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ABSTRACT

Science diplomacy is frequently conceptualized as a neutral tool serving the soft power
and foreign policies of states. However, this functionalist and reductionist approach
overlooks the hidden power dynamics, linguistic hegemony, and epistemic injustices
governing international scientific communication. Aiming to deconstruct this
instrumentalist perspective, the present study seeks to redefine science diplomacy as a
“sphere of intercultural communication.” To this end, employing a systematic literature
review and the Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) approach, 20 key international studies
were thematically analyzed. The extracted data were organized and conceptualized based
on Stuart Hall’s three-level model of the “Circuit of Culture.” The findings indicate that at
the macro level (encoding), science diplomacy reproduces hegemonic interests by
imposing an unequal geo-epistemic division of labor between the Global North and the
Global South. At the meso level (circulation), publishing institutions inflict a form of
“epistemic violence” and structural exclusion upon marginalized researchers through
gatekeeping and linguistic imperialism. Nevertheless, the results at the micro level
(decoding) demonstrate that peripheral scientific actors are not entirely passive; rather,
through strategies such as strategic co-authorship and parallel networking, they create a
“third space” to preserve their agency and resist this hermeneutical injustice. This study
concludes that realizing the true emancipatory potentials of science diplomacy requires a
paradigmatic shift from the discourse of “soft power” toward “epistemic justice,” marking
a transition from a Western monologue to a polyphonic and egalitarian dialogue.
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INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary globalized era, science diplomacy has been promoted as a pivotal
instrument of foreign policy, designed to foster international collaboration, build
cross-border trust, and address grand challenges such as climate change and
pandemics (Flink & Schreiterer, 2010; Royal Society & AAAS, 2010). Within
dominant academic and policy discourses, science diplomacy is routinely depicted
through an idealist lens, celebrated as an inherently benign, objective, and neutral
platform transcending geopolitical divisions (Rungius & Flink, 2020). This
technocratic framing, however, depoliticizes scientific exchanges, masking the power
asymmetries, structural inequalities, and neocolonial legacies that govern the global
production and dissemination of knowledge (Demeter, 2020). Rather than acting as a
universal equalizer, international scientific collaboration is deeply embedded in
unequal infrastructures and uneven flows of intellectual capital between the Global
North and the Global South (Collyer, 2018; Salager-Meyer, 2008).

PURPOSE

The primary purpose of this study is to construct an integrated, multi-level conceptual
model of science diplomacy as a sphere of intercultural communication. Moving
beyond conventional realist and functionalist paradigms, this research aims to: (a)
deconstruct the structural power dynamics and hegemonic representations embedded
within global scientific diplomacy; (b) analyze the institutional mechanisms through
which linguistic imperialism and epistemic exclusion are enacted; and (c) elucidate
the modes of agency and counter-hegemonic resistance utilized by peripheral actors to
reclaim cognitive sovereignty and foster epistemic justice.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a Critical Interpretive Synthesis (CIS) methodology, integrated
with a systematic review adhering to the PRISMA guidelines. CIS is suited for
synthesizing multidisciplinary and conceptually complex literature across
international relations, science and technology studies, sociology of science, and
intercultural communication. A systematic search was executed across Web of
Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar for peer-reviewed studies published between
2000 and 2025. Following rigorous screening based on conceptual richness and
theoretical relevance, a core corpus of 20 foundational studies was selected for deep
qualitative synthesis.

The theoretical framework integrates Stuart Hall’s (1997) "Circuit of Culture"—
comprising representation, identity, production, consumption, and regulation—with
Bhabha’s (1994) concept of the "Third Space." Using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun
& Clarke, 2006), findings were coded onto a three-tiered framework: macro (structural
encoding), meso (circulation and gatekeeping), and micro (decoding and resistance).



FINDINGS
The synthesis culminated in an integrated, multi-level conceptual model:

Macro Level (Structural Encoding and Geopolitical Asymmetries): Science
diplomacy is primarily driven by Global North powers using collaboration to
project soft power and enhance national branding (Flink & Schreiterer, 2010; Nye,
2004). Under the benign banner of the "global knowledge commons,” these
practices reproduce an unequal geo-epistemic division of labor (Demeter, 2020).
Peripheral countries are frequently relegated to "raw data providers" or field sites,
while advanced conceptualization and intellectual property remain concentrated in
metropolitan centers (Collyer, 2018).

Meso Level (Circulation and Epistemic Gatekeeping): Knowledge circulation is
regulated by institutionalized gatekeeping. The hegemony of English creates
linguistic imperialism imposing severe cognitive, financial, and discursive burdens
on non-Anglophone researchers (Curry & Lillis, 2014; Salager-Meyer, 2008).
Commercial publishing oligopolies, restrictive peer-review protocols, and
metricized indexing systems systematically devalue indigenous and non-Western
epistemologies, producing what Fricker (2007) terms “epistemic injustice."”

Micro Level (Decoding, Agency, and the Third Space): Peripheral actors are not
passive recipients. In negotiating encoded dominant narratives, they engage in
negotiated or oppositional decoding (Hall, 1980). Drawing on Bhabha’s (1994)
theory, they construct a hybrid, interstitial “Third Space" of resistance through South-
South collaborations, open-access regional repositories, and the hybridization of local
and global methodologies, asserting intellectual sovereignty (Canagarajah, 2002).

The findings challenge mainstream assumptions that view science diplomacy as
inherently cooperative and politically neutral. Viewed through the critical lens of
intercultural communication, science diplomacy is revealed as a contested
discursive field where scientific exchange is bound to geopolitical power and
historical structures of domination. Without addressing structural inequalities in
funding, publication gatekeeping, and linguistic barriers, international
collaborations risk becoming instruments of epistemic violence (Demeter, 2020;
Santos, 2014). Nonetheless, micro-level agency highlights potential for
transformation: by fostering pluriversal dialogues recognizing marginalized
knowledge paradigms, science diplomacy can transcend state-centric agendas and
cultivate genuine intercultural understanding.

CONCLUSION

Ultimately, science diplomacy requires a paradigm shift from state-centric soft
power toward the ethical imperative of "epistemic justice" (Fricker, 2007). Genuine
intercultural communication cannot be achieved by merely assimilating peripheral
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scholars into asymmetric Northern frameworks. Instead, international scientific
relations must be decolonized by dismantling gatekeeping mechanisms, establishing
multilingual dissemination systems, and reforming global evaluation metrics. Only
by redistributing communicative and epistemic power can science diplomacy
realize its promise as an equitable sphere of global intercultural engagement.
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Table 1. Network of extracted themes with empirical (operational) indicators

Basic themes

Organizing
themes

Overarching
themes (Hall’s
model levels)

Empirical/objective
indicators in the
communication sphere

Unidirectional
knowledge flow / global
division of labor (North:
theorist, South: data
processor) / centrism in
scientific authority

Geo-epistemic
inequality

Hegemonic policy-
making and
representation
(macro level /
encoding moment)

Asymmetry in citation
networks; geographic
concentration of Q1 journal
editorial boards; low share of
the Global South in patent
registrations.

Science as soft power /
national branding /
concealment of

Instrumentalism

Conditional budget
allocation in scientific

non-recognition of
indigenous knowledge /
feeling of
marginalization

Hermeneutic
injustice and
stigma

negotiation and
lived interactions
(micro level /
decoding moment)

geopolitical interests of science projects; alignment of )
. diplomacy scientific documents with

under the guise of state foreign polic
“global cooperation” gn policy.
Cognitive burden on ?)t(rcl:ﬁg:gil and Higher rejection rates for
non-English speakers / Linguistic S non-native authors;
Lo . o institutional . - -
invisible costs of imperialism and barri exorbitant financial costs of

- - arriers (meso . o "
translation / reduction of | monopoly - - native editing; longer writing

- AT level / circulation :
epistemic diversity time.
moment)

Hidden reviewer bias / High proportion of Western
imposed rhetorical Publishing authors in review articles;
standards / financial gatekeeping and compulsory co-authorship
barriers of open access silencing with Westerners to pass peer
(APC) review.
Linguistic othering / Identity

Researchers’ self-reported
anxiety about language;
being overlooked at
international conferences.

Integrated resistance
strategies / cultural

translation of texts /
marginal networking

Agency in the
third space

Simultaneous publication in
local and international
journals; creation of South-
South collaboration
networks.




Level 1: Encoding - Macro-policy, Harmonic
Knowledge Production, and Standardization

Establishment and Notification
of Scientific Criteria

Level 2: Circulation - Institutional Mechanisms, Feedback, Normative Challenge, and
Academic Assessment, and Value Distribution Reproduction of Meaning

Applying Structural Pressure on the Actor

Level 3: Decoding - Individual Researcher Agency,
Adaptation, or Epistemic Resistance

Figure 2. The Circuit of Culture Model in Scientific Diplomacy: From Political Encoding to the
Lived Experience of Exclusion

NOVELTY

This study represents the first systematic attempt to bridge critical communication
theory with science diplomacy by synthesizing Hall’s "Circuit of Culture" and
Bhabha’s "Third Space," creating a new critical framework for analyzing global
scientific exchanges.

Practical Implications: The multi-level model provides actionable insights for
policymakers and institutions to design equitable research consortia, fairer peer-
review structures, and multilingual publishing.

Originality and Value: By integrating postcolonial theories (Spivak, Said,
Bhabha) and epistemic injustice (Fricker, Santos) into international relations, this
research deconstructs neo-positivist assumptions, offering an ethically grounded
roadmap for epistemic equity in global knowledge systems.
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