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ABSTRACT 

The pressure to publish in science’s lingua franca is linked to a common belief that this choice 

will cause the research to be more readily indexed, accessed, read, used, and cited. However, 

the use of a national language can be marketed as a source of distinction for institutions 

located in countries or nations where English is not the primary language. This study looks to 

understand publication-language practices in the social sciences and humanities by examining 

the publication strategies of three nations, including a stateless nation: Germany, France, and 

Québec.  The data were extracted from the Social Sciences Citation Index and the Arts & 

Humanities Citation Index and comprise 3.7 million articles, notes and reviews published 

between 1980 and 2014. The rise of English and decline of other languages is staggering and 

follows the same tendency in Germany and France, reaching just over 80% in each case. 

Québec differs slightly because the percentage of papers published in English was already 

quite high in 1980; nevertheless, the proportion has also risen, now reaching over 90%. 

Impact follows suit: for each of the three nations, papers published in English gather, on 

average, three times as many citations as they national-language counterparts. Given the reign 

of impact indicators and the symbolic capital granted to citations in the current scientific 

context, the data reveal that opting for English-centric publication strategies pays off. 

However, this raises questions fundamental to science, the symbolic capital associated with 

language, and the effects of language-based strategies on research. 

                                                 
1
 The authors thank the Agence universitaire de la Francophonie and the editors of Découvrir for making this 

research visible in French. This research-in-progress paper is part of an ongoing, broader study. Preliminary 

results have never been published in English; for French versions of previous steps, see: Desrochers, N. and 

Larivière, V. (In press). Recognition ou reconnaissance : de la question des langues en diffusion des 

connaissances. In Borg, S., Cheggour, M., Desrochers, N., Gajo, L., Larivière, V., & Vlad, M. (Eds.). 

L’Université en contexte plurilingue dans la dynamique numérique: Actes du congrès annuel de l’Agence 

universitaire de la Francophonie, Marrakech, 12-13 novembre 2015. Paris: Éditions des Archives 

Contemporaines; and a short column, “Langues et diffusion de la recherche: le cas des sciences humaines et 

sociales”, in Découvrir: le magazine de l’ACFAS, http://www.acfas.ca/publications/decouvrir/2015/11/langues-

diffusion-recherche-cas-sciences-humaines-sociales. For this paper, the choice was made to use Canadian 

English. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In countries where the national or predominant spoken language is not English, “publish or 

perish” has a twist: “publish in English or perish”. However, for institutions located in such 

countries or nations, the use of the national language can be marketed as a distinction. For 

example, the Université de Montréal’s website states that it is “la seule université 

francophone canadienne à figurer parmi les 150 meilleurs établissements universitaires dans 

tous les classements internationaux” (Université de Montréal, n.d.; emphasis added). 

Furthermore, schemes established by funding agencies often prioritize local societal impact, 

in the social sciences in particular. However, the question of whether this translates into actual 

symbolic capital for researchers remains unanswered. This study looks to understand 

publication-language practices in the social sciences and humanities; for while a researcher’s 

national affiliation may be the result of a lifelong series of events, what to study, where to 

publish, and in what language are all, ultimately, choices.  

 

BACKGROUND 

One of the problematic concepts in studying the anglicization of science is that of the 

“internationalization” of publishing venues. For instance, Buela-Casal, Perakakis, Taylor and 

Checa (2006) concluded that, at least in psychology, « no single criterion provides an 

unequivocal measure of internationality » (p. 60). Other studies have looked at researchers’ 

perceptions of the migration towards English as the international language of science. 

Gnutzmann and Rabe’s (2014) qualitative analysis showed a mix of perceptions within the 

group of 24 German researchers interviewed. Schubert and Michels (2013) looked at the 

scientific impact of papers published by “large publisher nations” and found a parallel of the 

Mathew effect (Merton, 1968) for journals (see also Larivière and Gingras, 2010). 

It is quite plain to see that the internationalization of the objects of study in the natural and 

medical sciences (NMS; Gingras and Mosbah-Natanson, 2010) has been accompanied by a 

gradual but undeniable migration towards English. The fact that these objects retain their 

intrinsic proprieties from one country to the next allowed these fields to fully embrace an 

internationalization of the dissemination of science (see Kirchik, Gingras and Larivière [2012] 

for a study of the effects of this in the Russian context). In fact, more than 98% of peer-

reviewed documents in the NMS published in 2014 and indexed in WoS were in English.   

 

On the other hand, objects of study for the social sciences and humanities (SSH) tend to have 

a more local focus (Warren, 2014). This leads us to ponder the symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 

2001) that could—or perhaps that should—be given by institutions and policy makers to the 

dissemination of research in national languages.  

 

Three nations, including a stateless nation, will be studied here in order to shed some light on 

the underlying tensions in publication strategies in the SSH: Germany, France, and Québec. 

 

METHODS 

The data were extracted from the Social Sciences Citation Index and the Arts & Humanities 

Citation Index of the WoS, which index 3,500 SSH journals. The dataset comprised 3.7 
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million articles, notes, and reviews (henceforth, “papers”) published between 1980 and 2014
2
. 

Three variables were considered: 

1. Country of affiliation of the first author; 

2. Place of publication of the journal, established by the city provided in the address; 

3. Language of the paper. 

 

Scientific impact was obtained by using the number of citations received, normalized by year 

and by the journal’s discipline. 

 

RESULTS 

As shown in Figure 1, the rise of English and decline of national languages is staggering and 

follows the same tendency in Germany and France: currently, more than 80% of papers from 

these countries indexed in WoS are written in English, from roughly 30% 35 years ago. Less 

than 20% are being published in the national languages of German or French. Québec differs 

slightly because the percentage of papers published in English was already quite high in 1980; 

nevertheless, the proportion has also risen, now reaching over 90%. In absolute numbers, the 

dataset contains, for the most recent year (2014): 

• For Germany: 8,644 papers in English and 1,718 papers in German; 

• For France: 4,259 papers in English and 905 papers in French;  

• For Québec: 1,986 papers in English and 147 papers in French. 

 

Figure 1. Percentage of papers in the social sciences and humanities written in English, 

German (for German) and French (for France and Québec), 1980-2014 
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Impact follows suit (Figure 2): for each of the three nations, papers published in English 

gather, on average, three times as many citations as they national-language counterparts; this 

tendency has been rising quite steadily since the turn of the millennium for Germany and 

France. The same can be seen for Québec, even though the fewer number of papers explains 

the wider variations. 

                                                 
2
 WoS data for 2013 contains a high proportion of papers (roughly 50%) without publication language; these 

were excluded from the analysis. 
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Figure 2. Scientific impact of papers in the social sciences and humanities written in English, 

German (for German) and French (for France and Québec), 1980-2014 

 

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008

Germany

Ang.

All.

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008

France

Ang.

Fr.

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008

Québec

Ang.

Fr. /
Ger.

 
 

Interestingly, for Germany and France, publication venue choices are still predominately 

national, while American journals are the venues of choice for Québécois researchers (Figure 

3). Also interesting is the fact that in terms of “large publisher nations” (Schubert and 

Michels, 2013), the positions of English and American journals are reversed for Germany and 

France, and that the Netherlands (home of Elsevier) comes in 4
th

 place for all three nations. 

The fact that Québécois research is barely published in France also deserves to be noted.  

 

Figure 3. Country of journals in which the German, French, and Québécois researchers 

publish in the social sciences and humanities, in percentages, 1980-2014 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The limitations of the study are inherent to the use of WoS data for the study of the social 

sciences and humanities (see Archambault et al., 2006; Larivière et al., 2006). These 

limitations notwithstanding, the clear tendency for German, French, and Québécois 

researchers to publish more and more in English is telling, as the data reveal that such a 

strategy pays off.  

 

However, this raises questions fundamental to science: are there still contexts where opting 

for a language other than English can play in a researcher’s favour? What symbolic capital 

can be associated with publication in a national language? And how will this capital be 

measured in a researcher’s evaluation or in an institution’s ranking?  
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Language is more than a vehicle for knowledge; it has, in the words of Bourdieu, “symbolic 

power” (1991). In countries where language and identity are intertwined, language strategies 

become more than a question of Impact Factor; they are a question of impact in the broader 

sense of the word, of collisions and repercussions far-reaching both ideologically and 

practically. With all of its obvious advantages, the near-complete anglicization of science is 

nigh; and until policy makers, funding agencies, institutions, peer evaluators, and indicators 

align to grant clear value to national languages, researchers will likely continue to migrate to 

publish, in order not to perish.  
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