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Language policy is an issue of considerable ethical, political, and legal
importance in jurisdictions around the world. In recent years in the United
States, “English-only” activists have waged a campaign to remove a number
of rights previously enjoyed by linguistic minorities and to declare English
the official language of the country. In the European Union and in many
developing countries, efforts to construct common institutions and a shared
identity have been severely complicated by linguistic diversity and demands
for recognition by numerous language groups. And in Quebec, Catalonia,
Belgium, the Baltic States, and elsewhere, local linguistic majorities have
sought to normalize the use of their languages in the public sphere, often to
the protests of other language groups.

Despite the ubiquity and salience of language disputes, surprisingly little
has been written about language policy from a normative point of view.1 It is
true, of course, that there has been a great surge of interest in multiculturalism
on the part of political philosophers in the past fifteen or so years and that
books and articles on this topic often refer to language examples.2 It is also
true that language disputes bring into play a number of concepts and values
that have been dealt with extensively in the multiculturalism literature,
including equality, recognition, freedom, identity, democracy, and cultural
preservation. But in language disputes, these concepts and values are
addressed in the context of a distinctive set of social facts that makes it prob-
lematic to fold language questions into multiculturalism too hastily. These
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include the fact that language is the medium in which most social interaction
takes place, the fact that most people can speak only one or several languages,
the fact that learning new languages is very difficult for most adults, and the
fact that translation is expensive, inconvenient, and always imperfect. Given
the distinctive constellation of ethical considerations and social facts that sur-
rounds language disputes, sustained normative reflection directed specifi-
cally at language policy should be able to generate some insights that are at
best implicit in the existing multiculturalism literature. This essay is a contri-
bution to such reflection.

Disputes over language policy raise a number of different normative ques-
tions. The most hotly contested of these typically concern the problems of
public recognition and individual linguistic autonomy. According to my ter-
minology, a language enjoys public recognition when it is possible to access
public services and/or conduct public business in that language. For example,
we can say that the Spanish language is recognized in some jurisdiction when
it is possible to receive services in Spanish from public schools, hospitals, or
government offices or when Spanish can be used in the courts, the legislature,
and so on. The problem of public recognition is the problem of which lan-
guages should be recognized and in which domains of public language use. In
a linguistically plural society, should every language spoken by some mini-
mum number of persons be publicly recognized, or just one or several? If it is
just one or several, then how should the public language(s) be selected?

An individual enjoys linguistic autonomy, I will say, to the extent that he is
free from state interference to select which language he will use in various
nonpublic domains and which of the publicly recognized languages he will
use in various public domains. The problem of linguistic autonomy concerns
whether it is ever permissible for the state to restrict an individual’s linguistic
autonomy in either of these contexts. Is it ever permissible for the state to
require individuals to access public services or transact public business in
their “own” language (or in some other language) in a context where a num-
ber of languages enjoy recognition? And is it ever legitimate for the state to
restrict an individual’s freedom to choose which language to use in various
nonpublic domains? Is it permissible, for instance, for the state to regulate the
language of the workplace or of commercial signs?

All of the real-world language disputes mentioned earlier raise one or both
of these kinds of problems. The U.S. “English-only” debate, for instance, has
been centrally concerned with the recognition of the Spanish language. To
what extent should particular states or the federal government offer various
public services (education, social services, etc.) or conduct various pieces of
public business (e.g., voting) in Spanish—as well as in English? In various
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European jurisdictions and in Quebec, a central point of contention has con-
cerned whether the language of the local majority should be made the princi-
pal language of public business and services or whether and to what extent
the languages of local linguistic minorities should enjoy recognition too. In
addition, in a number of these cases—most famously in Quebec—the gov-
ernment has imposed certain restrictions on individual linguistic autonomy.
In Quebec, laws restrict the use of English in certain language domains,
including education, public signs, and the workplace.3

Clearly, a full inquiry into the normative issues surrounding language pol-
icy would require tackling both the public recognition and linguistic auton-
omy problems. My focus in this essay, however, will be almost exclusively on
public recognition. As will become apparent, the issues surrounding this
problem are more than complex enough for a single essay. Moreover, it seems
likely that the ethical considerations underlying possible responses to the
public recognition problem will end up being central to reflection on linguis-
tic autonomy as well. If we can clarify the former problem as much as possi-
ble, then we should be in a much better position to address the latter.

The problem of language recognition starts to become theoretically inter-
esting as soon as a superficially attractive solution is discarded. According to
this solution, the appropriate response to linguistic pluralism is akin to what
many liberals think of as the best response to religious pluralism—namely,
disestablishment or public disengagement. Just as there ought to be no offi-
cial or state-sanctioned religion, the same is true for language: there ought to
be no official, publicly recognized language(s). This kind of response to the
public recognition problem offers a good example of why it can be confusing
to analyze language issues in the context of the broader debate about multi-
culturalism. Whereas the idea of disestablishment might have some merit in
certain corners of the multiculturalism debate, it clearly has none as a
response to the language recognition problem. Disengagement cannot be the
best response of public institutions to linguistic pluralism because disen-
gagement from language is impossible.4 Public services must be offered, and
public business transacted, in some language(s) or other. Even if a conscious
choice is made not to declare any particular language “official,” as has been
made in the United States, decisions still need to be made about the de facto
language(s) of public communication.

Once the implausible disestablishment solution is set aside, we are left
with the challenge of identifying more promising ways of thinking about the
recognition problem. I propose to take up this challenge by distinguishing
between, as well as laying out as clearly as possible, three different models
for thinking about language recognition issues. I call these the “official
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multilingualism,” “language rationalization,”5 and “language maintenance”
models. I show how each model is connected with a distinct and (under cer-
tain conditions at least) attractive idea of equality and how each has certain
affinities with themes in liberalism.

I will argue, further, that none of the three models obviously dominates the
others. By this I mean that none is obviously superior to the other two in all
the kinds of empirical circumstances in which language disputes have arisen
or are likely to arise. In some contexts, there is no deep conflict between the
three approaches. In many situations, however, the three models pull in dif-
ferent directions, and the normatively best policy will seek to balance the
competing considerations. This would be the best way of balancing the dif-
ferent aspects of equality that come into play with language recognition
issues and of being responsive to the different themes in liberal thought.

I start by setting out the official multilingualism model and exploring its
normative foundations. The language rationalization and language mainte-
nance models are then presented as possible challenges to this first model.
Throughout the discussion, the emphasis is on determining where the consid-
erations underlying the different models are in harmony and where there
are inevitable trade-offs. The order of presentation of the models is to some
degree arbitrary, and it should, in principle, be possible to arrive at the
same final destination no matter what order they are examined in. But it is
also true that starting out from the official multilingualism model reflects my
belief (to be motivated in the conclusion) that this model is the most ethically
appropriate default position and thus the one to opt for except where some
sufficiently strong challenge to it can be mounted.

One simplifying assumption will be made throughout the main body of
the essay. The language recognition problem arises because of linguistic
diversity within some particular jurisdiction. To keep the discussion as
focused as possible, I will assume that the linguistic diversity at issue is not
generated by (recent) immigration. The different language groups making
claims for recognition are, I shall imagine, on all fours with one another in the
degree to which they can claim to be indigenous. I make this assumption, not
as an approximation of empirical reality, but to sidestep the vexed question of
whether there is some basic moral distinction between recognition claims on
behalf of immigrant languages and those on behalf of the language(s) of the
host society. Although much work needs to be done on this question, there are
also questions about language recognition within the host society, and these
will be more easily examined in isolation from the issues surrounding immi-
grant languages.6 In the conclusion, I briefly explore the implications of
dropping the no-immigrant-language assumption for the main arguments of
the essay.
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OFFICIAL MULTILINGUALISM

A language is recognized in public life, I said earlier, when public services
are offered and public business can be conducted in that language. The offi-
cial multilingualism model maintains that each of the various languages
spoken in the community should be accorded the same recognition. Suppose,
for instance, that the jurisdiction to which the language recognition regime
applies contains three main language groups. Under official multilingual-
ism, the same kinds of public services that are made available in one of these
languages—schools, hospitals, social services, and so on—are also made
available in the other two. And it is possible to conduct public business—in
the legislature, in the courts, in dealing with public officials, and so on—in
any of the three languages.

It is this model, or something like it, that inspires the regimes of official
multilingualism found, for instance, in federal institutions in Canada, Bel-
gium, and Switzerland and in the institutions of the European Union. In
almost all of these cases, however, official multilingualism is a controversial
policy, and in many other jurisdictions in the world, where it might have been
introduced, it has been rejected. We will get a sense of some of the most
important objections to official multilingualism when we turn to the other
two models. For now, however, let us focus on setting out the positive case on
behalf of this first model. What ethical considerations underlie it?

My answer to this question will have two parts. The first part offers an
account of three different interests that are served by language recognition—
interests that L-speakers have in the public recognition of L. The second part
consists of the claim that official multilingualism is an appropriate way for
public institutions to balance the interests that people have in the recognition
of their respective languages. The argument here will be that official multi-
lingualism embodies an attractive idea of equality that is central to much con-
temporary liberal thought.

Let us begin, then, by examining some of the interests that are served when
one’s language is publicly recognized. It is useful to distinguish three such
interests: the interest in communication, in symbolic affirmation, and in iden-
tity promotion.

Communication. Different people have different language capabilities.
Some people speak two or more languages fluently and seem capable of
learning additional languages almost effortlessly. Others find it difficult to
achieve competence in a second language even when they make very great
efforts to do so. The first and most obvious good that is achieved through rec-
ognition of some language L is accommodation of the communication needs
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of L-speakers who lack fluency in any of the other languages that are used in
public settings. A person is better able to exercise his rights if he receives
communications from government officials or public utilities in a language
he can understand. He can more effectively use public transportation when
instructions and directions are posted in a language he can read. And so on. In
general, those who cannot, because of their linguistic capabilities, access
public services or participate meaningfully in the conduct of public business
will encounter more obstacles to achieving their ends and are vulnerable to
having their rights and interests overlooked.

Obviously, these considerations apply with particular force for people
having little or no facility in any of the publicly recognized languages, but in
certain contexts they are important even for people who have achieved a rea-
sonable degree of competence in a public language. In highly stressful con-
texts, such as hospitals or courts of law, or in contexts involving a particularly
technical vocabulary, such as filling out one’s tax return, even a quite fluently
bilingual person can find it easier to communicate in her own language. Rec-
ognition serves the individual’s interest in communication, then, in the
straightforward sense that it facilitates understanding and communication in
the public domain on the part of people who have limited fluency in other
public languages.

Symbolic affirmation. Being offered a service or having some piece of
public business conducted in one’s language is for many a sign of consider-
ation and respect.7 Enjoying the consideration and respect of others, in turn,
seems crucial to developing a full sense of one’s own worth and an undis-
torted sense of one’s agency and identity.8 No doubt this connection between
recognition and symbolic affirmation rests on contingent, culturally specific,
and potentially mutable facts about the ways in which people show respect
and consideration for one another. Nonetheless, the connection seems deeply
rooted in historical facts about subordination and hegemony. Throughout his-
tory, more powerful social groups have sought to impose their language on
the less powerful by requiring linguistic accommodation as a condition of
economic and political opportunities and advantages. Against this back-
ground, a refusal of recognition can become symbolically connected with a
sense of powerlessness and subordination. Some might argue that the world
would be a much better place if people could only lower the temperature of
language policy decisions by divesting them of some of their status-symbolic
connotations. But until and unless the social meanings attached to patterns of
linguistic recognition do shift in this way, it seems reasonable for recognition
claimants to appeal to the good of symbolic affirmation.9
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Identity promotion. For many people, particularly for those in linguistic
minorities, language is a central and defining feature of identity.10 People
identify with the (local) community of speakers of their language, recog-
nize one another as members of the same group on the basis of language, and
have a more or less settled desire that the group should survive and flourish
into the indefinite future.11 Individual members of the group have the same
kind of interest in group survival and flourishing that they have in the realiza-
tion of any other kind of goal to which they attach great importance. Public
recognition contributes to the goal of group survival and flourishing and
serves the interest in identity promotion in this sense. All else being equal,
people are more likely to make decisions that contribute to the maintenance
of the group—for example, the decision to raise or educate their children in
the language of the group—to the extent that there are meaningful public
activities taking place in that language. Of course, the language of public
institutions is only one aspect of a complex calculation, and other consider-
ations, such as language use in the economy and in civil society, may well be
of greater importance. But the use of the language in public institutions helps
to signal that the language is a going concern and that committing oneself or
one’s children to the group will not be futile or disadvantageous.

The three interests have different implications for the character of a regime
of official multilingualism. To the extent that such a regime is designed
merely to serve the interest in communication, it can be fairly weak and lim-
ited in character. In many contexts, communication for L-speakers can be
facilitated through translation (e.g., in courts of law) or by personal bilingual-
ism on the part of selected service providers (e.g., medical professionals, cus-
toms officials, etc.) and does not generally require separate L-speaking insti-
tutions. If official multilingualism is primarily grounded in the interest in
communication, moreover, then recognition claims by highly bilingual lin-
guistic minorities will be proportionately less compelling. Where most peo-
ple in the group have achieved a high degree of fluency in one of the public
languages, then the argument that recognition is needed to promote commu-
nication seems very weak. Even where there are people who lack fluency in a
public language, public recognition of their language need only be a tempo-
rary measure, so far as the good of communication is concerned. If communi-
cation is all that is at stake, there is no principled objection to the state imple-
menting a program of intensive language training so that within a generation
or so, public recognition of the minority language can be dropped.12

Once the interests in symbolic affirmation and identity promotion are
brought into focus, however, the case for stronger, more widely applicable,

Patten / POLITICAL THEORY AND LANGUAGE POLICY 697



and more permanent recognition claims becomes stronger. Offering L-
speakers health care in a mainly L-speaking environment, or making it possi-
ble for some key piece of public business such as a trial to proceed in L, shows
respect and consideration for L-speakers and allows L-speakers to enjoy the
same public promotion of their identity that speakers of other public lan-
guages take for granted. An appeal to the interests in symbolic affirmation
and identity promotion also suggests that even highly bilingual linguistic
minorities are eligible for recognition and that any such recognition is best
thought of as a permanent measure rather than a transitional one that expires
as soon as members of the minority group have mastered the majority
language.

Many people will balk, however, at appeals to the interests in symbolic
affirmation and identity promotion to defend official multilingualism. They
will ask, Is there really a general duty to design public institutions so that
nobody feels demeaned or insulted and all are receiving as much help as pos-
sible with the promotion of their identities? People claim to be insulted or
demeaned by all kinds of social arrangements, but this does not always imply
that those arrangements are objectionable. A Christian fundamentalist who
feels insulted and demeaned by the exclusion of Christian prayers from the
public schools does not have a stronger claim to recognition just in virtue of
this feeling. Likewise, different people define their identities in a huge variety
of different ways. For some, ethnic identity is central; for others, religious,
sexual, local, professional, or lifestyle identities are more dominant, and so
on. We presumably do not think that social and political arrangements ought
to be designed in such a way as to promote as much as possible all these dif-
ferent identities.

To address this objection, it is necessary to move on to the second part of
the case in favor of official multilingualism—the claim that such a regime is
the appropriate way to balance the interests that speakers of different lan-
guages have in the public recognition of their respective languages. As I
promised earlier, the defense of this claim involves showing how official
multilingualism embodies an attractive idea of equality that is central to
much contemporary liberal thought.

The link between equality and language recognition policy is far from
straightforward, however. Treating people as equals is widely thought to
require treating them equally along some privileged dimension (and thus dif-
ferently along other dimensions).13 But what dimension should be privileged
when it comes to language policy? I can think of three main kinds of answers
to this question.

According to the first, the dimension to be privileged should have nothing
to do with the interests that people have in language recognition. Rather, deci-
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sions about language policy should seek to leave people as equal as possible
with respect to some aspect or aspects of their social, economic, and political
lives. For example, such decisions should seek to leave people as equal as
possible with respect to their socioeconomic mobility, their opportunities for
democratic participation, and so on. On this view, the selection of a language
recognition regime is completely instrumental to the achievement of equality
along some non-language-related dimension.

A second possible answer is that the dimension to be privileged consists of
the actual satisfaction of the interests people have in language recognition.
Decisions about language policy should seek to leave people as equal as pos-
sible with respect to the satisfaction of their interests in communication, sym-
bolic affirmation, and identity promotion. Individuals are equal in this sense,
for instance, when each has roughly the same possibility of communicating
with other members of society, each is deriving roughly the same degree of
self-esteem and self-respect from the status and success of their language,
and the language-oriented identity of each enjoys roughly the same degree of
security and success.

As we shall see, these first two conceptions of equality underlie the lan-
guage rationalization and language maintenance models, respectively.
According to a third view, however, recognition itself is the dimension along
which people should be left equal. Decisions about language policy should
seek to leave people as equal as possible in the degree to which the languages
they speak are publicly recognized. Equality on this understanding (equality
of treatment) is a matter of achieving a certain distribution of institutional
space and capacity. Indeed, it is given expression to by a policy of official
multilingualism. As we saw earlier, official multilingualism is simply the
view that each language spoken in the community ought to enjoy the same
public recognition.

It might seem odd to start by arguing that recognition is important because
it serves particular interests but then to propose a conception of equality that
focuses on recognition itself rather than on the interests it serves. Why should
we try to equalize along a dimension that is only derivatively important rather
than along the dimension that is intrinsically important? It is roughly this
question that underlies the language maintenance challenge, and I shall post-
pone consideration of it until later. For the time being, let me just suggest that
the view now being proposed is less odd than it first appears. A person with a
$100 to distribute to four people he wants to respect as equals can sensibly
decide to give each $25 even though money is only important because of its
instrumental importance to well-being, and the four may end up with very
different levels of well-being as a result of his decision.
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The idea underlying equality of treatment is that we sometimes respect
people as equals by devoting to each of them the same amount of resources
and attention. We do this even though we know that those people will use the
resources and attention to pursue various interests and that some will have
more success than others at realizing those interests. This broad idea of equal-
ity is at the heart of much recent liberal egalitarian theory. In Rawls’s liberal
theory of justice, for instance, it is not welfare or the satisfaction of interests
but primary goods, such as income, wealth, and the social bases of self-
respect, that are distributed according to the principles of justice.14 Dworkin
is even more explicit in connecting liberal equality with the idea that public
institutions ought to devote the same amount of resources and attention to
serving the interests of each citizen. According to Dworkin, liberalism is
defined by a commitment to a “principle of rough equality” according to
which “resources and opportunities should be distributed, so far as possible,
equally, so that roughly the same share of whatever is available is devoted to
satisfying the ambitions of each.”15 It is this fundamental idea of equality that
underlies official multilingualism: public institutions treat speakers of differ-
ent languages as equals by devoting the same space and capacity to each of
their languages.16

LANGUAGE RATIONALIZATION

A regime of official multilingualism could conceivably contribute to two
broad kinds of outcomes. One possibility is that it could assist the mainte-
nance of a number of different languages in regular use within the commu-
nity. A second possibility is that it would not be able to prevent a shift away
from some languages and a convergence on some dominant language. These
two possible outcomes give rise to two different challenges to official multi-
lingualism. The first challenge criticizes official multilingualism by appeal-
ing to some of the advantages of linguistic convergence. From this point of
view, official multilingualism is defective because it does too much to encour-
age linguistic diversity and not enough to encourage convergence. The sec-
ond challenge spotlights the second kind of outcome and makes essentially
the opposite objection. It appeals to the idea that an important responsibility
of public institutions is to promote the maintenance of vulnerable languages.
Official multilingualism is objectionable from this point of view because it
does not do enough to ensure the survival of vulnerable languages and is too
tolerant of social forces that lead to linguistic convergence. I will consider the
first of these challenges in the present section and the second in the next
section.
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The first challenge worries that the numerous advantages associated with
linguistic convergence will not be achieved under official multilingualism.
Once these advantages are taken into consideration, the appeal of official
multilingualism is weakened, and a policy of language rationalization should
be selected instead. Such a policy, as I shall understand it, involves a program
of promoting convergence on a privileged public language (or set of lan-
guages) by limiting or denying recognition of other languages in certain
spheres of language use.17

Four possible advantages of linguistic rationalization deserve to be high-
lighted. Linguistic rationalization can (1) enhance social mobility, (2) facili-
tate democratic deliberation, (3) encourage the formation of a common polit-
ical identity, and (4) increase the efficiency of public institutions. Let us look
at each of these advantages more closely.

Social mobility. Minority-language communities can easily become
ghettoized when their members are unable or unwilling to master more
widely spoken languages. The economic opportunities of those citizens will
be limited by the work available in their own language, and they will have
trouble accessing the culture of the larger society or participating meaning-
fully in its political life. A policy promoting the integration of members of
smaller language communities into a larger language community could, in
the long run, according to this argument, expand the choices and opportuni-
ties available to members of the minority community.

Democratic deliberation. Democratic decision making is not just a formal
process of voting on the basis of antecedently given preferences. It also pre-
supposes an ongoing activity of deliberation and discussion, mainly taking
place in civil society, in which free and equal citizens exchange reasons and
are sometimes moved by them to change their opinions and preferences. Lin-
guistic diversity can be a serious barrier to the full flourishing of this informal
dimension of democracy. If citizens cannot understand one another, or if they
seek to communicate only with co-linguists, then democratic politics will
inevitably be compromised.18 Language rationalization can work against this
problem by encouraging the formation of a single language community.

Common identity. Fellow citizens must be willing to tolerate and trust,
defer to the requirements of public reason, and accept certain burdens and
sacrifices for the sake of the common good. It is widely thought that, where
the citizens of a particular community do not share some common political
identity, these virtues and dispositions are likely to be absent or weakened.19

Legitimate goals of the community cannot be achieved when the community
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is fragmented into identity groups that do not share any of the bonds of citi-
zenship and that view cooperation with one another solely as an instrument of
mutual advantage. A successful policy of language rationalization could
ensure that language would no longer serve to separate citizens into distinct
and mutually antagonistic groups but would become one of the defining
bonds of a common identity.

Efficiency. Perhaps the most obvious advantage of linguistic rationaliza-
tion is its cost-effectiveness.20 When all the citizens of a community converge
on the use of one language, public (and nonpublic) institutions can make
numerous savings. It is no longer necessary to spend as much money on trans-
lating written documents or on simultaneous translation in the conduct of
official business. Meetings, as well as the policy-making process more gener-
ally, can be conducted more quickly, without the need to be constantly paus-
ing for translations. And public institutions need not go to the additional
expense of finding or training multilingual staff or of setting up parallel insti-
tutions (e.g., school boards) in a number of different languages.

All of these considerations should be of concern to people attracted to lib-
eral and egalitarian values. All else being equal, liberals and egalitarians
should prefer institutional arrangements that enhance equality of opportunity
and reduce social exclusion, facilitate discussion between all citizens and
make democracy more responsive to deliberation, encourage a shared politi-
cal identity fostering civic virtues and dispositions, and make for a more effi-
cient public sector, one that frees up time and resources for allocation to other
priorities. To the extent that language rationalization would have these conse-
quences and official multilingualism would not, the challenge to the latter is
clear.

So how damaging is the language rationalization challenge to official
multilingualism? One response is that there is no reason to think that a choice
between equality of treatment and social, economic, and political equality
should always be made in favor of the latter. The interests served by language
recognition are themselves weighty and should not automatically be dropped
as soon as certain advantages of rationalization are identified. For instance,
the mere fact that a policy designed to establish equality of treatment is cost-
lier than an alternative is not necessarily a decisive reason for rejecting it. In
other areas of social policy, we are, to some degree, willing to tolerate costly
or time-consuming procedures designed to promote equality. A similar point
can be made about encouraging a common identity. The conjecture that a
more homogeneous society might enjoy greater social cohesion is not always
taken to be a good reason for compromising equality to promote greater
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homogeneity. A religiously homogeneous society might have a stronger
sense of shared identity than a heterogeneous one, but many people would
hesitate in advocating state preference for the majority religion on this basis.

Even assuming that the advantages associated with language rationaliza-
tion do take priority over the kind of equality embodied in official
multilingualism, the language rationalization challenge makes three signifi-
cant assumptions that can be questioned:

Significant linguistic convergence will not be achieved under a policy
of official multilingualism. This assumption ignores the fact that people
frequently learn more than one language. Despite the equal recognition of
several languages, second-language acquisition may mean that one or sev-
eral public languages emerge that are common to all or most people. This de
facto convergence on a common (second) language, or set of languages, pres-
ents a significant problem for those who advocate abandoning official multi-
lingualism to secure the advantages of linguistic convergence. It means that
many members of smaller language groups are able, if they wish, to pursue
opportunities in larger language communities and, to this extent, are not
ghettoized by their linguistic capabilities. For these people, it cannot be
argued that social mobility considerations support the abandonment of offi-
cial multilingualism. The same is true to some degree for the problem of dem-
ocratic deliberation. People will naturally conduct certain political discus-
sions in their own language, but many will also be able to participate in
political deliberations conducted in another language. For this reason, it is
important not to exaggerate the extent to which the maintenance of linguistic
diversity through a policy of official multilingualism impedes the process of
democratic deliberation.

Of course it might be wondered why a community should bother recogniz-
ing several languages at all if so many people can get along in one common
language. “They all speak X anyway” is a common complaint of X-speakers
against extending language rights to other languages. The argument just
made suggests a paradox: the more some linguistic group is able to speak
another language, the stronger its case to have its own language recognized.
This paradox should not alarm us, however, for the value of recognition only
partially depends on assumptions about linguistic capabilities. As we saw
earlier, communication is one of the interests served by recognition, but rec-
ognition also serves interests in symbolic affirmation and identity promotion.
Moreover, communication considerations can still be important for people
who have achieved a reasonable level of competence in another public lan-
guage, for instance, in stressful or technical contexts, where it may be easier
to function in their own language.
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Significant linguistic convergence is necessary to secure advantages such
as social mobility, democratic deliberation, a common identity, and effi-
ciency. A problem with this assumption is that there do seem to be some rela-
tively successful examples of bilingual or multilingual societies. Canada,
Switzerland, and Belgium, for instance, are all reasonably liberal and egali-
tarian societies that depart significantly from the unilingual norm, and Euro-
pean institutions, although flawed in many ways, do engage in some eco-
nomic redistribution and include some democratic fora (e.g., the European
Parliament). The advantages associated with linguistic convergence can be
secured without actual convergence if and to the extent that some or all of a
number of conditions are met. These include the widespread use of transla-
tors to facilitate public deliberation and discussion, the emergence of a com-
mon identity defined in terms of an acknowledgment and affirmation of dif-
ference (e.g., linguistic diversity and official multilingualism become
sources of pride and identity), and the relative institutional completeness of
each of the particular language groups, so that members have significant
opportunity and choice within their own language community. To the extent
that these conditions are met or can be brought about, a multilingual commu-
nity may be able to enjoy the advantages associated with language rational-
ization even if full convergence never takes place.

The advantages of language convergence can be secured through a policy
of language rationalization. Even granting the two assumptions above, it
might still be questioned whether the advantages of convergence can be
achieved through language rationalization. In certain respects, in fact, such a
policy might make things worse, not better. Consider, for instance, the rela-
tionship between social mobility and language policy in the education sys-
tem. Although the evidence is far from conclusive on either side of the debate,
it has often been argued that policies of rapid educational assimilation
designed to promote the social mobility of children from linguistic minorities
can be counterproductive.21 According to this view, children pushed into
majority-language schooling at too young an age have trouble ever catching
up and would, in fact, be much better served by a bilingual program.22

A similar argument can be made about the goal of forging a common iden-
tity. It is far from clear that denying recognition to some particular language
would encourage speakers of that language to integrate into a common iden-
tity with majority-language speakers. Even if nonrecognition did bring about
a language shift, the identity difference may survive or even be magnified by
the way in which this is done. In some cases, far from leading to a common
identity, a policy of withholding recognition from certain language groups
would only lead to a sense of betrayal and alienation from the whole political
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community.23 Paradoxically, the best way to promote a common identity is
sometimes to allow difference to flourish. It is in virtue of the fact that one’s
own group specificity is recognized and affirmed in the public sphere that
one’s attachment to the political community as a whole is strengthened and
extended.

None of these arguments are meant to suggest that language rationaliza-
tion ought to be rejected outright. The model is clearly connected to signifi-
cant liberal and egalitarian ideas that should not be quickly dismissed, and it
seems safe to assume that cases can be identified in which none of the
responses to the model indicated above are likely to be applicable. What the
discussion does show is that official multilingualism is not dominated by lan-
guage rationalization. In some contexts, the considerations appealed to by
language rationalization may well be compelling, but in others they are not. A
trade-off between respecting equality of treatment and promoting other
forms of social, economic, and political equality should not always be
decided against equality of treatment. Moreover, at least three of the assump-
tions underpinning the challenge might be questioned. It might be questioned
whether equal recognition would prevent wide-scale convergence on some
common language, whether actual convergence really is necessary to achieve
the advantages associated with convergence, and whether language rational-
ization would be any more successful than official multilingualism at secur-
ing those advantages.

LANGUAGE MAINTENANCE

I turn now to the language maintenance model, which can be thought of as
the second challenge to official multilingualism. This challenge starts from
the observation that the equal recognition of several languages does not guar-
antee that they will be equally successful or even that they will all survive.
Even though public services are offered and public business can be transacted
in some language, this does not ensure its health or vitality. It does not guar-
antee, for instance, a stable number of speakers of the language or that the
language will retain importance in key spheres of language use.

There are numerous determinants of the success of a particular language,
of which public recognition is only one.24 The birth rate within the language
community, the language that parents choose to raise and educate their chil-
dren in, and the language repertoires and choices of newcomers each affect
the size of a language community. Even though a language is publicly recog-
nized, it may not be the principal language of work, business, or civil society;
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some other language may be the de facto medium of economic opportunity
and social interaction. In this context, it may be rational for adults to invest
heavily in acquiring the more widely used language and for parents to edu-
cate their children in, and newcomers to integrate into, this language as well.
Where these choices to adopt another, economically more powerful language
become widespread, even a publicly recognized language may have diffi-
culty surviving.25

These observations lead to the objection that official multilingualism is
much too formal an approach to language policy. Equality of language rec-
ognition in effect advocates giving the same treatment to all even though it
is predictable that some will race ahead and others lag behind. By treating
all languages the same, very unequal outcomes result.26 As we saw earlier,
an alternative way of understanding equality in connection to language
would focus on the outcomes themselves. On such a view, we treat speakers
of different languages as equals when we ensure that the various languages
they speak are equally successful—where success is a function of the num-
ber of speakers, the range of activities that can be conducted in the language,
and so on.27

Although the policy implications of the language maintenance model can
sometimes be hard to make out, it seems clear that they could diverge from
the ones associated with official multilingualism. I will assume that a policy
of selective language recognition is the primary instrument used to promote
language maintenance. Under such a policy, the more vulnerable language is
given fuller public recognition than the more secure one, as a way of signal-
ing to people that the vulnerable language is worth learning and using on a
regular basis.28 Selective recognition of this kind is sometimes defended in
the context of support for a policy of “territorial multilingualism.” With such
a policy, different territories within the state each privilege their own majority
language, and individuals on that territory must accommodate themselves to
the predominant language or be prepared to move to a territory with a more
suitable language regime.

But why should we care about equality of success rather than equality of
treatment or facilitating non-language-related equality? The denial of equal
recognition to certain languages entailed by language maintenance policies
is disadvantageous to speakers of those languages. For instance, under a pol-
icy of territorial multilingualism, local linguistic minorities may find it a
struggle to communicate in the public sphere, and they would lose a form of
symbolic affirmation and an instrument for the promotion of their language
and language-based identity. In light of these costs, it is important to know
what the justification of such policies could possibly be.
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Although many accounts seem possible here, a useful place to start is with
the three interests served by recognition—communication, symbolic affir-
mation, and identity promotion. One reason for caring about the success of
different languages is that language success is connected with the actual sat-
isfaction of these three interests. The intuition underpinning equality of suc-
cess is that it is better to equalize the degree to which people actually satisfy
these interests than it is to equalize recognition, which, in any case, is only
valuable because it serves these interests.

Consider first the interest in communication—the interest a person has in
being able to understand and communicate with those around her. As the
number of speakers of the language declines and the range of activities in
which the language is used atrophies, a unilingual speaker of the language
may eventually find her options becoming restricted. She may face difficul-
ties finding a job, transacting business, making friends, practicing her reli-
gion, participating in the informal public life of her community, and so on. To
borrow a term from Will Kymlicka, her “context of choice” may become
severely limited, and to this extent she will be less free or autonomous than
she was before.29 One reason that equal language success might matter, then,
is that individual autonomy matters: we want to avoid situations in which citi-
zens face the possible loss of their linguistic context of choice.

It is important not to exaggerate the impact of this argument, however. The
main difficulty is that it is not clear that many people would face the loss of
their context of choice under a regime of official multilingualism. Context of
choice is clearly a threshold idea. An individual has a secure context of choice
so long as she has a sufficiently wide range of meaningful options and oppor-
tunities to choose from, given her linguistic capabilities. For this condition to
be satisfied, it does not seem particularly important whether the individual’s
language community has 2 million speakers or 80 million. In general, it
seems possible for the number of speakers of a language to drop considerably
without threatening the loss of context of choice.

A second reason why speakers of a vulnerable language might not face a
loss of context of choice under a regime of official multilingualism appeals to
an important fact about how language shift occurs.30 Imagine that language L
did gradually decline in use—to the extent that it fell below the threshold in
which it offers a context of choice. It would be a mistake to conclude from this
fact alone that L-speakers would be left without a context of choice. It would
only be unilingual L-speakers who would necessarily have lost their context
of choice since multilingual L-speakers may find meaningful options and
opportunities in other languages. And the very same processes that generated
the decline in usage of L in the first place—the massive attraction of some
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other language, for instance—would help to ensure that there are very few
unilingual L-speakers. Consider the plight of the Welsh language in Wales.
Although the Welsh-speaking community is probably near or below the rele-
vant threshold, it does not follow that many Welsh speakers lack a secure con-
text of choice. Only a tiny number of people in Wales—less than 1 percent of
the population—are unilingual Welsh speakers, whereas most Welsh speak-
ers can and often do find opportunities within the English-speaking community.

I do not wish to reject the context of choice argument outright as a way of
supporting the language maintenance model. What I do think is that the pre-
mises of such an argument are sufficiently demanding that it is only likely to
be applicable for a restricted set of cases. The argument is probably at its
strongest in cases where a language’s decline threatens to exclude it alto-
gether from key spheres of language use (e.g., white-collar employment).
When this happens, unilingual speakers of the language face a significant
deterioration in the meaningful options they have. Often, however, language
shift is not so abrupt. Options in the vulnerable language will not disappear
completely but will gradually diminish in importance, and the language’s
decline will be accompanied by a gradual shift away from unilingualism.

So, although the connection between language success and individual
context of choice provides a plausible reason for caring about equality of suc-
cess, it will often not provide a good reason for abandoning official
multilingualism. But let us now turn to the interests in symbolic affirmation
and promotion of identity to see if stronger support for the language mainte-
nance challenge can be found from those quarters. Even if their language
community is above the threshold of viability, people might still feel very
strongly about the health and vitality of their language and its relative place in
the world. They might derive part of their self-esteem from speaking a lan-
guage that is shared by millions of people or that serves as a vehicle of inter-
national communication. The success of their language—that a constant or
increasing number of people should continue to use it in a wide variety of
domains—might be an important part of their identity, and they might experi-
ence a psychic cost when they must use another language to pursue their
goals. Perhaps the importance of equality of success derives simply from the
goals of promoting self-esteem and identity?

Unfortunately for this version of the argument, equality of language suc-
cess ceases to be an attractive ideal when it appeals to self-esteem and iden-
tity in this way. The idea that social and political institutions ought to be
designed to equalize everyone’s sense of self-esteem, or the promotion of
everyone’s identity, has unappealing implications. As was observed earlier,
people report a drop in self-esteem in response to all kinds of social and polit-
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ical arrangements, but this does not always imply that those arrangements are
objectionable. Likewise, different people define their identities in a huge
variety of different ways. We presumably do not think that social and political
arrangements ought to be designed in such as way as to promote as equally as
possible all these different identities.

To see these points more concretely, consider an analogy to the language
maintenance challenge, which we might call the “religion maintenance chal-
lenge.” It is possible that a state’s policy of equally recognizing different
organized religions (or its decision not to recognize any religion) could be
powerless to prevent very different degrees of success among the different
religions. For any number of possible reasons, some religions might be rela-
tively successful (by some measure), whereas others decline in importance.
For members of the less successful religions, the plight of their religion might
conceivably contribute to a diminished sense of self-esteem and a feeling that
a cause that is central to their identity is not faring very well. But we surely do
not think that these are good reasons for abandoning the policy of equal rec-
ognition (or universal nonrecognition). To some extent, at least, any plausible
view of equality has to hold people responsible for the esteem and identity
commitments that they have and not seek to compensate whenever projects
they attach importance to do not turn out as well as they would like.31

So the language maintenance challenge does not become more compel-
ling through an appeal to the interests in symbolic affirmation or identity pro-
motion. Social and political arrangements should not be rejected just because
they produce or fail to prevent outcomes in which some end up with greater
self-esteem and success in their identity projects than others. This does not
mean that the language maintenance challenge is never valid, however. In
general, it seems strongest when a policy of selective recognition can help to
avert a rapid and profound language shift that would disrupt and undermine
the options of stranded speakers of the vulnerable language.

CONCLUSION

The first task of this essay has been to set out three distinct approaches
to the problem of language recognition. According to the official multi-
lingualism model, each of the various languages spoken in the community
should be accorded the same public recognition. The language rationaliza-
tion approach, by contrast, involves a program of promoting convergence on
a privileged public language or group of languages by limiting or denying
recognition to other languages. Under the third approach, language mainte-
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nance, a policy of selective language recognition is adopted to promote the
maintenance of some vulnerable language in the community.

Each of these approaches to language policy can be associated with a dis-
tinctive interpretation of equality, and each can be related to particular
themes in liberal thought. Official multilingualism is an expression of the
egalitarian idea that the same kinds of valuable institutional spaces and
resources that are made available to speakers of one language in the commu-
nity ought to be at the disposal of speakers of other languages as well. This
idea of equality is itself a liberal one: it focuses on the resources available to
people with which they can pursue their interests rather than their actual
degree of success at satisfying those interests. Language rationalization, by
contrast, can be associated with equality along a non-language-related
dimension. The priority here is to adopt a language policy that leaves people
as equal as possible with respect to some aspect or aspects of their social, eco-
nomic, and political lives. These concerns are, again, clearly liberal ones.
Finally, language maintenance can be linked to an idea of equality that
focuses on the degree to which the interests in communication, symbolic
affirmation, and identity promotion of speakers of different languages are
actually satisfied. Equality in this sense should be of concern to liberals to the
extent that satisfaction of these interests is an indicator of whether individuals
have a secure context of choice.

In addition to setting out the three approaches to language recognition, I
have also argued that none is clearly dominated by the others. It is possible to
think of circumstances in which either language rationalization or language
maintenance (or both) poses a strong challenge to official multilingualism
but other circumstances in which neither form of challenge would be particu-
larly compelling. Under favorable conditions, there is no deep conflict
between the three approaches. A regime of official multilingualism can be
established without threatening anyone’s access to a context of choice and
without a significant trade-off in terms of social mobility, democratic deliber-
ation, the formation of a common identity, or efficiency. In less favorable
conditions, the three approaches pull in different directions, and difficult
choices need to be made. Here the key is to try to be as attentive as possible to
all of the aspects of equality and liberalism that come into play in language
disputes and to try not to do excessive damage to any one of them.

It is worth noting that the appeal of both language rationalization and lan-
guage maintenance seems contingent on the presence of specific empirical
circumstances. Official multilingualism does not always generate unaccept-
able outcomes from the perspectives of language rationalization and lan-
guage maintenance but may do so under unfavorable empirical conditions.
By contrast, official multilingualism is a straightforward expression of equal-
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ity of treatment—the ideal of a set of public institutions that devote the same
kinds of spaces and resources to serving the language-related interests of
speakers of different languages. For this reason, it seems appropriate to think
of official multilingualism as a kind of default position, to be qualified or
abandoned only when the relevant kinds of empirical situations arise.

To complete the argument, let me now relax the no-immigrant-language
assumption made near the start of the essay. What difference should it make
to a language recognition policy if language diversity is a matter, not just of
diversity within the host society, but also of the arrival of immigrants with
new languages? One approach to this question would seek to show that there
is some reason for thinking that immigrants give up their claim to language
recognition with the decision to immigrate. Such a view might conceivably
be grounded in an argument about the voluntariness of immigration, or it
might start from a less direct and more consequentialist appeal to the idea that
states would be unlikely to adopt an open immigration policy if such a policy
exposed them to a proliferation of language recognition claims.32 My hunch
is that none of the different variations on this strategy are likely to be success-
ful on their own. They all end up assuming that it would be permissible for the
liberal state to ask immigrants to waive their language claims, even though
this is exactly what needs to be shown.

A more promising approach would be to compare the language claims by
immigrant and national groups to see whether there are any reasons to think
that one will tend to be stronger or weaker than the other. Here the various
interests and models discussed in this essay can be of assistance. If we con-
sider national groups, for instance, the interests they have in language recog-
nition will generally be quite weighty. Members of such groups typically
have a strong desire to reproduce their identity and interpret a refusal of rec-
ognition as symbolically connected with a history of subordination and pow-
erlessness. On the other hand, the interests emphasized by the language ratio-
nalization model may be less strong for such groups. Their language
communities may have sufficient institutional articulation to provide a wide
range of options and opportunities for their members. If we turn to immigrant
groups, by contrast, we find that they often do not want to maintain a separate
identity from the host society and do not attach the same symbolic impor-
tance as national minorities to having their language recognized. Moreover,
such groups will typically not find their own established, institutionally artic-
ulated language community in which their members can enjoy social
mobility.

I am not sure whether using the three models I have been developing to
guide this kind of detailed, contextual exploration of the particular interests
and claims of immigrant and national groups will always generate the recom-
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mendations that might be expected. It could conceivably turn out that (some)
immigrant groups have much stronger claims to language recognition than is
often assumed. This, in turn, might imply that a very large number of lan-
guages have a good claim to recognition—more than could possibly be
accommodated in a single political community. Even here it would be a mis-
take to think that the official multilingualism and language maintenance
approaches should simply be dismissed. It does not follow from the premise
that every language cannot be recognized that only one should be recognized.
(In some cases, the fact that every X cannot be recognized might imply that no
X should be recognized, but, as we saw near the start of the essay, complete
nonrecognition is not a possible language policy.) In a situation in which
every language should not be recognized (given the demands of the language
rationalization approach), recognizing several languages (perhaps the most
widely spoken, or territorially concentrated, or internationally viable, etc.)
does not seem any more arbitrary than recognizing just one and may be a
superior policy given the interests people have in language recognition.
Under this scenario, then, relaxing the no-immigrant assumption may well
affect the mix of languages enjoying recognition, but the three approaches
discussed in the essay remain as relevant as ever.
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gion do share in common. Because there are important differences between the two, it is prob-
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gious community at this minimum size than it does in sustaining a belief. I am grateful to Jerry
Cohen and Jacob Levy for discussion of this objection.
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