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1  |  THE IMPORTANCE OF L ANGUAGE

This paper joins recent calls for a pluralistic approach to biodiversity 
science and policy (Coscieme et al., 2020; Hunter et al., 2021; Klütsch 
& Ferreira,  2021; Obermeister,  2019; Pascual et al.,  2021) and pro-
poses to go one step further. We argue that plural perspectives can-
not be achieved without multilingualism in the sources and processes,  
especially for organizing knowledge coproduction that underpins high-
level governance of science/policy initiatives such as those associated 
with the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services (IPBES). This is mainly because language is not a mere com-
munication tool, but an essential machinery of meaning formation 
(Boroditsky,  2001; Kay & Kempton,  1984; Neuliep,  2017). Language 
plays a central role in how different people make sense of them-
selves, of ‘nature’ and its multiple associated values (IPBES,  2022a,  

p. 8; IPBES, 2022b). For instance, the word nature, as used in domi-
nant conservation discourses globally can take, when translated into 
other languages, very different connotations and meanings that are 
rooted in historical and etymological backgrounds and tainted by re-
ligious, cultural and scientific influences. Recent research on 12 East 
and South-East Asian languages shows that the words used to trans-
late the word nature can include spirits, gods, humans, ancestors and 
so forth, reflecting complex realities that often hide wider and deeper 
cosmological mismatches and which cannot be forced into simplified 
nature categories (Droz et al., 2022). In contrast to this high diversity 
of views mediated and supported by linguistic diversity, a very narrow 
suite of languages dominates conservation research, starting with the 
predilection of several international institutions for research published 
in English, and other vehicular languages reigning over research in cer-
tain regions, such as Spanish in conservation research in Latin America.
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Abstract
1.	 The need for a pluralistic approach to biodiversity conservation science and pol-

icy is increasingly being recognized. We argue that plural perspectives require 
multilingualism in the sources and processes.

2.	 Unless the linguistic bias and the related issues in terms of legitimacy and validity, 
resistance to inclusion, and knowledge coproduction are meaningfully addressed, 
biodiversity science and its positive effects for conservation policy and practices 
will necessarily be limited.

3.	 We propose a series of options to address the linguistic biases in biodiversity 
conservation science and policy, including extending and tightening collabora-
tion with environmental humanities scholars from diverse traditions as well as 
researchers from diverse linguistic contexts.

4.	 We conclude by showing how multilingualism is especially relevant for cross-scale 
and global biodiversity governance.
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Language constitutes a means to construct worldviews through 
which reality is conceptualized (Anderson et al.,  2022; Klemfuss 
et al.,  2012; Whorf,  1956, 2012). Languages are closely tied to 
models of nature, society, culture and humanity (Jasanoff,  2004; 
Swedlow,  2012). Therefore, a linguistic pluralistic approach would 
necessarily entail modifying and producing new linguistic tools 
within the dominant language(s) in order to capture ‘foreign’ con-
cepts that are the keystones of worldviews developed in other lan-
guages. Language has also been shown to influence decision-making 
processes, as linguistic expressions carry connotations and echo 
associated past experiences, beliefs and prejudices (Allan, 2007). In 
fact, research has shown that using one's native language exposes 
one more to heuristic biases in decision-making as when using a 
foreign language, because native language is closely tight to the 
inner emotional components of a person (Costa et al., 2014; Keysar 
et al., 2012). The values people hold for nature have also been shown 
to be influenced by languages and the connotations associated with 
meanings of nature (Tauro et al., 2021), as recently shown by Inglis 
and Pascual (2021) in the case of Basque people's values about for-
ests. It follows that language underlies research approaches, both 
in terms of how the results of studies are communicated, as well as 
probably in terms of how the research methodologies are thought 
and designed thanks to linguistic conceptual articulations.

Notwithstanding the central role of language, it is interesting 
to note the limited regard for multilingualism in international high-
level biodiversity science-policy governance bodies. Yet, it is im-
portant to note that the actual choices about use and promotion 
of language (e.g. English as working language in bodies such as in 
the Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem 
Services, IPBES) as well as of the linguistic categorizations and the 
argumentative articulations used are necessarily political (Bashir & 
Batool,  2017; Jasanoff,  2004). These choices reflect as much the 
scientific evidence synthesized from a particular linguistic body of 
literature, as the cultural and political inclinations and power rela-
tions within the institutions (norms and rules) that allow the gover-
nance as well as the work of complex bodies such as IPBES. Far from 
being a neutral tool that convenes transparently scientific factual 
conclusions, language does constrain interpretations of the data and 
implicitly directs the normative and policy implications that can be 
drawn from these data. Including multilingual sources and research-
ers in knowledge-making for conservation governance is a matter of 
epistemic hygiene (Clark, 2015; Gates, 1991) and epistemic justice, 
and a key step to resist the ‘globalising instincts that so easily erase 
difference and collapse meaning’ (Hulme, 2010, p. 558) when trying 
to propose the kinds of knowledge and solutions that are thought 
to be understandable, adaptable to sociocultural contexts, and im-
plementable by the manifold actors on the ground. In this sense, the 
attractiveness of international groups of experts speaking with ‘one 
voice’ based on consensual typologies composed of agreed-upon 
words and concepts may need to be nuanced; while acknowledging 
the need for diversity, such diversity may be ‘defined and structured 
in such a way that potential conflicts and tensions remain hidden’ 
(Díaz-Reviriego et al., 2019, p. 460). Linguistic dominance in the way 

science is done as well as in the ways both national and international 
science-policy initiatives operate is tied to unbalanced geographical 
representation (Báldi & Palotás, 2021) as well as to the dominance 
of certain worldviews over others. Scientists are not immune to the 
cultural and linguistic biases that occur due to asymmetric power 
relations in the scientific community.

In this paper, we aim to illustrate the limitations of the general 
practices in high-level science-policy bodies, mostly conducted in 
English, as well as identify opportunities to address current linguistic 
biases in order to more effectively and equitably gather the required 
data and make it available to actors across social and linguistic con-
texts. Here, we pose that multilingualism in the sources and pro-
cesses of global science-policy interfaces can improve biodiversity 
and environmental science and practice by: (1) widening the range 
of accessible literature, which could contribute to filling up knowl-
edge and data gaps; (2) unlocking creative spaces and unleashing 
innovation regarding how we make sense and structure the data, as 
well as the policy solutions that may be drawn from this knowledge; 
(3) bridging linguistic and disciplinary silos that partition knowledge 
production through a two-way street communication, which would 
be mutually beneficial and prevent lags in research due to key find-
ings remaining trapped within particular silos; (4) increasing inclu-
sivity of diverse stakeholders in the processes, which would result 
in policy options enhancing legitimacy and uptake in diverse social 
contexts; and (5) contributing to the decentralization of the produc-
tion of knowledge and policy-making, which could lead to the devel-
opment of frames and solutions better suited across social contexts.

In what follows, we provide a positionality statement to describe 
how we dealt with multilingualism in the process of writing this paper. 
Although each of the three authors has different native languages 
(Basque, French, Spanish), we all have a long experience in writing and 
working in academic English under the umbrella of a similar scientific 
culture, thus the discussion and writing process were conducted di-
rectly in English without difficulties. In case of doubt regarding a given 
word, expression and its connotation, we settled for simpler yet clearer 
concepts. The process of translating the abstract into other languages 
was also enlightening and forced us to clarify the specific meanings 
in the primary English version and allowed us to change and adapt 
the paper accordingly. In contrast with the relatively—linguistically—
smooth process of writing this article, each of us has had rich experi-
ences in different national and international science-policy initiatives 
where the issue of working language was a major political factor and 
barrier for inclusion as well as presenting potential for cultural bias, 
while remaining largely unnamed and when named, only partially ad-
dressed. In contexts where the complexity of multilingualism and the 
stakes are higher (e.g. working as experts in IPBES) or cultural differ-
ences greater (e.g. collaborative research between Tibetan monks, 
experts of Japanese studies and researchers trained in Western sci-
ences), we observed that politics and geographies do matter greatly 
and that the choice of language (associated with specific worldviews) is 
sometimes used as a tool to assert power, rather than to facilitate gen-
uine communication and intellectual exchanges. These experiences 
provided the common motivation for writing this article.
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In what follows, we first identify the different aspects of the lin-
guistic bias in global biodiversity discourses and published reports, 
related to legitimacy and validity, resistance to inclusion, and knowl-
edge coproduction. Then, we identify a series of opportunities to 
address the limitations of the current linguistic bias and to unleash 
the potential of multilingualism for biodiversity science and policy. 
Finally, we discuss how multilingualism is especially relevant for the 
important work of international science-policy bodies such as IPBES.

2  |  LINGUISTIC BIA S IN GLOBAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL REPORTS AND 
DISCOURSES

The choice of language and vocabulary in high-level governance and 
at the global science-policy interfaces on environmental issues is en-
meshed in political tensions at the intersection of power and knowl-
edge. Far from being limited to technicalities related to language 
and translations, the linguistic bias is connected with questions 
of legitimacy and validity, resistance to inclusion and knowledge 
coproduction.

2.1  |  Linguistic bias

The lack of linguistic pluralism at global biodiversity science-policy 
interfaces leads to twofold limitations, related to (1) the sources of 
knowledge and (2) the conclusions drawn for conservation policy 
and practice. First, the body of literature on which the global as-
sessment reports on the state of biodiversity and policy options are 
based is rather linguistically exclusive, as it is largely limited to sci-
entific sources in English. For example, over 96% of sources across 
the first eight IPBES assessments were in English (Lynch et al., 2021). 
This contrasts with the results from a study by Amano, González-
Varo, et al.  (2016) and Amano, Lamming, et al.  (2016) who found 
that 35.6% of scientific documents on biodiversity conservation 
published in 2014 were in languages other than English. Further, a 
considerable and increasing amount of scientific evidence regarding 
biodiversity conservation is available in non-English languages (with 
more than 1000 studies in the body of literature reviewed), and that 
including such non-English literature can expand the geographical 
coverage by 12% to 25%, as well as the number of species covered 
by 5% to 32% (Amano, Berdejo-Espinola, et al., 2021; Amano, Rojas, 
et al., 2021). This number would probably be significantly higher if a 
wide variety of online and in-person search tools—for instance, other 
than Google Scholar, which is censored in a number of countries, and 
less relevant for a number of traditions and disciplines—were used; if 
the grey literature and reports from governments, consultancies and 
non-research-focused institutions were included; and if literature in 
humanities (Hammel, 2013) regarding the relations between human 
and the natural world were targeted. This reflects a significant lin-
guistic bias in the English-speaking scientific community (Amano, 
Berdejo-Espinola, et al., 2021; Amano, Rojas, et al., 2021). It follows 

that the knowledge developed and discussed in other languages and 
forms gets lost and not duly represented in assessment reports from 
where important policy options are suggested by world-leading ex-
perts (Meneghini & Packer, 2007). Second, the implications for pol-
icy options and policy agreements are discussed and framed within 
the confinement of a narrow set of languages (i.e. those languages 
that are official at the United Nations level), the range of possible 
statements both in terms of the linguistic constructs and categories 
of the dominant language, and in terms of the grammar and argu-
mentative structure that is privileged in this language.

Importantly, these limitations are simultaneously intertwined 
with and reinforce the dominance of a specific form of scientific 
methodology. For example, there is a tendency among English-
speaking researchers to assess the epistemological quality of re-
search and articles based on the form of scientific discourse instead 
of the content. In ‘sciences’, the quality and validity of knowledge 
are often judged based on a strict presentation form composed of 
written statements in which some elements are required (e.g. hy-
pothesis and methodologies), while others must be left out, even 
though they might have impacted the results as well (e.g. personal 
emotional state of the researcher while conducting the research). 
In fact, this strict frame that clearly dominates natural sciences and 
economics written in English leaves little room for oral stories or for 
experience-based knowledge, while experiment-based knowledge 
is privileged (Moezzi et al.,  2017). However, rigorous methodolo-
gies and step-by-step verification procedures for experience-based 
knowledge have also been developed in many other traditions and 
cultures, mostly in languages other than English. For instance, the 
transdisciplinary and intercultural field of ‘contemplative research’—
the English term coined to capture a family of knowledge-making 
traditions that long existed in other linguistic spheres (e.g. Tibetan, 
Japanese and Chinese) emerged as an attempt to bridge the scien-
tific tradition to wisdom traditions based on meditation practices, 
such as some Buddhist traditions (Wallace, 2007). Therefore, the use 
of one language to communicate knowledge creates or reinforces 
inequalities by privileging a specific linguistic group to whom this 
knowledge is made accessible. However, also importantly, it affects 
the form of knowledge that is considered valid and legitimate.

2.2  |  Legitimacy and validity

The linguistic bias related to the sources of the global biodiversity 
assessment reports can limit the science-policy legitimacy of such 
efforts by failing to take into consideration entire sections of the 
existing multilingual scientific literature on a subject, which could 
also reinforce the often-mentioned knowledge and data gaps espe-
cially in various regions and what this may imply in terms of misrep-
resentation of these regions (Amano, Lamming, et al., 2016; Asase 
et al.,  2021; Conde et al.,  2019). The linguistic bias related to the 
policy implications suggested on the basis of the scientific synthesis 
can create rigidity regarding the proposed options that governments 
and other actors may follow. It also runs the risk of undermining 
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transparency regarding the normative and ontological assumptions 
that underlie the key concepts and arguments on which the scientific 
reports are based. This rigidity could lead to limiting on-the-ground 
uptake of the main messages stemming from the reports because 
the categories and arguments used may make it more difficult to 
connect to diverse worldviews (Cash & Belloy, 2020, p. 3).

Translation is far from a solution to lack of multilingualism in 
conservation science. In fact, more help by native English speakers 
to translate articles and research conducted in other languages into 
English (Khelifa et al., 2021) would not solve the issue of legitimacy; 
instead, it would reinforce the illusion that English is the only and neu-
tral lingua franca to share reliable knowledge. Indeed, translations 
eliminate a web of interpretations and sociocultural connotations 
pertaining to the former language, while simultaneously endorsing 
novel connotations from the language and sociocultural context it 
is translated into (Gadamer, 1975, p 386, in Tomuletiu, 2012). A lit-
eral translation into any language, such as English, of texts and oral 
records from other languages and traditions can remain obscure to 
someone who does not have the basic interpretative and contextual 
skills to decipher the message. Likewise, scientific papers written in 
a dominant language such as English sometimes appear to scholars 
from other traditions as patches of statements made of untranslat-
able linguistic categories articulated with a limited logic, along with 
a scarcity of contextual information and a lack of self-analysis from 
the side of the writing scientists. Each knowledge tradition produces 
and communicates knowledge within specific forms and assumes 
that the consumers have the necessary primary knowledge to deci-
pher the message and to fill up the explanatory gaps, and knows and 
shares the underlying implicit assumptions as well. Correspondingly, 
credibility standards also ‘differ depending on the audience’ (Cash & 
Belloy, 2020, p. 6). To access and understand knowledge produced in 
forms that fundamentally differ from how one has been trained and 
confined for decades requires enormous efforts and flexibility, be it 
for the scientists working in English, or for the expert Buddhist monk 
used to work in Sanskrit and Pali, and oral analysis and debates.

Power can be a double-edge sword in the issues of legitimacy 
and validity of knowledge. The most powerful—the agents who 
are in a globally privileged position in the knowledge-making for 
international environmental governance and discourses, in terms 
of funding and opportunities—could also become the most short-
sighted. Indeed, researchers who have the power to impose their 
political belief that valid knowledge is exclusively published in their 
language risk becoming trapped in this belief and miss out on knowl-
edge produced elsewhere. In contrast, many researchers from other 
linguistic backgrounds also read English, which allows them to syn-
thesize wider bodies of literature and knowledge. Especially in the 
humanities, English is, to many scholars, their 3rd or 4th language, 
after several other more relevant vehicular languages in their dis-
cipline or tradition. To force English as the only valid language for 
global knowledge sharing and creation excludes the existing rich-
ness of knowledge, and thus bypasses other knowledge creation 
contexts. It also forces other traditions and scholars to try to fit 
into the frame of reasoning and knowledge making imposed by the 

tradition that dominates English language, namely Anglo-Saxon and 
North American views regarding what constitutes valid knowledge, 
including specific (and not universal) beliefs in particular logic, argu-
mentation, writing styles and so forth.

Validity is a key challenge, as each language, discipline and 
knowledge tradition comes with its own baggage and view on what 
valid knowledge consists of: the criteria and methods to validate 
knowledge can differ significantly in different knowledge systems 
or branches within a system (Schweitzer, 2006; Tengö et al., 2014, 
p. 583). Pohl and Wuelser (2019, p. 117) have also pointed out that 
members of a thought collective ‘do not only share a specific way 
of perceiving an issue; they also share basic assumptions about, for 
instance, what the right concepts for describing an issue are or what 
makes arguments about the issue trustworthy’. Dynamics of exclu-
sion of knowledge critical of the mainstream are also at play in en-
vironmental sciences in English, between and within disciplines. For 
instance, within the field of research tackling environmental harm 
and conflicts, distinct disciplines often hold divergent criteria re-
garding what knowledge is credible and what form is convincing, and 
the borders of what constitutes each discipline may vary depending 
on language (Goyes et al., 2022). As a result of the political dynamics 
of exclusion within science-policy research related to biodiversity, 
divergent understandings of a concept emerge and flourish inside 
echo chambers. This observation has a dual implication. It partly ex-
plains the reluctance by actors using a dominant language in science 
of taking other knowledge systems—or disciplines—seriously. It also 
implies that the knowledge and policy options produced within such 
a limited frame can appear untrustworthy to stakeholders and de-
cision makers who live and make sense of the world within another 
frame, thus jeopardizing the implementation of policy options.

2.3  |  Resistance to inclusion

Calls for linguistic inclusion are often met with resistance because 
these considerations challenge the epistemological and political 
legitimacy of the existing work and procedures by pointing out 
the limitations, hence questions established power asymmetries. 
Nevertheless, epistemic hygiene requires reflexivity and the inclu-
sion of external criticisms. Dominant science and policy actors such 
as intergovernmental and governmental agencies as well as inter-
national organizations can be reluctant to do this because (1) they 
are in a position of power and thus they do not need to question 
their own views (on the contrary to the one who criticizes, who 
often carry the burden of proof and must justify their criticism care-
fully); (2) to address criticisms openly risks giving them more trac-
tion, which could threaten the public image of the more powerful 
actors; and (3) a threat to their reputation can be later used by other 
groups to question the legitimacy of the institutions in which the 
science-policy brokerage is done. As a result, powerful actors tend 
to accept challenges only within the frame they prepared before-
hand (e.g. closed-ended questionnaires) (Oubenal et al., 2017), from 
people they internally selected, on the mandate they predefined, 
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which allows them to keep control over the outcome, the mes-
sages, and the wording of the criticisms (point 2), while claiming to 
be self-reflective and inclusive, and minimizing the threat to their 
reputation.

The linguistic bias adds a layer of complexity to the power dy-
namics deeply rooted in the peer-review system of the ‘Western’ 
academia, as it leaves non-English publications, criticisms and de-
bates simply off the radar (Hunter et al., 2021, p. 217). Translating 
or writing works from other languages and traditions into English 
would make these works visible to the readers of English, but it 
does not guarantee that these works will be considered seriously 
and included. Powerful actors at the science-policy interface can 
deliberately resist including divergent views in order to maintain the 
status quo in their favour. In this sense, resistance to inclusion does 
not—only—result from linguistic and disciplinary barriers and well-
intentioned ignorance.

2.4  |  Knowledge coproduction

The literature on knowledge coproduction already identified limi-
tations related to the power dynamics at play in the knowledge 
production processes, with the objective of producing outputs 
useful—salient, credible and legitimate (Cash et al., 2003; Meadow 
et al.,  2015)—to powerful decision makers, including at the envi-
ronmental science-policy interfaces (Reyers et al.,  2015). Decision 
makers are strongly embedded in local worldviews and restrained by 
politico-institutional and sociocultural factors, including language. 
So are the researchers and the knowledge they ‘produce’, which, far 
from being neutral, is ‘enmeshed with politics and power’ (Brugnach 
& Özerol, 2019; Hakkarainen et al., 2020). Recognizing these limi-
tations, the literature on knowledge coproduction recommends 
generating actionable knowledge by negotiating with partners, 
through participatory, interactive, recursive or iterative processes 
between scientists and other groups, such as decision makers (Cash 
et al., 2003), stakeholders (van der Molen, 2018), indigenous people 
(Fazey et al., 2013) and students (Athakkakath et al., 2015). These 
partners can be ‘aligned’ or ‘non-aligned’, that is, with diverging sets 
of norms and interests in tension and lack of agreement on the prob-
lem definition (Marin et al., 2016). Diverse participatory strategies 
are used (Meadow et al., 2015), such as giving participants the op-
portunity to vote on suggestions of problem framing and solutions 
(Kruk et al., 2017), or offering the possibility to contribute in other 
forms than English-language texts, such as storytelling and other art 
forms (e.g. IPBES value assessment calls for contributions in 2020).

These considerations are particularly relevant for research on 
the relations between people and nature. The literature on knowl-
edge coproduction has shed light on how the diverse technosci-
entific framings of humans and nature are coproduced through 
relationships of power in a socio-political (e.g. Jasanoff,  2004; 
Pickett et al., 2021; Smith & Dressler, 2017; Swedlow, 2012)—and we 
may add, linguistic—context of power relationships. Consequently, 
scientists need to be aware not to force ‘foreign’ concepts into their 

own linguistic classifications, so that knowledge coming from ‘other’ 
groups and traditions is accurately represented and used (Steger 
et al., 2020). Beyond the disrespect it may represent, failure of doing 
so would risk losing the epistemological richness that comes along 
linguistic diversity. Indeed, while it is recognized (Tengö et al., 2014) 
that ‘separating knowledge from its local, cultural, and epistemolog-
ical context can involve significant risks for indigenous peoples and 
local communities’ (Agrawal, 2002), the reverse is rarely addressed: 
Separating so-called scientific knowledge from its cultural and epis-
temological context also involves significant risks. On the one hand, 
it risks imposing this dominant knowledge as the only neutral, true 
and valid one on other contexts, which leads to a failure to imple-
ment efficient solutions (Brugnach et al., 2021; Ingram, 2013; van 
der Molen, 2018). On the other hand, it also risks ignoring its own 
limitations and biases, therefore remaining trapped inside its own 
silo. In this sense, it is not a matter of ‘integrating’ other knowledge 
systems inside the boxes created in the name of inclusion within the 
dominant framework (Dewulf et al., 2008); instead, it is a matter of 
zooming out of one's view and learning to see from other lenses.

3  |  TOWARDS AN INTERCULTUR AL 
AND MULTILINGUAL COPRODUC TION OF 
POLICY RELE VANT BIODIVERSIT Y SCIENCE

Here, we present a set of five options for action that, conjointly, may 
help unleash the richness of a multilingual and intercultural approach 
in environmental science and policy as well as increase the uptake of 
science-policy interfaces' works in diverse cultural contexts. Each 
option is illustrated with an example that deals with the practice of 
multilingualism in biodiversity science for conservation policy and 
practice.

3.1  |  Include and collaborate with researchers from 
‘other’ linguistic contexts

Most scientific research is conducted by teams, so it is not far-fetched 
to argue that research regarding how different human groups or 
human views interpret, value and act regarding the natural world 
should unfold team effort to encompass diverse linguistic spheres. If a 
team includes researchers who know more language than the within-
team vehicular language, knowledge from several linguistic spheres 
could be included within the new common coproduced knowledge. 
For example, the research on the diversity of conceptualizations of 
‘nature’ in 12 East and South-East Asian languages (Droz et al., 2022) 
was made possible thanks to the involvement of a dozen native or 
local experts working in environmental humanities from different 
countries and traditions. Each conducted a literature review in their 
own language(s) and reached out to other experts within their own lin-
guistic traditions. Results were compared and discussed through mul-
tilingual discussions mainly in English, Japanese and Chinese during 
three online workshop sessions and a series of bilateral interactions. 
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Online networking tools make this type of methodology accessible 
and low-cost. Collaboration with researchers actively working in 
other languages considerably broadens the scope of the possible lit-
erature reviewed while not significantly increasing the costs or time 
that would be necessary for external researchers to get familiar with 
the literature and research conducted within a language foreign to 
them. Multilingual and multicultural collaboration can quickly and ef-
ficiently reduce the silo and echo-chamber effects and contribute to 
accelerating global sciences by reducing delays in the transmission of 
novel insights, data and findings.

In practice, multilingual communication and collaboration might 
also be unintentionally affected by power dynamics (e.g. who inter-
acts with whom, who is listened to, whose knowledge is used), cul-
tural differences regarding norms of self-expression and discussions 
within a group (e.g. openly expressing disagreement with an elder is 
considered disrespectful and impolite in many cultures), and by the 
institutions in place (e.g. norms and rules that guide the way discus-
sion and decision-making procedures are designed and followed). 
These three aspects are part of culture, and they are also inseparable 
from the languages used. For instance, the very structure of some 
languages constrains speakers to use hierarchical politeness forms 
and indirect modes of expressions. This complexity underlying the 
use of language influences the content co-produced by multilingual 
knowledge coproduction processes. While face-to-face engagement 
and embodied shared experiences have been shown to facilitate col-
laborative action (Feldman et al., 2006), online or hybrid approaches 
for interaction can also have their advantages for multilingual collabo-
ration, as they could allow the usage of automatic subtitles, automatic 
translations, recordings, the rapid usage of dictionaries by partici-
pants, and written chat exchanges with mediators and other partici-
pants to directly confirm linguistic doubts when they emerge without 
interrupting the flow of the discussion. Other process-oriented guid-
ance for multilingual communication may include for instance altering 
the group composition or fragmenting it into sub-groups with differ-
ent vehicular languages; training and actively reminding native speak-
ers to be mindful of others and perhaps—counterintuitively—avoiding 
placing native speakers in their mother tongue's group, as this could 
create a linguistic imbalance with other non-native participants; tak-
ing the time to explicitly agree on shared norms of interactions with 
people having different levels of command and nuanced knowledge 
of other participants' languages at the beginning of meetings; and the 
creation of safe spaces by collaborative leaders who actively listen 
to participants' concerns individually prior to and after the meet-
ings, especially with respect to potential cultural and linguistic biases 
(Brugnach & Ingram, 2012; Vansina, 2008).

3.2  |  Conduct multilingual literature reviews 
when the study area covers regions where a single 
language is not dominant

Studies that attempt to be global in scope or to draw universal-
izing implications should be supported by syntheses that include 

literature in as many languages as possible. Additionally, studies 
and reports that aim at covering regions where English is not the 
main language—namely, the vast majority of the world—should 
include other relevant main languages into the literature review 
(Nuñez & Amano,  2021). Given that research of this scope are 
conducted by teams, that many researchers are multilingual, and 
that including ‘local’ researchers in teams has already been rec-
ognized as desirable (Haelewaters et al.,  2021), this seems man-
ageable. Researchers who synthesize the literature in another 
language could also be mobilized as parts of teams to conduct 
the primary literature reviews. Such ‘bridge people’ or ‘boundary 
organizations’ (Colavito et al., 2019; Meadow et al., 2015) should 
not be mistaken for ‘representatives’. They do not represent, they 
help different groups understand each other. When conducting 
literature reviews, as well as when evaluating research project 
proposals and reviewing articles, it is also crucial to distinguish 
linguistic skills from scientific quality (Amano, Rojas, et al., 2021). 
Multilingual and multidisciplinary literature reviews would better 
unveil important discrepancies between disciplines and languages 
on a same issue. For example, a multilingual and multidisciplinary 
literature review on the idea of ‘anthropocentrism’ showed that, 
despite the word benefiting from self-explanatory mirror transla-
tions and being used as a keyword in several high-level environ-
mental governance documents, the concept is used to argue for or 
against different views depending on the language and on the dis-
cipline: as a non-animist cultural view that excludes life and spirits 
from the socio-political concerns in Japanese; in contrast with ‘in-
trinsic values’ in English; in contrast to theocentric historical views 
in French; to defend a legal shift towards the rights of Madre Tierra 
in Spanish; or to defend animal rights in German (Droz, 2022).

3.3  |  Adopt a transparent and flexible vocabulary 
open to other terminologies and narratives

The assumptions behind the keywords that are regularly used in re-
search should be questioned and made explicit and transparent. 
Ambiguity could offer a space for dialogue (Brugnach & Ingram, 2012), 
as long as it does not serve the dominant view to sweep under the car-
pet normative assumptions. Transparency includes indicating what the 
normative components are, what ontological background is assumed 
and what ‘facts’ people agree upon. Conducting this questioning 
through dialogues in various vehicular languages could help to highlight 
the limitations of the concepts thanks to the subtleties revealed by the 
process of translation. In this sense, translating scientific terms in vari-
ous languages (Amano, Rojas, et al., 2021) would not only contribute 
to the uptake of papers that use these keywords but also to disam-
biguating the terms. Ambiguity emerges when there exist simultane-
ously multiple valid framings of an issue (Brugnach & Ingram, 2012, 
p. 61), which is unavoidable in global environmental governance. As 
any language conveys its own framing and connotations, every trans-
lation carries ambiguities. The difficulty of synthesis, translation and 
comprehension across linguistic framings probably contributed to the 
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fact that the dominant framing in biodiversity science remains highly 
technical. In turn, technical solutions become taken for granted and 
adopted without questioning the political context and sociocultural 
specificities. Water management constitutes a good example as the 
field tends to be dominated by expert voices and technical solutions 
(Conca, 2005), despite calls for integrating more diverse framings and 
for tackling biases linked to the interrelations between power and 
knowledge (Brugnach et al., 2017). Transboundary issues in water gov-
ernance such as international risk management in the Lower Mekong 
Basin (Lan, 2021) highlight the need to work on an inclusive and trans-
parent multilingual vocabulary to serve as a solid basis for discussions 
when linguistic and sociocultural worlds collide in the quest for a com-
mon sustainable use of a necessary resource like water.

3.4  |  Rally environmental humanities scholars 
from the traditions relevant to the study area

Humanities—understood as not restricted to disciplines and meth-
odology generally accepted in Western academia but also including 
other wisdom traditions such as Buddhist schools and unwritten tra-
ditions and practices—have a strong methodological experience in 
interpreting and translating texts and views (Bergthaller et al., 2014). 
This hermeneutic knowledge can be applied to environmental ques-
tions, mainly to present-day environmental issues and knowledge 
making. Humanities also include political sciences, political philos-
ophy, anthropology and so forth that have thoughtfully analysed 
the mechanisms of domination and conceptual domination from 
different viewpoints in diverse knowledge contexts. Research on 
religions can also contribute to identifying the limits and risks of 
eco-dogmatism and radicalization. For example, in climate-change 
research, there have been calls to use storytelling and narrative in 
order to provide a different set of data and voices and let research-
ers inquire differently (Moezzi et al., 2017, p. 7). Stories tend to be 
oriented to relationships, have a deep emotional and cultural compo-
nent, and often bind together human and nonhuman factors across 
scales with intimate experiences and agency. Stories have the po-
tential to engage and convince people, which is essential to make 
the work of climate and biodiversity science-policy interfaces more 
impactful to the wider society. Taking stories seriously could also 
be a way to tap into the creative potential of multilingualism as they 
might surface common insights, beliefs and perspectives that tend 
to be excluded from the ‘scientific’ processes (Ingram et al., 2019).

3.5  |  Provide translations, but beware: 
Traduttore, traditore

As pragmatically translations cannot be avoided, they must be 
handled with caution. Beware of the assumption that transla-
tions give faithful and transparent access to the original message. 
Multilingualism is crucial precisely because languages are not neutral 
technical tools; they include different ways of arguing, different ways 

of judging what is valid knowledge and methodology and so forth 
(Laursen et al., 2018). Translation does not mean that the translated 
text reflects the original truthfully. Translation is already a bridge and 
an interpretation. This is another reason for scholars and experts re-
garding the original text to be included in teams in order to avoid 
misinterpretations of the translated data. The non-straightforward 
aspect of translation particularly matters when it comes to policy-
making. An example in point is the existence of terminological dif-
ferences between the equally valid versions in each official language 
of the Swiss Constitution (German, French, Italian and Romansh). 
Article 120 of the Swiss Constitution on non-human gene technology 
refers to the dignity of creatures in German, Italian and Romansh (der 
Würde der Kreatur; la dignità della creatura; la dignitad da las creatiras), 
to the integrity of living organisms in French (l'intégrité des organis-
mes vivants), and to the dignity of living beings in the translated (non-
valid) English text (Engi, 2015). Although these differences probably 
do not have a significant impact in the implementation—as the text 
constitutes a general program which is further specified in other sets 
of laws and rulingsthey still reflect significant discrepancies in legal, 
ethical, religious and linguistic connotations and inclinations within 
a relatively small country that has a long history of practice of mul-
tilingualism. At the global level, we can expect such divergences to 
be much greater. This highlights the necessity to pay close attention 
to multilingualism in the sources and processes at the science-policy 
interfaces that support high-level environmental governance.

Bridges are to be built from both sides of the river. It is as im-
portant for scholars writing in English to make summaries of their 
work available in other languages (Steigerwald et al.,  2022) as it is 
for research published in languages other than English. Native lan-
guages used in the study area should be prioritized, followed by 
bridge languages most relevant to the area at stake, for example, 
Spanish and Portuguese for the Latin Americas; French, Arabic and 
Swahili for a major part of Africa; Chinese, Japanese, and Indonesian 
for the respective regions; etc. These languages are already lingua 
franca, that is, vehicular or bridge languages used as second (or third 
or more) languages to make communication possible between groups 
of people who do not share a native language. Finally, authors par-
ticipating in the research could pragmatically provide summaries in 
all their languages, especially in their native language, and journals 
could be expected to provide space and flexibility for accommodat-
ing the publication of these versions. Different geographical regions 
and disciplines have developed ways of dealing with multilingualism 
in research. Several preprint servers (e.g. EcoEvoRxiv) and journals 
already show the way by publishing summaries for each paper in mul-
tiple languages, while some offer tools to provide machine-generated 
translations of keywords and manuscripts (e.g. panli​ngua.rxivi​st.org). 
Many journals and researchers (Kulczycki et al., 2020) in the human-
ities and social sciences take a multilingual approach and publish 
summaries or complete articles in several languages most relevant to 
their domain.1 In East Asia, it is common practice to publish the sum-
maries and titles of papers in the ‘other’ language, for instance, the 
summaries in Japanese or Chinese for a paper published in English, 
which are then collected in university or national bilingual databases.

 25758314, 2023, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pan3.10468 by R

eadcube (L
abtiva Inc.), W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [13/06/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

http://panlingua.rxivist.org


    |  881People and NatureDROZ et al.

4  |  RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
BIODIVERSIT Y SCIENCE- POLICY 
PL ATFORMS

These five points apply to biodiversity science for policy, especially 
when aiming at being efficient and relevant globally. The need for 
multilingualism at the science-policy interface is even more urgent 
for high-level environmental governance, especially for intergov-
ernmental organizations such as IPBES, whose mandate is often 
global in scope. Regarding high-level environmental governance, 
the United Nations recognizes six ‘UN languages’ (Arabic, Chinese, 
English, French, Russian and Spanish), in which any delegation can 
express itself orally or by writing. Yet, in practice, most high-level 
biodiversity science-policy governance documents are drafted in 
English, and then translated into other languages, often with a sub-
stantial delay that can reach up to several years. Translations can 
also be highly technical, which often makes them difficultly to un-
derstand to a native speaker who is not familiar with the original 
text and English grammar and concepts. The communication teams 
of most high-level environmental bodies are also organized around 
English, if not exclusively working in English with materials in other 
languages provided through external translators when absolutely re-
quired by the procedural mandate of the organization.

Collaboration between communication teams is also discussed 
and drafted in English. The hashtag #ForNature—which accounted 
over 400,000 interactions on social media platforms (Twitter, 
Facebook and Instagram) in the week of 30 June–6 July 2021—is 
an example of such a collaborative campaign, which was translated 
into the six UN languages during a second phase and remain mostly 
used in English, including when the main text is in another language. 
This accounts for the pragmatic desire to have a rallying cry across 
languages, platforms and institutions, which can be easily trackable 
and monitored. It echoes the aforementioned tension between the 
pragmatic need for common vocabulary for collective action, and 
the limitations of the convincing power of discourses that ‘feel un-
natural’, ‘disconnected’ from and ‘imposed’ on other linguistic and 
cultural worldviews. Nevertheless, there are encouraging signs for 
more linguistically inclusive global science-policy interfaces. For 
example, IPBES called in 2020 for indigenous and local knowledge 
stakeholders to contribute to three biodiversity assessments consti-
tutes a tentative to increase inclusivity, as contributors were invited, 
in six UN languages, to send songs, drawings, artworks and so forth 
related to the sustainable use of wild species, values of nature, and 
invasive alien species.2 Environmental humanities scholars have a 
key role to play in bridging the methodological rifts in this enterprise.

5  |  CONCLUSION

The global science-policy interfaces on biodiversity and envi-
ronmental issues suffer from a linguistic bias in favour of English 
that erodes the uptake of proposed solutions to the sustainability 
crisis. Unless the linguistic bias and the related issues in terms of 

legitimacy, resistance to inclusion, knowledge coproduction are 
addressed head on, biodiversity and environmental sciences and 
their policy implications will necessarily limit the solutions to the 
biodiversity loss and climate change. The lack of linguistic plural-
ism in the sources and processes of environmental reports leads to 
knowledge available in other languages being ignored—which un-
dermines their scientific legitimacy—and to the policy implications 
drawn from this monolingual partial body of knowledge lacking 
traction in most of the world for failure to consider the diversity of 
local sociocultural contexts, namely, diminished political legitimacy. 
Yet, facing the urgency to make informed decisions and take ac-
tions to tackle the global environmental crisis, instead of waiting for 
a perfect solution grounded on ‘valid’ sciences, we might want to 
prioritize credible knowledge and cultural framings that are ‘good 
enough’ for policies to get through and to gather wide social, politi-
cal and economic support. In this quest, languages, cultures, rheto-
ric and discourses play a pivotal role in convincing people across 
sectors.

It is crucial not to forget that the target users for environmental 
knowledge and policies are human individuals and groups that make 
sense of themselves, their practices and the world within diverse lin-
guistic and cultural webs. Language intimately affects the way peo-
ple make sense of reality, and frames the actions they can envision 
and take, as well as the normative directions they can assess and 
choose. This ‘human’ component in environmental knowledge is not 
to be underestimated. Simultaneously, different views—understood 
as an argument based on/leading to normative judgements—can be 
hidden behind an apparently similar conceptual building block, such 
as abstract constructs like ‘nature’ or ‘anthropocentrism’. Plural lin-
guistic perspectives are needed precisely because they are opening 
the ways of framing and making sense of ourselves and of our rela-
tion to the natural world.

The global environmental science-policy interfaces urgently 
need to break out of the silo mentality and engage in multilingual-
ism in the sources and processes. This will require interdisciplinarity 
especially with cross-cultural environmental humanities, open col-
laboration with traditions and knowledge systems typically ‘outside’ 
the English-language academia, and to bring on board scholars who 
have been rigorously investigating humans and the natural world, 
but whose rich insights the international community has missed for 
lack of linguistic inclusiveness.
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