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Abstract. In this note, we outline various possible long-run effects of 
an English-only acquisition policy in the European Union. The point 
of departure is how individual behaviour adapts to constraints in the 
environment. This leads to changes in collective behaviour, which becomes 
part of the environment, again influencing individual behaviour. Possible 
equilibria of this feedback mechanism are discussed. It is argued that 
domain loss and diglossia may result. The process is further characterized 
by external effects. Looking at language knowledge as a merit good, path 
dependencies and multiple stable equilibria can be explained.
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1. Introduction – Language Policy is More than Meets 
the Eye

At first glance, one might think that the analysis of language policy and language 
use is a relatively simple cost–benefit or cost-effectiveness analysis. Benefits 
would not only be the value of easy communication but also the subjective value of 
the possibility of using one’s chosen language in various situations. These values 
should be compared to the implementation costs guaranteeing the realization 
of the different possibilities.2 Van Parijs’s (2011) work is in spirit a cost–benefit 

1	 I thank Michele Gazzola and Torsten Templin for the many constructive comments. Part of the 
work leading to this comment has received funding from the European Community’s Seventh 
Framework Program under Grant Agreement No 613344 (Project MIME), which is gratefully 
acknowledged.

2	 For a further discussion of language rights from a welfare economics point of view, see, for 
instance, Wickström (2016).
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analysis that concentrates on the short-run effects and mainly on the efficiency 
gain in communication. By having a lingua franca or a vehicular language as the 
sole working language in the European Union, every citizen has to learn at most 
only one language in addition to his or her mother tongue, and, in addition, by 
choosing one of the big languages as a vehicular language, the number of people 
having to learn no second language is maximized and the aggregated learning 
costs are minimized.3 Hence, everyone can communicate at minimal costs.

Van Parijs is also aware of the short-term distributional effects of the English-
only policy favouring the English speakers and being a disadvantage to all the 
others.4 He also discusses various possible compensation measures. All in all, 
the arguments are in accordance with a straightforward cost–benefit analysis. 
Independently of whether the distributional issue is given weight or not, the 
efficiency gain is undoubtedly present, and due to the network externality effect 
of language acquisition it is even more pronounced than one might think at the 
first glance.5

What is missing in the very convincing arguments of Van Parijs, however, 
is an analysis of dynamic long-term effects, and in my opinion they can be 
substantial. The static analysis gives us a very myopic view since people’s 
demand for language rights and their linguistic behaviour cannot be assumed to 
be stationary and constant. An individual’s linguistic preferences can be strongly 
influenced by the environment the individual is born and socialized into. This 
environment is at least partially determined by the language policy conducted. 
In that way, language usage and language preferences are endogenous results 
of language policy and we are faced with path dependencies in the analysis. 
Especially acquisition planning can be expected to have a strong influence, but 
status planning cannot be neglected either. We can distinguish two channels of 
influence. There is a direct influence on mature individuals who might change 
their already acquired preferences, and there is an effect on the new generations – 
people in their youth whose preferences are being formed – that can be expected 
to be more pronounced. Status-planning policy is considered to influence both 

3	 Strictly speaking, this would be an argument for the biggest mother tongue in the EU, German. 
However, in the current situation in Europe with English being the language most widely spoken, 
the argument makes sense.

4	 In addition, there are distributional effects due to the varying proficiency levels in English of 
the population of the various countries; see, for instance, Gazzola (2014).

5	 Had I not been forced to learn English at school, I could have made a personal cost–benefit 
calculus. One benefit for me was that I could communicate with quite a few additional people 
in the world, and the cost was the time I invested in learning it. However, the benefits to society 
were higher than what would have entered into my calculus since I did not take into account 
the benefits accruing to everyone else who knows English, due to the fact that they could now 
communicate with me. Hence, the network externality property amplifies the benefits of an 
individual calculus, and this is the raison d’être for the need of a language policy promoting the 
use of a lingua franca. See also Church and King (1993).
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groups, whereas acquisition-planning policy, of course, has an impact mainly 
on younger people. In nuce, language policy has to be analysed as essentially 
a dynamic problem with path dependencies that can lead to very different 
situations in the long run.

We, hence, have to distinguish the short-run effects of an English-only policy 
from the long-run effects. What are then the long-run effects? As mentioned 
above, the preferences for language rights and language use can be expected to 
change with the linguistic environment, which is, at least partially, determined 
by the consequences of the higher status given to English by making it the sole 
working language on the EU level. The accompanying acquisition planning will 
reinforce these effects. In this note, I will concentrate on the domain losses that 
might occur to other languages as well as on the unintended welfare effects of 
changes in language use due to changed perceptions and possibilities. Finally, 
the dilemma in evaluating different ex post states will be discussed.

2. Domain Loss and the Development of Diglossia

The status of a language is relative. That is, when the status of English is increased, 
the status of other languages will decrease relative to English. One consequence 
will certainly be that in schools in the EU the position of English as a second 
language will become stronger and stronger at the cost of other languages. The 
internationalization of research and the resulting strong trend towards the 
sole use of English in domains like higher education (especially in the natural 
sciences) and in research activities is further reinforced by the language policy 
in corporate management. Slowly, these and similar domains will be lost for the 
other vernaculars in the EU.

What will prevent this process to continue with one domain loss after the other, 
leading to a situation of diglossia, and ultimately even to the disappearance of 
some European languages?6 After these domains, which are the next ones to go?

The loss of the domain and the development of diglossia also brings a loss 
in the richness of the concerned languages. The languages will no longer be 
adequate as vehicles to discuss themes belonging to the lost domains. Should we 
neglect the possibility of such a development?

6	 On the European level, German, French, Italian, etc. might become regional minority languages, 
with English playing the role of Europe-wide ‘national’ language. The regional languages will 
then follow the path of Gaelic in Scotland (Dorian 1981) or Hungarian in Burgenland (Gal 1979).
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3. Choice, Perception, and Provincialism

In today’s Europe, English has become the first foreign language in most elementary 
and secondary schools – in many cases, the only one. This, of course, is the 
result of a conscious acquisition planning and is totally in accordance with the 
language policy proposed by Van Parijs. This policy increases the status of English 
compared to other languages. A plausible consequence is that Anglophone culture 
becomes the most, if not the only, accessible culture to the younger cohorts. The 
resulting cultural provincialism, of course, has positive and negative sides. The 
added appreciation of English-language culture in all its diverse forms is certainly 
a gain for us all, but the marginalization of cultures originating in other language 
communities is a considerable loss. More important is perhaps the loss in variety 
due to the strong concentration on one single language at the cost of all others.

3.1. Acquisition Planning Creates Perceptions

The next consequence of the English-only policy is that the perceptions and 
resulting norms of young people change. It is not unusual to hear young people 
claim that the international norm is given by English and the local language has 
no particular value beyond the immediate surroundings. When talking about 
French institutions in German, for instance, the names of the French institutions 
are given in English: Académie française becomes the ‘French Academy’ and not 
‘Académie française’ or ‘Die französische Akademie’. This is slowly becoming 
the norm also in serious journalism.7 

Do we really want this Weltanschauung with (US) English usage as the only 
international norm? Is this not the ultimate provincialism, making all references 
to something foreign in English and by English?

3.2. Acquisition Planning Changes Behaviour, Inducing Externalities

More important than the emotional side is probably that with the decline in the 
knowledge of other languages than English the information flows from the world 
become biased. The average European is likely to know more about the life of 
an average family in Kalamazoo than in Katowice. This does not really further 
European integration. The reporter working in Madrid, speaking no Spanish 
beyond ordering a restaurant meal, is bound to look for sources speaking English 
and will in that way get a rather biased view of what is happening in Spain, 
relying mostly on the elites of society. This is a clear negative external effect of 

7	 The other day, in the Austrian public radio in a review of a new staging of Wagner’s opera ‘Das 
Liebesverbot’ in Teatro Real in Madrid, the generally very competent reviewer in the German 
language programme referred to the theatre as the ‘Royal Theatre’!



75English-Only Language Policy: The Road to Provincialism?

the English-only policy, causing considerable social costs. Whether the increased 
ease of communication in some domains compensates for these social costs, is, of  
course, a matter of individual taste. To make people aware of the consequences of 
the different alternatives is, however, a matter of efficiency.8

3.3. An Example

When I went to school in Sweden about 50 years ago, we learned some 
elementary Danish and Norwegian, and the same was true with respect to the 
three Scandinavian languages in the other two countries. This small investment 
was enough to overcome the initial hurdles and pave the road to an almost native, 
passive knowledge of the other Scandinavian languages. When a Swede and a 
Dane met, they could hence communicate on a rather sophisticated level – each 
speaking his or her native tongue.

Today, young people learn mainly English at school. When Danes, Norwegians, 
and Swedes meet today, as a consequence, they often follow the path of the least 
resistance, conducting simple conversations in English. The result is a rather limited 
level of communication. Furthermore, out of myopia, very few young people make 
then the rather small investment needed to learn the basic differences between the 
three Scandinavian languages. They hence never achieve the potential benefits of 
mastering them passively at an almost native level. The community feeling of being 
part of Scandinavia is slowly lost, and the access to the cultural and political life 
of the other two countries becomes very limited. Also, this is a negative external 
effect of the English-only language policy in Scandinavian schools.

4. Merit Good, ex ante and ex post Evaluation

A fundamental problem facing us when discussing the desirability of a specific 
language policy is that the policy influences the preferences of the people 
subjected to the policy. On the other hand, those preferences are the basis for 
the evaluation. Hence, an ex ante and an ex post analysis can give very different 
results. In other words, we are dealing with path dependencies.9 This is closely 
related to the concept of merit good.10 This basically says that there are goods 
or activities that we, at the time of consumption, might not like, but after the 
consumption activity are happy to have consumed, for instance, education.

8	 When it comes to tobacco products, our politicians have realized this. Maybe all providers of 
English courses should be forced to add a sentence to their advertisements: ‘An English-only 
policy is dangerous to your cultural health.’

9	 For a more detailed analysis, see Wickström (2016).
10	 For the original source, see Musgrave (1956/1957).
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An English-only policy that after many generations leads to diglossia or even 
the death of many vernaculars, as outlined in Section 2, might be by the then 
living individuals hailed as both wise and visionary. How many descendants of 
Cornish speakers today mourn the loss of Cornish as a living language?11 This 
is, of course, a rational argument and justifies the acceptance of the linguistic 
evolution of the world over the last many thousand years. The question that 
remains, however, is whether it is a sensible policy to actively and consciously 
promote such an evolution. The welfare loss discussed in the previous sections 
will at least apply to many individuals during the transition, affecting quite a few 
generations of Europeans. Do they not count?
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