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Abstract

This paper attempts to understand why we generally feel that some normative
empirical concepts in economics are unproblematic whereas others feel
uncomfortable or misleading. I develop criteria to distinguish between the two
on the basis of two notions from the philosophy of science: positional
objectivity and thick concepts. I operationalize these with the help of two
recent guidelines on good scientific practice that have been developed in
debates around scientific integrity. This leads to two criteria: unavoidability and
global evaluation. Following this discussion, the paper will present a case study
on "ethnic fractionalization", popular in empirical research on the social
determinants of economic growth. Throughout the paper I will make use of
examples of other normative empirical concepts to further the understanding
of the various ways in which such concepts violate the criteria that I have
suggested.

Keywords

Economics; normative concepts; scientific integrity; populism; ethnic
fractionalization.



Has populism reached economics? 1
Two criteria for assessing normative empirical concepts in
economics

Introduction

Normative concepts abound in economics. From efficiency to economic
growth, and from utility maximization to poverty. In this paper, I will address
normative empirical concepts, not theoretical ones. So, I will not go into
concepts such as efficiency, Pareto Optimality, surplus value, animal spirits or
utility maximization2 And I will therefore not engage with the wider debates
on values and ethics in economics, such as the debate on logical positivism and
the positive-normative dichotomy. Instead, I will focus on normative empirical
concepts, such as poverty, minimum wages, inferior goods, negative
externalities, junk bonds, progressive taxation, debt, and fiscal discipline for
example’. I define normative empirical concepts as terms for phenomena that
can be observed in economic reality while the term chosen is not exclusively
descriptive but also entails a value signalling the right or good versus wrong or
bad of the underlying phenomenon. For example, it is obvious that most if not
all economists want less rather than more poverty, because they regard it as
something bad, while many but certainly not all economists are in favour of
fiscal discipline as the right thing to do when an economy is in a recession or
long term stagnation.

The example already indicates that some moral concepts are taken for
granted throughout the discipline and are widely regarded as non-problematic,
whereas others are contested, often implying different views related to
different economic schools of thought. And even such normative concepts can
be taken for granted by those who are part of a school of thought and using it
without realizing its normative connotation. Utility maximization is a good
example of this. I cannot count the number of times that I observed
neoclassical economists claiming to do positive science and staying away from

1T am grateful to useful comments received at the Twentieth Anniversary Conference
of EIPE, Erasmus University Rotterdam, 22-24 March 2017.

2 In another paper 1 have analyzed the normativity of the concept of Pareto Efficiency
on two grounds: its consequentialism and its strong no-harm principle (van Staveren,
2012).

3 When preparing this paper, I came up with a longer list of normative empirical
concepts. I just share them here for those interested. And I immediately agree that the
list may be much longer but also that some of the concepts may be regarded as
partially theoretical as well. Here is my selection: poverty, economic growth,
inequality, minimum wages, status good, inferior good, negative externality, collusion,
distortion, market failure, moral hazard, balanced budget, free riding, junk bonds,
merit goods, progressive taxes, brain drain, discrimination, securities, subprime loans,
debt, shocks, capital controls, depreciation, dependency ratio, fiscal discipline,
inclusive growth, sustainable development, consumer surplus, dumping, fair trade, tax
holiday, social clauses, and human development.
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ethics, while relying on the ethical theory of utilitarianism in their analysis. I am
every time surprised that those economists tend to consider alternative ethical
foundations, such as deontology or virtue ethics as normative but not
utilitarianism.

The widespread use of normative concepts in economics leads to the
question whether all normative empirical concepts in economics are
problematic, from the perspective of what is generally agreed to represent
good science. O, to state it more precisely, whether they are all equally
problematic or whether there are more benign forms of normativity and more
problematic types of normativity in empirical concepts. Again, examples may
help to clarify the issue at stake. In the next section, I will define more precisely
what I mean with problematic. Here, I simply refer to examples.

There are many normative empirical concept in economics that tend to
be taken for granted not only in economics but also outside, for example by
policy makers and civil society organizations such as trade unions, associations
of the eldetly, or farmers cooperatives. Examples of these are concepts such as
minimum wages, merit goods and fair trade. Such concepts generally do not
raise much debate on what is meant (the moral implication), what is measured
(the underlying phenomenon), and how it plays a role in economic explanation
(whether it contributes to a shared understanding of the role of the
phenomenon in economic analysis and policy debates). Everybody tends to
agree on what the concept of a minimum wage is or what merit goods are. The
disagreement is merely in whether one favours more of it or less of it.

Other normative empirical concepts are contested. Examples are
economic growth (highly contested in ecological economics and in the
environmental movement with competitive concepts such as de-growth), price
distortions (regarded as right from the perspective of social protection for
example but as wrong from the perspective of free markets), or securities and
securitization (in banking and finance generally regarded as a good strategy to
reduce to uncertainty, but by Post Keynesians viewed as potentially bad
because their dominance in finance would have formed a major driving force
of the 2007/2008 financial crisis). These examples indicate a normative load
that is not widely shared. That is precisely why marketing boards for sorghum
and groundnuts in sub-Sahara Africa, guaranteeing farmers minimum prices
and helping to stabilize market prices, are labelled as distortions by those
against marketing boards while those in favour do not use that negative
connotation but use terms such as "minimum prices", "protection of rural
livelihoods", or "government support".

In this article I will develop criteria to distinguish more problematic
from less problematic normative empirical concepts and I will argue why the
first category is indeed more problematic than the second one. I will develop
my argument with the help of generally accepted standards of good science
because the integrity of researchers is key in distinguishing science from non-
science according Heather Douglas (2015). My argument is built on to the six
academic values that are laid down in the Dutch code of academic practice
developed and agreed upon by the association of Dutch universities (VSNU,
2014): honesty & scrupulousness; reliability; verifiability; impartiality;
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independence; responsibility. And I will also relate to the eight guiding
principles as agreed by the American Statistical Association (ASA, 2016), for
which the four most relevant for the analysis in this paper are: professional
integrity and accountability; integrity of data and methods; responsibilities to
science/public/funder/client; responsibilities to research subjects.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 briefly
discusses the relevant literature, focusing on fact-value entanglement and the
notions of thick concepts and positional objectivity. Section 3 will present two
criteria to distinguish more from less problematic normative empirical
concepts and I will operationalize these with the help of two guidelines
containing values for good scientific practice. Section 4 will present a case
study of "ethnic fractionalization". Section 5 presents the conclusions with the
help of a matrix.

Fact-value entanglement

Some normative concepts tend to be unavoidable. It would be very difficult,
for example, to analyse poverty without using the term poverty. Measures such
as the headcount ratio or the percentage deviation below modal income or the
ranking on the multi-dimensional poverty index are different measures of
poverty but they all need interpretation in terms of what they say about the
extent of poverty in a country. Also alternative terms for poverty cannot evade
moral signifiers either, for example "low-income groups" or "the deprived" or
"those at the bottom of the income distribution". And poverty is not alone
among moral concepts that seem unavoidable.

Hilary Putnam (2002) has characterised unavoidable moral signifiers in
economic concepts as instances of fact-value entanglement. He has argued that
some key economic concepts simply cannot be defined entirely neutrally
because in the real world the phenomena they refer to are not neutral either.
So, this implies that including a normative dimension in an empirical concept
would rather be a reflection of an adequate description of a phenomenon
observed in the real world, instead of a biased description. In turn, this would
imply that a normative loading of an empirical concept would be biased if it
reflects not so much the nature of the real world, with its vulnerabilities,
uncertainties, bad luck, and power relations, but rather a particular worldview
held by the economist introducing and/or using the normative concept. But
even then, a certain extent of normativity in a concept reflecting a stance
towards such real-world features may be justifiable as long as such a stance is
accounted for. This is precisely what Amartya Sen (1993) has argued for when
introducing the term ‘positional objectivity’ in economics, a recognition of the
almost unavoidable social, political and cultural position from which
economists do their work. As Sen (1993: 127) has stated it succinctly, there is
no view from nowhere.

Anthony Atkinson (2009) has followed up on this in an article titled
'Economics as a Moral Science' by pointing out that many welfare analyses
draw upon utilitarianism and use Pareto Optimality as the sole criterion for
assessing welfare improvements and tend to ignore to provide justifications for
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the conclusions drawn or policy advise given following these theoretical and
methodological choices. He addresses welfare economists directly by stating,
that "The question (...) is how their conclusions would change if Bentham were
replaced by Rawls or Sen (....) Where people disagree about the desirability of a
particular policy reform, is it possible that they do so because they are
motivated by a different view of the objectives of society?" (Atkinson, 2009:
797). So, combining the insights from Putnam, Sen and Atkinson, a normative
empirical concept may derive its normativity from the real-world phenomena it
refers to or from a researcher's worldview.

Recently two philosophers have tested the claim of positionality for
economists with the help of a survey asking economists about their stance on
three types of statements. First, a list of typical neutral economic statements,
then a list of normative economic statements, and finally a set of moral
propositions (Randazzo and Haidt, 2015). The authors found "a close
association between the moral values of economists and their normative
economic views" (idem p. 53). Moreover, they also found "a relationship of
roughly the same magnitude between economists' moral narratives and their
empitical, technical 'positive’ economic theories views, too" (idem). They
therefore conclude that "... the work of economists, and subsequently their
economics, is shaped by their moral values and narratives" (idem, p. 54). This
supportts Sen's argument that there is no such thing as full or complete
objectivity in economics (and in any social science he has added). Economists
simply hold worldviews, whether they acknowledge these or not, and these
views tend to influence their analyses, including the construction, naming and
use of economic concepts.

Let's take a deeper look at normative empirical concepts with the help
of the notion of "thick concepts" introduced in philosophy by Bernard
Williams (1985). He has defined thick concepts as concepts that have both an
evaluative and a descriptive dimension, such as "cruel" or "generous". And he
argues that their thickness derives from the way the world is, so, referring to
real world phenomena. The debate following Williams' introduction and
discussion of thick concepts has led to the question whether the normative and
the descriptive dimensions can be separated or not. The conclusion seems to
be that for a concept to be recognized as thick both dimensions are entangled
in such a way that they cannot be separated - they are regarded as inherently
evaluative (Kirchin, 2013). Finally, on the evaluative dimension itself, most
philosophers seem to agree that the moral meaning is given through semantics.
Viyrynen (2016) formulates it as follows: "the semantic (truth-conditional)
meanings of thick terms and concepts contain global evaluations".

In conclusion, the brief discussion of fact-value entanglement and thick
concepts helps us to understand normative empirical concepts in economics as
follows:

- they are characterized by an avoidable or unavoidable fact-value
entanglement (I use the term avoidable rather than separable because it is
stronger and implies that the moral semantic component can be replaced not
just by another moral semantic component but also by a less or non-evaluative



one and that the concept still is useful and meaningful, that is, referring to
observable and measurable phenomena)

- the entanglement can be derived from the morality inherent in real-world
phenomena or from the morality of a worldview held by an economist, policy
agency or research funder (or both real-world and worldview related, but for
the sake of keeping the analysis not unnecessarily complicated I will disregard
this last option)

So, a first necessary criterion for a normative empirical concept that is
generally considered to be unproblematic is that the normativity is
unavoidable, because it cannot be described otherwise than with an evaluative
term (using semantics). Hence, the moral connotation is not only separable
but also unavoidable: any substitute is inevitably normative as well. For
example, no economic policy report or academic article on poverty starts with
justifying why it analyses poverty and why it uses the term poverty. The
normativity in the concept is generally taken for granted as unavoidable and
reflecting global evaluative wotldview along the lines of "poverty is something
bad that we should try to avoid or reduce".

For the concept of inequality this is less clear. It may slip in a particular
worldview of the economist with a particular agenda for change. Therefore,
studies of inequality in economics tend to require a justification of the selection
of what type of inequality one analyses in order to be widely accepted as
relevant. This is because other than poverty, not all forms of inequality are
considered bad. For example, differences in talent that result in income
differences. Having less talent may be an unfortunate difference with those
who have a lot of talent, which in addition is in high demand in the labour
market and thus generating high incomes, but such subsequent income
differences do not necessarily deserve the evaluative label of "inequality",
because they are generally not regarded as wrong. So, whereas the analysis of
poverty requires hardly any justification by the economist because it reflects a
value-laden real-world phenomenon or a widely shared view that poverty is
bad, the analysis of inequality does require justification in terms of answering
the question of 'inequality of what and why this dimension is considered
relevant and not another one?' Such justifications are indeed being supplied by
well-known economists and economic policy agencies, for example in the
study of inequality in capital (for example Piketty, 2014) in the global income
distribution (for example Milanovic, 2016) or in gender (for example by the
IMF in a recent working paper by IMF staff member Stotsky et. al, 2016).

So, a second necessary criterion for a normative empirical concept to
fall within the realm of good science is the extent to which the normative
semantic component refers to global evaluations instead of a particular
evaluative worldview held by an economist, policy institution or research
funder. What matters here is that the normativity of an empirical concept is
generally accepted as deriving from features of the real wotld, or that is stems
from global evaluations in worldviews that cannot be traced to any particular
ideology, power relation, political goal or religious dogma. For this second
option a justification is needed for the formulation and use of the normative
empirical concept: the positionality of the economist, agency or funder must be
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made explicit in order for the scientific community to assess whether the
concept is indeed an empirical concept that can be used in testing theories or
evaluating policies, or whether the concept already includes particular
theoretical or policy standpoints and therefore cannot be used as an empirical
concept for testing a theory-derived hypothesis.

Now, what about avoidable normative concepts? Are they necessarily
problematic from the perspective of good scientific practices? This depends on
why they include an evaluative dimension in the first place. Some concepts are
just easier to use than a long description even if this implies using an evaluative
semantic component. Think about the "discouraged worker effect" in labour
economics. It could be replaced by a neutral term such as "decline-in-labour-
supply-in-response-to-lower-demand-for-labour-effect". But the normative
term is shorter and immediately captures the "in response to" part of the
description, which makes it such a meaningful concept. Other normative
concepts may also not be problematic but simply not well-chosen, they may be
sloppy or vague for example. Think about social capital for example. Social
capital has a positive connotation - who can be against it? It also is a term that
immediately conveys its basic message, namely that besides physical, financial
and human capital there is also productive value in social networks, shared
norms and trust in a society. But some researchers have pointed out that some
forms of social capital are divisive and harm innovation and growth, for
example the social capital of the mafia (Putnam, 1993). Hence, the positive
connotation is contested.

The next section will further detail the criteria on the grounds of two
agreed and respected guidelines of good scientific practice from within the
scientific community.

Criteria and arguments for assessing normative empirical
concepts

As explained in the introduction, I will rely on the widely used Dutch code of
conduct for academic practice of the association of Dutch universities (VSNU,
2014) for a more detailed analysis of why some normative empirical concepts
are deemed to be problematic. The code of conduct accepts that doing science
cannot be separated from values. Moreover, it establishes core values of doing
good science, across all disciplines, including economics. The background of
the code is "the generally shared conviction that staff members at institutions
that fulfill a societal role are held to a proper exercise of their duties." (VSNU,
2014: 3). The code has elaborated the "proper exercise of their duties" in six
values, referred to as principles: honesty & scrupulousness, reliability,
verifiability, impartiality, independence and responsibility. For economics, it is
also relevant to look at a guideline for quantitative analysis, because that is how
empirical concepts are often operationalized in economics. The American
Statistical Association has recently published guidelines with standards for
good statistical practice (ASA, 2016). The purpose of the guidelines is to
ensure that "good statistical practice is fundamentally based on transparent
assumptions, reproducible results, and valid interpretations.”" (ASA, 2016: 1).
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I propose that the combination of these two sets of ethical standards
form a useful reference for evaluating normative empirical concepts in
economics. I admit that there are other standards, values, principles and
guidelines available, but most of these are very likely to overlap and not to
differ substantially. I have not undertaken a comparison of such ethical
standards but have selected two that I am familiar with, that have relatively
recently been agreed upon, and that are used as a frame of reference in my own
research environment. Let me now review a selection of the most relevant
standards in these two guidelines for the purpose at hand.

Honesty and scrupulousness:

Two elaborations of the code on these related two values are of particular
importance (VSNU, 2014: 5). First, as mentioned in article 1.1: "Academic
practitioners know that the ultimate aim of science is to establish facts and they
therefore must present the nature and scope of their results with the greatest
possible precision." Second, as mentioned in article 1.6: "Scrupulousness is
expressed through precision and nuance in academic instruction and research,
in publishing research results and in other forms of knowledge transfer."
Taken together, the first value (or actually two related values) in the code
emphasizes facts, precision as well as nuance. I will refer to these in relation to
the choice of terminology of empirical concepts: are they as precise as possible,
yet nuanced to prevent a claim to precision it cannot defend, and are they as
much as possible factual rather than involving judgment?

Reliability:

The code's definition of this value is: "Academic practitioners act reliably when
they perform their research in a conscientious manner and provide a full
account of the research conducted. This ensures that scientific and scholarly
research can be traced, verified and re-tested." (VSNU, 2014: 7). This implies
that the empirical phenomenon referred to in a normative concept and its
operationalization in a measurement need to be fully accounted for.

Verifiability:

The definition states, that: "conduct is verifiable when it is possible for others
to assess whether it complies with relevant standards (for instance quality or
reliability)" (VSNU, 2014: 8). Here the reference to relevant standards remains
vague but in quantitative research, which is the dominant methodology in
economics, we can find the "relevant standards" in best statistical practices.
Here is where I refer to the guidelines provided by the American Statistical
Association (ASA, 2016). The first ASA guideline is about professional
integrity and accountability. It states that: ""The ethical statistician uses
methodology and data that are relevant and appropriate, without favoritism or
prejudice, and in a manner intended to produce valid, interpretable, and
reproducible results." (ASA, 2016: 2). The second guideline is about data and
methods. It emphasizes the validity of data and the need to address potential
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confounding variables not included in the study. Another guideline that is
relevant here is about responsibility to research subjects. This guideline
explicitly states, that: "the ethical statistician recognizes that any statistical
descriptions of groups may carry risks of stereotypes and stigmatization.
Statisticians should contemplate, and be sensitive to, the manner in which
information is framed so as to avoid disproportionate harm to vulnerable
groups." (ASA, 2016: 5).

From the guidelines for ethical statistical practices, it becomes clear
that normative concepts that are quantified and are generally regarded as non-
problematic must be based on transparent assumptions and valid
interpretations, without prejudice, with a check for possible confounding
variables and preventing stereotyping and stigmatization of groups.

Impartiality:

The definition of this value refers to objectivity and dis-interestedness, but
these elements are contested from those social sciences perspectives in which
researchers choose their research topic precisely because of a social concern.
The definition of the code reads as follows: "Academic practitioners are
impartial and objective when they do not let personal interest, preference,
affections, prejudice or the interests of the commissioning or funding body
affect their judgment and decisions."(VSNU, 2014: 9) Academic staff and PhD
students of the International Institute of Social Studies (where I am employed)
have developed a supplement to this value in the ISS declaration of scientific
integrity, in order to accommodate the positionality of its researchers as
engaged with problems of poverty and injustice. The addendum includes the
following two qualifications relevant to the analysis of normative concepts®.
The first is: "Objectivity is a vital guiding principle but is at the same time
inevitably positional (Amartya Sen). This requires researchers to aim for
awareness and transparency about their standpoint, frames and guiding
principles." The second qualification is: "Impartiality and independence are
principles to rule out pre-determined conclusions, and in particular to rule out
domination by the interests of funders and other power-holders and also of the
researcher. They further rule out assessment of other researchers’ work using
reasons other than scientific quality. They should never be interpreted as in
conflict with undertaking research of high societal relevance, and in particular
research that seeks to support the articulation, promotion and defence of the
rights and interests of persons and groups who are marginalized, vulnerable
and/or disadvantaged."

To summarize, what is key for the analysis of normative concepts in
economics is that researchers are transparent about their positionality, do not
have pre-determined conclusions and are not influenced by the interests of
funders and prejudices, including their own private interests. But this still

4+ URL:
https://www.iss.nl/ fileadmin/ASSETS/iss/Research_and_projects/Research_ethics_
ctte/ISS_Declaration_Scientific_Integrity v20141215.pdf (Accessed 27 April 2017).
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allows for normative concepts used to support the rights and interests of those
who are marginalized and disadvantaged.

Independence

This value in the code is concerned with academic freedom and independence
from commissioning parties and funders. The code has no elaboration that is
specific to normative concepts.

Responsibility

The sixth and final value in the code is the principle that: "Academic
practitioners acknowledge their responsibility for the societal implications of
their work. They are willing to discuss and explain their choice of research
themes." (VSNU, 2014: 11) I just like to add, reflecting some of the other
principles reviewed above, that this responsibility extends beyond research
themes and also includes research approaches, methods, measurement, and
statistical analysis. In article 6.1 the code elaborates this by stating that:
"Researchers are willing and able to justify their choice of research themes
both in advance and in retrospect. Researchers provide a clear and full account
of how research funds were used and which choices this involved." (VSNU,
2014: 11) So, this final value implies that the choice of normative concepts
should involve a justification of possible societal implications of research using
these concepts.

The review above implies that for conforming to standards of good
science, normative empirical concepts in economics, need to be:

- factual

- precise

- nuanced

- accountable

- measured without prejudice

- selected in relation to confounding variables

- preventing stereotyping and stigmatization

- transparent in relation to what is considered salient in the real world

- free from the domination of self-interest of researchers, policy agencies
or funders

These standards help to identify zf or how the evaluative component may be
avoidable and when a worldview reflected in the evaluative component violates
standards of good scientific practice. For each of the two criteria, this leads to
two questions:

1. Unavoidability?

A normative empirical concept is unavoidable when:
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1a. there exists no non-evaluative formulation for the same concept that is
more factual, precise, more nuanced and/or not prejudiced

1b. there exists no confounding variable (a different empirical concept with a
different measure) with a term that is theoretically expected to lead to equal or
better statistical results, showing less error, stronger correlations, bigger size
effects, or higher statistical significance

2. Economics or a particular economic worldview?

A normative empirical concept reflects economics, as a broad field within the
social sciences, rather than a particular evaluation in a worldview when:

2a. the evaluative term is transparent and accountable in relation to what is
considered to be salient in the real world

2b. the evaluative term does not stereotype or stigmatize certain groups in the
real world

These four questions will be used in the case study that I will discuss in
the next section.

Case study: ethnic fractionalization
Ethnic division and fractionalization

Ethnicity is a widely used concept in the social sciences, from anthropology to
political science. In economics this is not the case. Instead, there is much more
use of terms such as social groups (e.g. the rich, the poor, women, migrants),
classes (capital and labour), income classifications (such as household income
percentiles) or functional groups (e.g. labour, investors, or entrepreneurs).
Until suddenly, in the year 1997, the concept "ethnic divisions" turned up in a
dataset and in growth regressions indicating that for Africa, "ethnic division"
was associated with less economic growth (Easterly and Levine, 1997). William
Easterly and Ross Levine assembled the data and published the article in the
Quarterly Journal of Economics while at the World Banks. The title of their article
also included the concept and another normative term, "tragedy". The
combination of the terms gives a relatively strong negative normative message
in the title, which reads in full: "Africa's growth tragedy: policies and ethnic
divisions".

Merriam Webster's Dictionary describes "division" as followst: "the act
or process of dividing" and also uses the terms separation, disagreement, and
disunity. The synonyms that the dictionary lists are the following: "part,
portion, piece, member, section, segment, fragment ...". This list is followed by
an explanation of these terms as "... something less than the whole."

5 Their article included the usual disclaimer in the first footnote "Views expressed here
should not be taken as those of the World Bank or its member governments." -
Easterly and Levine, 1996: 1203.

6 URL: https:/ /www.mertiam-webster.com/dictionary/divisions (Accessed 27 April
2017).
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Easterly and Levine also refer to terms as "polarization" and suggest
that this is related to rent-seeking and disagreement on the provision of public
goods (p. 1205-1206). However, they also use a more neutral term "ethnic
diversity", even in the formulation of their hypothesis on p. 1205: "This paper
examines a simple hypothesis: cross-country differences in ethnic diversity
explain a substantial part of the cross-country differences in public policies,
political instability, and other economic factors associated with long-run
growth." The vatiable they use to measure ethnic divisions is labelled ETHNIC
and measures "ethnolinguistic diversity" (p. 12006). So, the measure simply
reflects the number of ethnic groups in a country. ETHNIC does 7of measure
divisions through group tensions, conflicts, disagreements or power
relationships such as dominance or polarization. The empirical result that
Easterly and Levine report for Africa over the period 1960-1989 is a
statistically significant negative effect of their ETHNIC variable on GDP
growth.

The paper has had a huge impact on development economics: it has
been cited over 5,000 times to date according to Google Scholar’. It led to
many other studies using the concept. A Google Scholar search for the term
“ethnic divisions” for the first ten years (1997-2006) reveals about 11,000
articles using the concept. For the next ten-year period (2007-2016) the
number increases to over 16,000 papers using the concept. In the twenty years
before publication, Google Scholar found less than 5,000 papers using the

term.

The most influential follow-up study was published by a team of five
authors including Fasterly: Alesina et al. (2003). Again, the article was
published in a highly ranked economics journal: the Journal of Economic Growth.
And again, it had a normative title, this time in just one word:
"Fractionalization". Google Scholar shows that the concept "ethnic
fractionalization", which the paper uses abundantly, is used in the following
ten-year period (2003-2012) 9,000 times and in the last four years (2013-20106)
6,000 times. Before the publication of the article by Alesina et al. (2003), in the
previous twenty years (1983-2002) it was used less than 2,000 times. The peet-
reviewed literature database Scopus returns 122 publications with "ethnic
fractionalization" in the title, as a keyword or in the abstract published between
2003 and March 20178. The article by Alesina et al. has 1407 citations in
Scopus, which are limited to citations in internationally peer reviewed
publications.

A review of all these 122 abstracts in Scopus with the concept "ethnic
fractionalization" gives preliminary indications of how the key article has
impacted upon the literature. I have analysed 121 abstracts (one article had no

7URL:

https://scholar.google.nl/scholarrq=Aftrica%27s+growth+tragedy: +policies+and+et
hnic+divisions&hl=nl&as_sdt=0&as_vis=1&oi=scholart&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiijc
092eTSAhVGthQKHUAYATUQgQMIGJAA Accessed: 20 March 2017.

8 See URL: https://www.elsevier.com/solutions/scopus (Accessed 27 April 2017).
Scopus is labeled the largest abstract and citation database of peer-reviewed literature.
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abstract) on three criteria: use of the same database as in Alesina et. al (2003),
use of revised data and/or relevant confounding variables, and whether the
results challenge the conclusions drawn in the original article on a negative
relationship between ethnic diversity and economic growth, or on other
indicators of development (such as health, democracy, or the absence of
conflicts). Table 1 below shows the results of this textual analysis in absolute
numbers and percentages (between brackets) of all 121 abstracts analysed. The
last column shows the number of articles that uses the same database but
reaches different conclusions that the original article does: 38 abstracts, which
is 31 per cent of all abstracts analysed. Although more detailed analysis of each
publication is necessary, this preliminary result suggests that the analysis in the
original paper is contested.

Table 1
Textual analysis of 121 Scopus abstracts on "ethnic fractionalization"
same revised data/relevant challenge original | same data and
database confounding variables conclusions challenge conclusions
83 83 42 38
(69%) (69%) (35%) (31%)

Source: Author's analysis over the period January 2003-March 2017.

The 2003 article largely uses the concept of "ethnic fractionalization" but
also adds "linguistic fractionalization" and "religious fractionalization", all
referring to numbers of groups: the more groups, the more fractionalization.
In addition, they compare the relative size of groups with an additional
measure named "polarization", but show that it leads only to weak results in
the estimations. For my case study in this section, I will limit myself to the
analysis of the concept of "ethnic fractionalization".

The term fractionalization is defined in Merriam Webstet's dictionary
as’: "the act or process of a whole separating into two or more parts or pieces.'
Hence, it does not refer to a static situation in which there are more groups
versus a situation of less groups, but to a dynamic situation in which groups
separate. The dictionary lists several synonyms, and, just like the definition of
the term itself, all have relatively negative connotations referring to groups
falling apart: "bifurcation, breakup, cleavage, dissolution, disunion, division,
separation, fractionation, partition, schism, scission, split, sundering". The list
of related words that the dictionary then mentions contains even stronger
moral connotations: "breach, rupture, divorce, severance, decomposition,

2 URL: https://www.merriam-webster.com/thesaurus /fractionalization. (Accessed 13
March, 2017).
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disassembly, dismemberment, segmentation, subdivision, atomization,
dichotomization, polarization, diffusion, dispersal, dispersion, scattering,
administration, apportionment, distribution, isolation, seclusion, segregation,
sequestration".

The measure that Alesina et al. use is similar to that by Easterly and
Levine (1997): they measure the number of ethnic groups. This leads to an
index between 0 and 1 with 0 referring to a single ethnic group in a country
and 1 to the theoretical possibility of every individual belonging to a different
ethnic group. They report that in total their database covers approximately 650
distinct ethnic groups in 190 countries (p. 160). The conclusion of Alesina et.
al is very similar to the original one: "... we broadly confirm the results by
Easterly and Levine (1997). In fact the negative effects of ethnic fragmentation
on growth is reinforced with the new data ..." (Alesina et. al 2003, p. 157).
What is striking in this formulation, is that they use a substitute for
"fractionalization", namely "fragmentation" (which is in the synonym list from
the dictionary mentioned above used in a slightly different form, namely as
"fractionation"). In a broader follow-up paper published two years later in the
Journal of Economic Literature, Alberto Alesina and Eliana La Ferrara (2005) use a
much less normative concept in their title: "Ethnic diversity and economic
performance". The title sounds less dramatic than those of the other two
articles. But in the 2005 article, there is again abundant use of the term ethnic
fractionalization, including in the tables reporting empirical results for ethnic
and linguistic fractionalization.

Before assessing the concept of ethnic fractionalization, it may be
useful to look briefly at an overview of the concept of ethnicity as used in
anthropology that was available to both Easterly and Levine and to Alesina et.
al. I have chosen the book "Ethnicity and nationalism - anthropological
perspectives" by Thomas Hylland Eriksen that was published in 1993. The
book gives some key insights into how the term is (or at least in the early
1990s) understood in anthropology and what this implies for its use as an
empirical concept in economics. Eriksen (1993) makes clear that the term
comes from social anthropology and concerns groups and their relationships.
More precisely, it refers to groups, which consider themselves and are regarded
by others as being culturally distinctive. Hence, it is a relational concept leading
to a social identity rather than a natural one based on race for example. And
the relationships between ethnic groups can be economic, social, political, and
symbolic, while these can, but do not necessarily, involve matters of power
differences and costs and benefits, Eriksen explains.

So, a measure for ethnicity then would simply count the number of
groups in an area or a country and possibly calculate the size of groups. If one
would like to take account of the meaning of ethnic identity, one should also
measure how ethnic groups relate to each other. This requires first the choice
of a relevant relational dimension: economic, social, political or symbolic. And
then one needs to choose the defining characteristic of such a relationship. For
example, access to resources such as land, education, income or wealth for the
economic dimension. Which, in turn may lead to the use of measures reflecting
normative empirical concepts such as "income inequality between ethnic
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groups" or "educational gaps between ethnic groups". For the social and
political dimensions, power comes in. This could lead to measures reflecting
normative empirical concepts such as "social conflict between ethnic groups"”
or "ethnic-groups based political parties" or "control over natural resources by
ethnic group".

"Ethnic fractionalization" is a reflection of separation of groups if we
follow the dictionary closely. But since the authors do not seem to be
concerned with a trend leading existing groups falling apart in smaller ones, the
concept rather seems to refer to tensions between ethnic groups. This brings
the intended meaning closer to the synonyms of "division" and
"segmentation". But the authors of all three articles have not measured any
characteristic referring to a relationship between ethnic groups. They do not
include a separate or integrated measure of division or segmentation between
ethnic groups. They simply counted the number of ethnic groups per country,
using secondary data on ethnicity.

What becomes clear from a closer look to their actual measure, control
variables in their estimations, and the choice of semantics for the empirical
concept concerned, is that they have chosen a term that implies a negative
evaluation but without justification by the actual measurement and estimation,
leading to their key message that the more fractionalization of ethnic groups,
the worse it is for the economic growth of a country. All three articles
demonstrate a negative effect of the variable on growth and two of the three
have dramatic titles for the articles to get the message across. But in all three
articles, the measure remains the same: it is simply a counting of the number of
ethnic groups per country. So, a purely descriptive measure, not including any
characteristic of how the groups relate to each other. Not along economic
lines, nor along socio-political lines.

So, "ethnic fractionalization" is a normative concept that intends to
convey a message of "tragedy" (Easterly and Levine, 1997) or of divisiveness
along ethnic lines as in "fractionalization" (Alesina et. al, 2003 and 2005). This
suggests that the choice of the concept is not simply a case of sloppiness but of
ideology: the articles convey a message not despite but precisely because of
their choice of empirical concept for ethnic heterogeneity.

Economic populism?

What kind of ideology may be reflected here? It has at least two clear features.
First, it has a disregard for facts, as is clear from the obvious mismatch
between variable name and article titles and messages on the one hand, and
variable measure on the other hand. Second, the message portrays ethnic
heterogeneity as economically disadvantageous. These two features are also
strongly present in populism - at least as we see it in the rhetoric of Le Pen
(France), Wilders (the Netherlands), UKIP (UK), and Trump (US) for
example. A recent analysis of populism (Mdller, 2016) defines it as an anti-
pluralist politics with a moral claim to representation. Importantly, Miiller
argues that populist claims are moral and symbolic rather than empirically
testable. A related perspective is offered by Kirk Hawkins (2009), who takes a

18



discursive approach to the definition and measurement of populism in political
parties. He defines populism as a set of ideas expressed in a moral framework
of a struggle between good and evil. What is regarded as good and what as evil
differs from party to party, but seems to involve simplification and an image of
"others", of "them", groups that are seen to threaten the interests of "the
people", or even "the nation" as Carlos de la Torre (2007) labels the discursive
threat. Itis indeed a threat to the nation, in particular through constrained
economic growth, to which the authors of the three articles on ethnic
fractionalization appeal. This observation of scapegoating is also part of a
political-institutional approach to populism, according to Martine Rode and
Julio Revuelta (2015). They argue that this approach focuses on a shift in
democratic institutions but also recognizes a "preoccupation with identifying a
group of outsiders or hypothetical enemies" (Rode and Revuelta, 2015: 76-77)

Two recent issues on Trumponomics of the Real/ World Economics
Review, a pluralist online economic debate journal, make the connections
between populism and economics. Jamie Morgan (2017: 6) argues that "the
context that makes populism significant as a political force is that the many
who are appealed to can be swayed, galvanised or co-opted because of their
contrastive experience of the world around them, and because they currently
are not or feel that they are not represented and recognized." This appeal
seems precisely what Donald Trump has made use of when putting the blame
of the vulnerable economic situation of white middle class men on Muslims
and Latino's: "What Trump has done is offer some a future they want to
believe in" (Morgan, 2017: 6). He further explains that populism is associated
with the reduction of complex matters to simple causes and consequences.
"The reduction need not be coherent or consistent it need only be effective. It
may well be effective becanse it lacks actual content and because it resists or
refuses to respond to calls to be substantive, or to justify itself in terms of
evidence" (Motgan, 2017: 6). This, he concludes, leads to a conflictual
approach to economic complex issues, from unemployment to globalization
and economic growth. In the case of US president Trump, this has resulted in
"... the overt demonizing of multiple “others”, according to William Neil
(2017: 15). And Jacobsen and Alexander (2017: 139) add in a similar vein that
".. intensifying divisiveness is the way Trump instinctively promotes his
agenda".

Also in these analyses, although referring to Trump and not to
developing countries or the world at large, the two features that form part of a
variety of definitions of populism are present: a disregard for facts, for example
through simplifications and promises of an ideal world that cannot be
delivered, and scapegoating of others on the basis of their ethnic-religious
background. We find both elements in the three articles discussed in the case
study. Of course, more detailed analysis of the discourses used in the articles
and in the literature that has emerged from it using the same data is necessary
before one can conclude that the ideas represent some form of populism.
What matters for this case study is that it seems likely that the normative
empirical concepts of ethnic division and ethnic fractionalization, and the titles
and messages in the articles relying on these concepts, are not chosen
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randomly or involve a slip of the pen and should simply be considered as
accidental.

The econometrics of the variable use

Now, what about the empirical results: don’t they justify the negative moral
overtones? So, even if there is some populism reflected in the use of term
"ethnic fractionalization" in the articles, isn't there a real argument about ethnic
diversity and growth? If countries with more ethnic groups tend to have lower
long-term economic growth, that does seem something to worry about in
development economics. In other words, if indeed ethnic homogeneity
supports growth whereas ethnic heterogeneity constrains growth, aren't the
negative moral connotations about ethnic diversity justified after all?

This depends on the actual estimations that the articles have carried
out. Looking into the econometrics, it is striking to see that the empirical
estimations have ignored to control for variables that measure relationships
between ethnic groups. And that relatedness between ethnic groups is precisely
what is implied by the term fractionalization. There are no variables used
concerning differences in access to or control over resources between ethnic
groups. There are no variables measuring conflict, marginalization or social
exclusion of groups. Some estimations have used household income inequality
but this cuts across ethnic groups and therefore is not a relevant control
variable. So, the estimations do not make clear whether the negative correlation
of ethnic diversity with growth stems from the number of ethnic groups as
such or rather from how in some countries groups live in tension with each
other rather than in peaceful co-existence.

This is precisely why a co-author and I have re-done the estimations
with the inclusion of a relevant confounding variable and with social cohesion
as the dependent variable because that was one of the key channels identified
in the three articles through which ethnic diversity would affect growth (van
Staveren and Pervaiz, 2017). We were not able to publish this in a top
economics journal but were happy to publish it in a relevant field-journal,
namely the journal Social Indicators Research, which critically reviews social,
economic and political indicators and their use on the social sciences. Using
similar estimations as in the three key articles on ethnic fractionalization, we
were able to show that as soon as one includes a confounding variable for
social exclusion of minorities, the statistical relevance and the negative sign for
"ethnic fractionalization" disappear!®. We used a variable from a database
developed at the Institute of Social Studies, where I work, and where I am
responsible for managing the database. The database was launched in 2011 so
the variable for "exclusion of minorities" was not available to the researchers
when they published their work. However, there were other relevant variables
available that they could have used as confounding variables, for example those

10 We are currently following-up on our analysis with full growth regression and our
preliminary results confirm our earlier results: also in the growth regressions, ethnic
fractionalization turns statistically insignificant when we add exclusion of minorities.
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on internal conflict (see, for example data from the Uppsala Conflict Data
Program, UCDP!").

It seems that the normative empirical concept of ethnic
fractionalization is problematic not only in terms of a mismatch between the
label and what is actually measured but also in terms of ignoring relevant
confounding variables. This brings us back to the two questions about
normative empirical concepts: is the normativity unavoidable or not and does
the term fit economics in general or does it reflect a particular economic
wortldview?

On unavoidability, my discussion above has pointed out that there
exists a non-evaluative formulation for the same concept that is more factual,
precise, more nuanced and not prejudiced: ethnic diversity, or ethnic variation.
Moreover, my re-estimations with Zahid Pervaiz have shown that there also
exists a confounding variable that is theoretically expected to lead to equal or
better statistical results, showing less error, stronger correlation, bigger size
effects, or higher statistical significance. So, both sub-criteria for unavoidability
are not met, leading to the conclusion that the term "ethnic fractionalization" is
not unavoidable on the basis of the values of good scientific practice.

On economics, my discussion has indicated that the worldview
expressed in the evaluative term is not transparent and accountable in relation
to what is considered salient in the real wotld because of the mismatch
between label and measure and the lack of clarification for this choice.
Moreover, the worldview expressed in the evaluative term stereotypes or
stigmatizes certain groups because it suggests that ethnic groups are falling
more an more apart or that their relations are tense, which is neither justified
by the measure used nor by the specification of the estimations. Hence, also
for the criterion of economics the concept of "ethnic fractionalization" fails
both sub-criteria, leading to the conclusion that the normativity of the concept
is not justified on the basis of common standards of good scientific practice.

The conclusion reached is rather strong, indicating that the normative
empitical concept of "ethnic fractionalization" has failed both criteria and
within each both sub-criteria for meeting the standards of good scientific
practice. Of course, I selected this concept on purpose in order to show that
normative concepts are not necessarily all unavoidable and reflecting a morality
inherent in the real world. Obviously there will be many other concepts that
will be much less problematic when scrutinized withe the same criteria.

Conclusions

The discussion in this paper and the case study have argued which criteria are
relevant for assessing whether a normative empirical concept is justified on the
grounds of good scientific practice and which ones less so or not at all. The
case of ethnic fractionalization appeared to be quite an extreme case, failing on
both criteria. Instead, the concept appears to be ideological with parallels to

11 URL: http://www.ucdp.uu.se/ (Accessed 27 April 2017).
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populism in the extent to which both disregard facts and appeal to negative
feelings about the effects of ethnic diversity on the economy.

It is likely that other normative empirical concepts do not fail at all or
only fail one of the two criteria. If this is indeed the case, and concepts such as
poverty and the discouraged worker effect that I have referred to earlier
indicate that this is the case, it seems possible to summarize the options in a
two-by-two matrix. The matrix identifies four possible types of normative
empirical concepts, depending on their unavoidability and acceptation
throughout economics. Figure 1 shows the matrix with four cells, A, B, C and
D, and several examples just for illustration (only one I have argued for, in the
case study).

The matrix distinguishes four possibilities for the assessment whether
normative empirical concepts conform to standards of good scientific practice.

Cell A combines unavoidability and acceptation throughout economics.
Following the discussion above, this seems to be the least problematic type of
normative concept and acceptable according to common standards of good
scientific practice. Examples are poverty, economic growth, human
development and debt. The type of concepts in cell B reflect acceptation
throughout economics, but the normative connotation is avoidable: it is
separable from the descriptive part of the concept and can be replaced by less
or non-evaluative semantics. However, this is often not done for pragmatic
reasons. So, they are not as factual and nuanced as is possible but there seems

Figure 1
Assessment tool for normative empirical concepts and examples

unavoidability

avoidability
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economics

particular economic

worldview

A
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economic growth
human development
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B
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dumping

social clauses

ethnic fractionalization
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to be no prejudice but a general understanding and acceptance because they do
reflect precision, probably not despite the normativity but because of the
normativity in the concept. It is for this reason that they are generally not
regarded as violating standards of good scientific practice. Examples are the
discouraged worker effect, brain drain, dumping and social clauses.

The normativity of concepts in cell C is avoidable by using different
semantics, while in addition the concept reflects a particular economic
worldview. Hence, concepts in cell C do not conform to various standards of
good scientific practice: they seem to violate several values that define good
academic practices in science in general or in statistics in particular. The
concept of ethnic fractionalization is the example that I have argued to belong
to this category. Finally, cell D combines unavoidability with a particular
economic worldview rather than a view that is accepted throughout the
economics discipline, irrespective to which school of thought one belongs.
This may be problematic when the economic view is not accounted for, that is,
when the economist hides or does not convincingly justify his or her
positionality, which is likely to reflect a particular theoretical stance in
economics.

In conclusion, I have formulated two criteria to assess whether normative
empirical concepts comply with or violate common standards of good
scientific practice: unavoidability and acceptance throughout economics. The
case study on ethnic fractionalization has shown that this normative concept is
problematic because it fails on both criteria. Whether the two criteria are
helpful for the assessment of other normative empirical concepts is yet
unknown. Further research on a variety of concepts would help to clarify this
and they may also contribute to challenge or amend the criteria - which I all
very much welcome.
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Appendices

article selection from Scopus on "ethnic fractionalization" in title, abstract, and/or key words, 2003-2017

Annex table

First author Title Year Source title Volume Issue Page start  Page end

Arin K.P. A note on the macroeconomic consequences of 2017 Economics Letters 155 100 103
ethnic/racial tension

Python A. Provoking local ethnic violence — A global study on 2017 Political Geography 58 77 89
ethnic polarization and terrorist targeting

Emenalo C.O. Historical institutional determinants of financial system 2017  Journal of Institutional 1 28
development in Africa Economics

van Staveren I. Is it Ethnic Fractionalization or Social Exclusion, Which 2017 Social Indicators Research 130 711 731
Affects Social Cohesion?

Costalli S. The economic costs of civil war: Synthetic 2017  Journal of Peace Research 54 1 80 98
counterfactual evidence and the effects of ethnic
fractionalization

Andrianova S. Ethnic Fractionalization, Governance and Loan Defaults 2017 Oxford Bulletin of Economics
in Africa and Statistics

Awaworyi Churchill S. Ethnic Diversity and Poverty 2017  World Development

Gaibulloev K. Conflicts and domestic bank lending 2016 Public Choice 169 03-Apr 315 331

Bleaney M. Ethnic diversity and conflict 2016 Journal of Institutional 1 22

Economics

Bakkan H.A. Unpacking ethnicity: Exploring the underlying 2016  Peace and Conflict 22 4 413 416
mechanisms linking ethnic fractionalization and civil
conflict

Churchill S.A. Ethnic diversity and firm performance: Evidence from 2016 Empirical Economics 1 21
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