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Linguistic diversity in a new agenda for equity in science
Ivan Cou�eea,1

Graves et al. (1) have presented a thorough analysis of
how inequalities that have historically developed and are
pervasive in science affect “racial, ethnic, gender, identity,
ability, and other types of diversity,” with negative effects
on minority scientists themselves, on the science commu-
nity as a whole, and eventually on the quality of science.
They argue that there is “no agenda-free science” and that
the organization of science may reflect hidden or biased
agendas (1). On that basis, they advocate an agenda that
would transform the access and success of minority
scientists in the different fields of science (1). While they
explicitly mention a great variety of minority situations
that should be taken into account in this agenda for sci-
ence equity, the issues of lesser-used languages, of linguis-
tic minorities, and linguistic inequality in science are
completely left out (1).

On one hand, many good reasons may be invoked for
the practicality and usefulness of a common-language sci-
ence world, as occurs today with English as a result of
numerous historical, sociological, and cultural factors. On
the other hand, the huge scale of English language use in
the scientific literature indicates that issues of linguistic
diversity constitute a blind spot in science. However, the
pressures and threats on the diversity of the ∼7,000 extant
languages and their associated cultures are alarming (2, 3),
with a vulnerability that may be greater than that affecting
biodiversity (3). Moreover, the dynamics of that vulnerabil-
ity (2–5) involves at least in part limitations of educational
potential, limitations of cultural recognition, barriers to
progress and success, and psychological situations of
shame and self-blame, all of which feature as major drivers
of the spread of minority inequality in science (1).

For the same reasons and same constraints as those
described by Graves et al. (1), the extreme degree of linguistic

inequity that prevails in science is bound to affect the diver-
sity and the quality of science as well as public trust in
science. Moreover, this linguistic inequity is bound to exac-
erbate all of the other kinds of racial, ethnic, and cultural
inequities. Finally, the situation of English language hege-
mony implies that linguistic inequity in science may have
far-reaching consequences on a large proportion of world
population, as it may affect not only the speakers of small,
endangered, and less-commonly-used languages but also
the speakers of numerous commonly used languages.

I wish to argue that the agenda for equity in science
advocated by Graves et al. (1) should include measures
and incentives that promote linguistic diversity in the access
to science education and scientific research and in the
prestige that is associated with the science endeavor and
science publications. Moreover, their proposals (1) may
well be relevant to the promotion of linguistic diversity in
science. As a readily achievable example, universities and
research organizations could foster inclusive outreach in
lesser-used languages, whereby scientists hailing from
minority language communities could highlight their partici-
pation in both the global science world and the linguistic
diversity world.

1. J. L. Graves Jr., M. Kearney, G. Barabino, S. Malcom, Inequality in science and the case for a new agenda. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 119, e2117831119 (2022).
2. A. Kik et al., Language and ethnobiological skills decline precipitously in Papua New Guinea, the world’s most linguistically diverse nation. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 118, e2100096118 (2021).
3. W. J. Sutherland, Parallel extinction risk and global distribution of languages and species. Nature 423, 276–279 (2003).
4. A. Kandler, R. Unger, J. Steele, Language shift, bilingualism and the future of Britain’s Celtic languages. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B Biol. Sci. 365, 3855–3864 (2010).
5. N. Dolowy-Rybinska, Language attitudes and community engagement: Diwan—The Breton immersion high school through the eyes of its pupils. J. Lang. Identity Educ. 15, 280–292 (2016).

Author affiliations: aUMR 6553 Ecosystems-Biodiversity-Evolution, CNRS, Universit�e de
Rennes 1, F-35042 Rennes Cedex, France

Author contributions: I.C. designed research, analyzed data, and wrote the paper.

The author declares no competing interest.

Copyright © 2022 the Author(s). Published by PNAS. This article is distributed under
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 4.0 (CC BY-NC-
ND).
1Email: Ivan.Couee@univ-rennes1.fr.

Published June 2, 2022.

PNAS 2022 Vol. 119 No. 23 e2204376119 https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2204376119 1 of 1

LETTER

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//w

w
w

.p
na

s.
or

g 
by

 8
8.

12
7.

95
.2

18
 o

n 
Ju

ne
 1

0,
 2

02
2 

fr
om

 I
P 

ad
dr

es
s 

88
.1

27
.9

5.
21

8.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1117-0043
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:Ivan.Couee@univ-rennes1.fr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1073/pnas.2204376119&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-02

