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Lynne Bowker looks at the issue of machine translation and scholarly  

communication – which is much more complex than some people might initially assume

House of Wisdom  
or Pandora’s box?

as UNESCO and the Helsinki Initiative on Multilingualism in 
Scholarly Communication are advocating for greater linguistic 
diversity in research and publishing. At the same time, 
multilingualism presents its own set of challenges. If every 
researcher publishes in their own language, how will they be able 
to discover and engage with each other’s work? 

The obvious solution for much of it is translation. And the 
influence of translation on the spread of knowledge throughout 
history is undeniable. But what does the future hold?

Dozens of translators, working over centuries 
Translation has long played a central role in the transmission of 

specialised knowledge. Between the 9th and 13th centuries, 
Bayt al-Ḥikmah – also known as the House of Wisdom 

or the Grand Library of Baghdad – was an institute 
of higher learning that became one of the most 

celebrated translation centres in history. 
For centuries, dozens of translators based 
here worked to translate texts on philosophy, 
geography, astronomy, religious works, 
literature, science, medicine and 
mathematics from Greek, Syriac, Persian, 
Sanskrit and Aramaic into Arabic. Then, in 
the 12th and 13th centuries, a similar centre, 

known as the Toledo School of Translators, 
was established in Spain. Here, philosophical 

and scientific texts were translated from Arabic 
into Latin and Spanish. 

Today, however, researchers cite two main challenges 
when it comes to translating their own work. One is the problem 
of finding a translator with not only the right language 
combination but also sufficient expertise in this specific, highly 
specialised area. In addition, specialised translators quite rightly 
charge a fee for their services, but sometimes the researchers who 
are most in need of these services are the ones who are least able 
to afford them. For example, Valeria Ramírez-Castañeda 
surveyed nearly 50 Colombian researchers and discovered that 
the cost per article for professional editing or translation services 
is between one-quarter and one-half of a doctoral student’s 
monthly salary in Colombia.

There is also the sheer volume of work that is being produced 
around the world. If researchers all begin publishing in their own 

Conservative estimates suggest that fewer than 10 per 
cent of the world’s researchers are native speakers of 
English. At the same time more than 90 per cent of the 
academic journals in many fields – particularly in 
science and technology – will only publish content in 
English. In other words, a lot of researchers are being 
forced to scramble to find ways of publishing their 
very specialised and cutting-edge content in a language 
that is not their dominant one. How do they manage? 
As it turns out, it’s not easy.

Scholarly publishing has a diversity problem
Over the past half-century or more, English has emerged as the 
key language for scholarly communication. A number of 
different factors have contributed to this. Politics, 
wealth and prestige have certainly played a role. 
So has the practical desire for a common lingua 
franca that would, in principle, permit anyone 
who knows that language to participate in 
research conversations. But in practice, what 
often ends up happening is that fluent use of 
the English language becomes something of 
a gatekeeper, determining who can and 
cannot contribute. 

Empirical evidence has emerged to show 
that, unsurprisingly, researchers working in their 
second (or potentially third or fourth) language 
need more time both to read the literature and to 
write up their own results. In addition, their manuscripts 
are rejected more often – sometimes on the grounds that the 
language quality, rather than the science, is poor. Moreover, the 
model of using a single language for research and publication 
also risks leading us towards a situation where a single 
knowledge system is privileged over others. Rather than an 
inclusive global research system, the result has been the 
exclusion of many voices and an overall lack of linguistic and 
epistemic diversity. 

Thankfully, attitudes are beginning to change, which is good 
news because we need all of the smartest people on the planet – 
no matter which languages they speak – to help us find solutions 
to the world’s biggest problems: problems like cancer, climate 
change, food insecurity, disinformation and more. Groups such 

Rather than an 
inclusive global 

research system, the result 
has been the exclusion of 

many voices and an overall 
lack of linguistic and 
epistemic diversity
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MT is seen as a tool 
that will be part of a 
broader service that 

includes language 
professionals who will offer 
different types of support 

to researchers 

language, few individuals or research teams will be able to afford 
the cost of having all the relevant works professionally translated 
into their particular language for them to consult. Things are very 
different from the days of the House of Wisdom.

Turning to tech to tackle the issue
As technologies such as neural machine translation (NMT) and 
large language models (LLMs) have stormed onto the scene, it’s 
little wonder that these have piqued the interest of a vast number 
of researchers, who, one way or another, need to find a means of 
functioning in multiple languages. Fortunately, many researchers 
already understand that translation is a challenging task at the 
best of times, and that the texts they are producing or working 
with are on the more complex side; and though quite a few people 
have experimented with free online translation, they have realised 
that it simply cannot meet their needs. Yet they are still anxious to 
get affordable and high-quality support for their translation 
requirements. What can be done?

The issue has caught the attention of groups beyond the 
research community. For instance, in France, the ministries of 
culture and of higher education and research have co-funded a 
pilot project on translations and open science to explore the 
possibilities offered by translation technologies for 
fostering multilingualism in scholarly 
communication. Across the Atlantic Ocean in 
Canada, the commissioner for French language 
services in the province of Quebec recently 
published a notice calling on the government 
to investigate a structured approach to 
integrating machine translation (MT) into 
scholarly publishing. 

What is encouraging is that in both cases, 
no one expects that MT alone will provide 
the solution. Rather, MT is seen as a tool that 
will be part of a broader service that includes 
language professionals who will offer different 
types of support to researchers. Moreover, it is 
unlikely to be the free online tools such as Google 

Translate or ChatGPT that are pressed into service. Both the 
French and the Quebecois proposals foresee a need for 

specialised translation engines that have been trained 
using domain-specific corpora of academic texts 

and that will be managed by language 
professionals.

All languages are equal, but…
But this in turn gives rise to other questions. 
With widely used languages such as English 
and French, the chances are quite good 
that it will be possible to construct training 
corpora that are both large enough and 

relevant enough to generate draft translations 
that can be viably post-edited. However, when 

it comes to building very specialised training 
resources for less widely used languages, the task 

becomes much harder, and the resulting draft 
translations are less likely to be of a decent quality. Even 
ambitious undertakings such as Meta’s ‘No Language Left 
Behind’ project only envision being able to build resources for 
around 200 languages, whereas there are over 7,000 languages 
in the world.

Researchers and developers in the field of natural language 
processing (NLP) are trying to do their bit by searching for ways 
to build up resources for less widely used languages, such as by 
creating synthetic data, or by developing small language models 
(SLMs) for specialised language needs. Meanwhile, open access 
publishing can help by making high-quality research content 
freely available for reuse rather than keeping it locked behind a 
paywall. There is unlikely to be a one-size-fits-all solution, 
however, and it will be important to keep an eye on 
developments to ensure that efforts to harness technology in 
support of translation and language diversity in scholarly 
publishing don’t inadvertently end up driving a digital wedge 
between those languages that occupy a more central position 
and those nearer the periphery.

The value system and incentive structures
In addition, it is important to recognise that while translation 
technologies – preferably operated under the guidance of 

From text to speech: other kinds of exclusion

Ramírez-Castañeda’s survey of Colombian researchers also found that one-
third of the respondents had elected not to participate in international 
conferences because English was mandatory for presentations. Here again, 
important voices are being excluded from essential conversations.

Relatively few academic conferences offer professional simultaneous 
interpreting, and when they do, it is into just a handful of languages. Some 
resourceful organisers of online events have tried to take advantage of 
features such as captions or multilingual subtitles (including in Zoom), and  
a few may even project a speech-to-text transcription – in the original 
language or in a machine-translated version – on a screen in the conference 
room, or via an app that participants can download to their own devices. 
But this is not yet being done in a systematic way, nor has there been much 
research on whether participants find these approaches satisfactory. Much 
more work is needed to determine the tools and techniques that are most 
effective to support multilingual conference participation and are also 
feasible (in terms of the cost, the range of languages offered, the 
technology required and so on). 

For centuries, dozens of translators worked to translate texts, like this 
one, from Greek, Syriac, Persian, Sanskrit and Aramaic into Arabic
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knowledgeable language professionals! – can contribute to a 
more linguistically diverse scholarly communication ecosystem, 
there are non-technological issues to be addressed as well. 

Along with my colleagues Philips Ayeni and Emanuel 
Kulczycki, I recently conducted a review of the academic 
literature on the topic of machine translation + scholarly 
communication to find out more about how researchers are 
currently using these tools. We discovered that 
English is involved as either the source or target 
language in almost all cases, and that nearly 
two-thirds of the time, it is the target language. 
This means that most researchers are still 
trying to publish in English, and they see 
MT as a tool that can help them reduce the 
cognitive effort, the time needed or financial 
burden of doing so. Used in this way, 
translation tools are not actually introducing 
linguistic diversity into scholarly publishing but 
are instead reinforcing the central position of 
the English language. 

If we’re to address this wider context, we need to 
look beyond the tools and consider the value system and 
incentive structures that are in place. As long as publishing in 
English continues to be viewed as prestigious and researchers are 
rewarded for doing so (with bonus payments, tenure or 

promotions), then the mere fact that MT tools can translate is 
unlikely to change the status quo. Instead, research organisations 
need to develop and implement meaningful policies to recognise, 
value and support publishing in other languages.

Taking small steps towards the ultimate goal
The ultimate goal remains wider access to high-quality 

research articles in multiple languages, but clearly 
this is going to take some time. However, that 

doesn’t mean we should ignore the situation till 
then: there are a number of smaller steps that 
can be taken in the meantime, including 
translating the scientific abstracts and other 
metadata (such as titles and keywords) since 
this can help with the discovery of research 
such as by facilitating multilingual searching.

In addition, the movement for making 
research accessible to non-expert audiences is 

also gaining traction. This involves a sort of 
intralingual translation from specialised to general 

language. One increasingly popular way of achieving 
this is through plain language summaries – which, like 

other forms of translation, are also skilled productions! Writing 
well in plain language requires training and practice, and while 
the authors of research articles are subject experts, they are not 
usually communication specialists. For some enterprising 
language professionals, adding plain language writing to their 
service offering could pay off since the demand for plain language 
is growing in other sectors too (including health literacy for 
patients and their families, governmental and administrative 
communications to citizens, and legal texts aimed at non-legal 
experts). As a bonus, plain language summaries are also likely to 
be more easily translatable into other languages, whether by 
translators or automatic translation tools, or a combination of  
the two.

New opportunities and a continuing need
Clearly, the area of scholarly communication is one for the 
translation and interpreting community to watch. It’s 
encouraging to note that neither individual researchers nor 
organisations see unaided MT as an optimal or one-size-fits-all 
solution. The examples from France and Quebec suggest that 
language professionals will continue to occupy key roles.  
And indeed, there could even be new opportunities for language 
professionals on the horizon; both because plain language 
communication continues to gain momentum and because 
researchers are seeking additional support for multilingual 
conferences as well as for language and translation policy 
development in institutes of higher education.

Our roles and work may change with the times. But 
translation has always been important for knowledge 
transmission, and it will continue to play a vital role.
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