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This volume brings together a number of original articles that deal with the perception of inequality in scientific communication, based on the observation that where in the past there used to be multiple languages used for scientific communication (German and French were the most important), nowadays English has come to dominate the scene. This is especially the case in the so-called ‘hard’ sciences, but is also increasingly true in the social sciences and humanities. The irony of course is that the articles in this volume are all written in English, as if capitulating to the dominant language, rather than confronting it by writing in another language. We will return to this irony later.

The first article, by Florian Coulmas, takes the form of a socratic dialogue between F and C, “two experts in the field.” F takes the side of those who find the increasing dominance of English problematical, while C cites its advantages. Coulmas does such a good job of stating both the pros and cons of the argument without any bias, thus succeeding in stating the issues without betraying his own preferences. Or is he in fact ambivalent? One issue he does mention is that Latin used to be the lingua franca of science, but it of course got replaced. Does the fact that many Anglophone scientists benefit from not having to learn another language, unlike the case of Latin in the past, give them an unfair advantage? The issue of mother-tongue advantage does rear its head, both here and elsewhere in this collection, but did we hear complaints about that advantage when French and/or German were more prevalent?

The next article, by John Flowerdew, focuses on those scholars for whom English is an “additional” language (the so-called EAL writer), and the tendency of some EAL scholars to resort to wholesale copying of others’ work, a phenomenon also known as plagiarism. Flowerdew makes a useful distinction between scholarly and practitioner-oriented work; the former refers to applied linguistics scholarship that makes the difficulties of the EAL writer known to editors and others, while the latter refers to the

dilemmas faced by the EAL writer who chooses a language other than English, which has negative consequences of its own. 

The third article, by Cristina Guardiano, M. Elena Favilla and Emilia Calaresu, attempts to reveal how much of the impetus to use English is based on stereotypes about its putative superiority as a language of science. The fourth, by Rainer Enrique Hamel, concentrates on the shift toward a ‘monopoly’ of English in the scientific literature and whether this monopoly is inevitable, what disadvantages it might entail, and whether this trend might be countered by other forces. He introduces useful data about the use of Spanish and Portuguese in South America that is usually ignored in bibliographies that claim universality but focus blindly on English. 

The next article, by Philippe Van Parijs, takes the view that while science and other domains demands that there should indeed be one lingua franca, this raises a problem of justice. That is, since native speakers of English are at an advantage, there should be fair burden sharing, such as a linguistic tax on native speakers, which would subsidize the learning of the lingua franca by non-natives. Failing this, a focus on compensatory ‘poaching’ of the web might do more good than a linguistic tax. The article by Michele Gazzola and François Grin focuses on finding a methodology for evaluation of multilingual communication. They propose to base this on the well-established concepts of efficiency and fairness—informatory, cooperative, and strategic communication, establishing a distinction between access, process and outcome(s) of communication.

The next article, by Saran Kaur Gill, examines a recent test-case of a polity where a long-standing policy of teaching science and mathematics (as well as other subjects) in the mother tongues of various Malaysian ethnic groups (Malays, Chinese and Tamils) was abandoned, and a shift to teaching these subjects in English was mandated. The ostensible reason given was to enable Malaysians to participate in the international and global discourse of science, which was recognized to be predominantly in English, as well as to enable Malaysia to participate economically in the global economy, especially the IT portion of that system. Suffice it to say that language policy in Malaysia has since its inception in the 1960’s been fraught with many dilemmas; one of the most problematical has been the ban on discussions of the policy, so that an essentially top-down language policy, then as now, could not be discussed openly by Malaysian citizens. Had the demand for English come from users at the grass-roots level, it might have had more success, but given the ban on discussing anything about language in Malaysia, this avenue was not open. Changing a language policy almost overnight, and in a radical way, is problematical for any polity, but doing so in a context where discussion was never encouraged makes for even more problems. 

The final article in this collection, by Ulrich Ammon, attempts to summarize the previous arguments, and look for a way forward. Without it, this collection would raise many questions but leave too many of them unanswered. One of these, the corpus question (as opposed to the status question, which is what most of the articles address) is one that Ammon raises, but in my opinion does not address adequately. That is, the fact that there exist for English immense resources, both in print and electronically, that can aid the native speaker as well as the non-native, or even the naïve non-scientist, such as this reviewer. Though Hamel, for example, does point out the existence of on-line resources for Spanish and Portuguese, the naïve user who ‘googles’ a term like MRSA (an acronym for ‘Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus’) or prion (for ‘proteinaceous infectious particle’) will be taken to immense on-line links to resources such as bibliographies, data-bases, medical encyclopedias, and other useful sites, all in English. The fact that the English-language resources appear first is, of course, a factor of the frequency with which they have been ‘googled’ by other users, but the difficulty of finding such resources for other languages is a function of the fact that the English resources are in fact more encyclopedic, and therefore more useful. Any language group that would attempt to replicate these resources faces a daunting task.
One constituency whose voices we do not hear are those of researchers who choose English over some language (such as Swedish, Uzbek, Tamil, or Zulu) which would limit their audience, and do so willingly and without any sense of injustice, because they value the ability to participate in a global discourse in their field, one which would not be available if they published in a language that is less commonly known. These are the language groups who will never be able to compete with English, and they accept this. The consensus of this collection is that the use of English by non-native speakers is always an unfair burden. The issue is more complex than that, and by ignoring for the most part the positive aspects of having one lingua franca, these authors almost guarantee that the articles in this collection will be ignored, or treated as a fanciful aberration. 

Earlier I mentioned that irony of publishing an anti-English polemic in, of all things, English. Using English guarantees that the anti-English point of view will be heard; this is its greatest advantage, one that the authors seem not to want to admit very openly. 

