller languages sug- The former “X model” (Spanish
ests that the costs involved are not massive. This basic result medium, without exposure to
8 . . K N K Basque even as a school sub-
reinforces the likelihood that if such costs must indeed be borne in ject) has been progressively

order to ensure the diversity of our linguistic and cultural environ- phased out.
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ment, this may be money well spent, just like devoting resources to
environmental quality is widely recognised as a sensible choice. At
this time, however, we still do not have a general treatment of the
costs of diversity maintenance: this is very much a work in progress,
in which a theoretical perspective rooted in policy evaluation and
empirical work on various specific cases is progressively coalescing
into a structured perspective (Grin, 2003b).

This raises two sets of questions. The first one is located on the
allocative plane, that is, it has to do with the allocation of scarce
resources, and harks back to issues of efficiency. One way of charac-
terizing the problem is to define it as one of deciding, balancing costs
and benefits, how much diversity is best for society. The epistemolog-
ical and ideological implications of this approach (including the
array of caveats that necessarily accompany it) have been discussed
elsewhere and will not be taken up again here. Suffice it to say that
the policy questions are very similar to those that arise in the context
of environmental policy evaluation. In particular, significant effort
must be devoted to the identification and measurement of non-mar-
ket effects (both costs and benefits), with the attendant conceptual
and technical difficulties.

The sober calculation of benefits and costs (to the extent that
data allow for such a calculation to be operationalized) cannot be
expected to serve as the sole basis for policy decisions. First, from a
technical standpoint, its usefulness remains limited when diametri-
cally opposed policies are contemplated; however, it is high for the
assessment of (and choice between) policy options with similar
objectives. In fact, it can be said to be a necessary ingredient for well-
informed democratic debate. In any case, a recent review of the inter-
action between language politics and language policy in transition
countries (Kymlicka and Grin, 2003) indicates that other considera-
tions (which may be given the helpfully vague label of “political™)
play a much more important role in the selection of actual policies:
in short, policy measures that are conducive to the maintenance of
ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity will be adopted and imple-
mented when the political powers that be decide that these measures
are justified in political rather than policy terms. Justification, in turn,
rests on notions of legitimacy and “rights”, themselves rooted in an
ideologically shaped reading of history. Such measures will be
rejected when their potential first-line beneficiaries (that is, usually,
minorities) are deemed to have insufficient claims to the recognition
of their language and culture.

In the last part of this paper, therefore, I turn to the second set
of questions, away from matters of resource allocation and to resource
distribution — that is, to questions that are explicitly related to the nor-
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mative questions of legitimacy and rights. More specifically, I ask
whether the refusal to cover the costs of diversity have serious distribu-
tional consequences and can give rise to situations that are contrary to
equity. The implication, of course, is that if they do, then it is appropri-
ate to implement (and finance) diversity-maintenance policies.

4 - Diversity and justice?

One avenue for exploring the connections between diversity
and justice is to address them in terms of rights. However, much of the
literature structured around rights-based approaches (whether for-
mally legal, or hailing from the “linguistic human rights” movement),
takes the legitimacy of certain rights as a foregone conclusion, thus
placing several crucial issues outside of the discussion.

Addressing such issues is an enterprise pursued in normative
political theory, which has given rise to a rich body of scholarship
about cultural diversity (see e.g. Wieviorka & Ohana, 2001). How-
ever, for the purposes of this paper, it is sufficient to establish the legit-
imacy of many rights linked to the maintenance of cultural diversity
by using an argument developed, among others, by Stephen May
(2001): majorities have no greater a priori legitimacy than minorities
in matters of language and culture. Being born Welsh-speaking in Car-
diff or Maaori-speaking in Auckland, Corsican-speaking in Corte or
Kurdish-speaking in Diyarbakir (instead of English, French or Turkish-
speaking respectively) is not some kind of shortcoming for which one
should have to atone through a lifetime of denial of one’s identity and
heritage. It follows that the very notion of “special rights”, with wich
many commentators describe minority rights, is logically awkward,

and probably even flawed. There is nothing “special” about a provi-

sion that aims to place all citizens on an equal footing. An assumption I am making at

this point is that the notion of

Let us note, at this juncture, that it is not enough to define jus- justice is shared by the various
tice in terms of equal or equitable access to a certain opportunity set groups in society (that is,

di I f h . b b Rawls’s “overlapping consen-

(or, more rectly, o ac.cess tpt gsame opportumty s.et) y members sus” does exist). This consen-
of different groups. This point is best explained with reference to sus extends to the dimensions
language and to the position of bilinguals in society. It is often true in terms of which justice is
that ceteris paribus (especially in the absence of discrimination on assessed —rights and liberties,

. ) o .. . opportunities and powers,
the basis of one’s first language), bilinguals have more opportunities income and wealth, and a social

than unilinguals. This may be the case even when bilinguals are basis for self-respect (Rawls,
native speakers of a minority language (say, X) who have had to 1971). Nevertheless, I agree that
acquire the majority language (Y). Some may be tempted to interpret such agreement is not a fore-
such a situation as a downright advantage accruing to bilinguals, gzgiecn(’ctcll:zlf?s:ﬁsét:gfmg
which would therefore exempt the state from any particular obliga- closer scrutiny (Van Parijs,
tion towards the minority language — that is, it would exempt the 1991).
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state from taking steps to protect or promote the minority language as
an element of cultural diversity.

However, this “advantage” is usually dearly bought though
various forms of financial and symbolic cost; the dominance of a lan-
guage can in fact impose considerable costs on speakers of other lan-
guages, which, on balance, may more than offset the wider range of
opportunities available to them. Whether we are talking, on balance,
of a welfare deficit or of an opportunity deficit makes little difference
from an economic (welfare theory) standpoint, although the situa-
tions are different in practice.

The issue must not necessarily be seen in terms of majorities
and minorities. First, such issues may arise (as in Belgium) in contexts
where the groups concerned are not of markedly different size. Sec-
ond, what is usually labelled as a “minority problem” may be just as
much a “majority problem”: the fact that a situation is “problematic”
is logically as much the result of the imposition of majority norms as
that of the protection of minorities; let us observe in passing that this
confronts us once more, from a different angle, to the notion that it is
logically dubious to blame “diversity” as nothing but an encum-
brance inflicted on majorities by pesky minorities. Third, such ine-
qualities can arise from other situations of linguistic and cultural
dominance, for example when a particular language is elevated to
the status of regional or global lingua franca.

Let us therefore take a closer look at the inequalities that may
result from the imposition of a dominant or majority language on oth-
ers. The list of sources of inequality, as well as the order of magnitude
of such inequalities, depends on the type and context of language
dominance considered. Keeping to a high level of generality, five
main types of effects can be distinguished (mentioned here without
any particular ranking in mind):

e the “privileged market effect”: native speakers of the domi-
nant language enjoy a quasi-monopoly over the markets for
translation and interpretation info the dominant language, the
market for second language instruction above a certain level,
and the market for language editing—all of which are tasks in
which native-level skills are typically required;

e the “communication savings effect”: native speakers of the
dominant language are spared the effort to translate messages
directed to them by speakers of other languages, since the lat-
ter will have made the effort to utter them in the dominant lan-
guage in the first place; reciprocally, native speakers of the
dominant language do not need to translate their messages
into other languages;
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e the “language learning savings effect”: native speakers of the
dominant language do not need to invest time and effort into
learning other languages; this amounts to a considerable sav-
ings. Despite massive spending in countries that do teach for-
eign languages, foreign language education represents a
total, over one’s per-university school-years, of about 1,500 to
2,000 hours of instruction and exposure (including home-
work); the results achieved are accordingly modest, since an
estimated minimum of 12,000 hours of instruction and expo-
sure would be needed, on average, to reach native-like
(though still not perfect) fluency in a foreign language such
as English (Piron, 1994);

o the “alternative human capital investment effect”: the money
not invested in foreign language acquisition can be diverted
to other forms of human capital investment and give native
speakers of the dominant language an edge in other areas;

e the “legitimacy and rhetorical effect”: native speakers of the
dominant language will generally have an edge in negotia-
tions or arguments with non-native speakers, because these
always take place in their language.

At this time, these various effects have not been evaluated in
terms of cost. Only rough estimates and extrapolations are available;
however, they suggest that the effects concerned are significant. For
the purposes of this paper, I shall confine myself to just one example
concerning the “language learning savings effect”, and instead of
considering this effect in the context of a bi- or multilingual country
in which the language of a “titular nation” enjoys a dominant position
(possibly by virtue of being the only official language in the country),
[shall consider the case of English as a lingua franca. A similar reason-
ing would apply, mutatis mutandis, to any kind of linguistic domi-
nance.

Extrapolating from estimates made in the Swiss case (where
the education system offers at least two foreign languages, for a
period generally ranging, depending on the educational stream con-
sidered, from five to nine years), one can safely assume the average
cost of the investment into teaching just one foreign language (as
opposed to none or more than one) to represent between 5% and
10% of total education spending per capita (Grin and Sfreddo, 1997);
let us adopt 7.5% as a sensible mid-range value, further assuming that
the average number of years of foreign language study, across educa-
tion streams, is equal to 7. Using on-line data from the OECD and from
the US Department of Education, we can venture a very rough estima-
tion of the savings made by the USA by confining themselves to a
comparatively limited foreign language teaching effort at primary
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5.

By 2002, 41 States had no
explicit mention of foreign lan-
guage requirements for gradua-
tion from high school, whether
in general or for a so-called
standard diploma (see http://
www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/39/
22/3922.htm).

Data from the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES),
in 1998 indicate that the
weighted average number of
years of foreign language study
in the USA is 1.63, representing
about 24% of our benchmark of
7 years. About 20% of high
school graduates had had no
foreign language at all, a little
over 50% had taken “low aca-
demic coursework”, while the
remaining 30% had completed
“advanced” foreign language
coursework, meaning 3 or

4 years of study; see http://
nces.ed.gov/.
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(elementary) and secondary (intermediate and high) school levels.?
Pending more detailed examination of the matter, these savings turn
out to be considerable; they can be estimated at approximately USD
422 per student and per year (7,500 $/year x 0.075 x 0.75, rounded up
to the nearest dollar, where the latter correction takes account of the
fact that some foreign language teaching, largely optional and typi-
cally for a lower number of years, does take place nonetheless®).
Given an enrolment of approximately 38m pupils in elementary and
secondary schools, the savings to the US education system is a hefty
$ 16bn a year. These savings are made possible by the very fact that
people in the rest of the world are willing to devote time, money and
effort to learning another language — in this case, English.

This example should be enough to suggest that we cannot
simply dismiss, without closer examination, the notion that the dom-
inance of a particular language does imply considerable transfers in
the direction of its native speakers. By implication, the refusal to
endorse and maintain linguistic diversity is likely to give rise to signif-
icant inequalities which it is difficult to justify from a liberal stand-
point.

The observation made earlier to the effect that we still do not
have a general allocative theory of diversity management also applies
to the distributive side of the matter. We can only surmise that the
actual transfers become even larger when the four other effects listed
above are taken into account. At the same time, the practical cases of
dominance are extremely heterogeneous, which means that the pre-
cise nature of the effects in question, as well as the relative impor-
tance and order of magnitude of the transfers to which they give rise,
can be accordingly different. Nevertheless, the information at hand
suggests that the inequalities entailed by begrudging support for lin-
guistic and cultural diversity involve significant and inequitable trans-
fers. In the absence of a system of compensations, these transfers are
contrary to equity. Furthermore, the notion (hinted at in the “rough
formulation of the theme” for this year’s Francqui Prize Conference)
that excessive support for diversity might jeopardize economic soli-
darity (and should perhaps be toned down for this very reason) may,
in fact, worsen social inequalities, even if the groups between which
inequalities can be observed are not necessarily the same.

5 Conclusion

The foregoing discussion does not mean that diversity main-
tenance is not costly. It is in fact likely that more diversity entails both
benefits and costs, both of which are of the market and non-market
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kind. The issue becomes an empirical one of the increasing or
decreasing rate at which the benefits and costs of diversity increase;
pending further examination, it is reasonable to assume that, as in the
case of many other commodities, the benefits of diversity increase at
a decreasing rate, while its costs increase at an increasing rate, which
suggests that there is such a thing as optimal social diversity, and that
this optimum is a finite positive value (Grin, 2002b, 2003b). On this
view, ethnic, linguistic and cultural diversity would be treated very
much like environmental quality.

However, even if diversity maintenance were to be deemed a
costly indulgence, and if a reluctance to maintain diversity were, for
that particular reason, to emerge from a truly democratic and well-
informed debate, the distributive problem would remain because
diversity is a given, and being different (particularly if difference
results from a non-elective trait) is not only legitimate: it is also some-
thing that, very often, cannot be privatized, and therefore needs to be
accommodated in the public sphere. If so, we should turn our atten-
tion to another question, namely, that of the compensatory transfers
that would, in true liberal fashion, be required to offset the inequities
resulting from insufficient or inefficient support for the maintenance
of diversity. This problem has been addressed long ago by Carr
(1985), and more recently by Pool (1991) or Van Parijs (2001); yet it
remains one that deserves attention if we are to deal seriously with
the ethical implications of diversity management.
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