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Language and Communication
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What Does Bilingualism Means to Us?

Last week,Johnson took a look at some of the advantages of bilingualism. These in-
clude better performance at tasks involving“executive function” (which involve the brain’s
ability to plan and prioritise), better defence against dementia in old age and—the obvi-
ous—the ability to speak a second language. One purported advantage was not mentioned,
though. Many multilinguals report different personalities, or even different world views,
when they speak their different languages.

It’s an exciting notion, the idea that one’s very self could be broadened by the mastery
of two or more languages. In obvious ways the self really is broadened. Yet it is different
to claim—as many people do—to have a different personality when using a different lan-
guage. A former Economist colleague, for example, reported being ruder in Hebrew than in
English. So what is going on here?

Benjamin Lee Whorf,an American linguist who died in 1941, held that each language
encodes a worldview that significantly influences its speakers. This idea has its sceptics,
but there are still good reasons to believe language shapes thought.

This influence is not necessarily linked to the vocabulary or grammar of a second lan-
guage. Significantly, most people are not symmetrically bilingual. Many have learned one
language at home from parents,and another later in life, usually at school. So bilinguals u-
sually have different strengths and weaknesses in their different languages—and they are
not always best in their first language. For example, when tested in a foreign language,
people are less likely to fall into a cognitive trap than when tested in their native language.
In part this is because working in a second language slows down the thinking. No wonder
people feel different when speaking them. And no wonder they feel looser, more spontane-
ous, perhaps more assertive or funnier or blunter,in the language they were reared in from

childhood.

What of “crib” bilinguals, raised in two languages? Even they do not usually have per-
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fectly symmetrical competence in their two languages. But even for a speaker whose two
languages are very nearly the same in ability, there is another big reason that person will
feel different in the two languages. This is because there is an important distinction be-
tween bilingualism and biculturalism.

Many bilinguals are not bicultural. But some are. And of those bicultural bilinguals,
we should be little surprised that they feel different in their two languages. Experiments in
psychology have shown the power of “priming”—small unnoticed factors that can affect be-
haviour in big ways. Asking people to tell a happy story,for example, will put them in a
better mood. The choice between two languages is a huge prime. Speaking Spanish rather
than English, for a bilingual and bicultural Puerto Rican in New York, might conjure feel-
ings of family and home. Switching to English might prime the same person to think of
school and work.

People seem to enjoy telling tales about their languages’ inherent properties, and how
they influence their speakers. A group of French intellectual worthies once proposed, rath-
er self-flatteringly, that French be the sole legal language of the EU, because of its suppos-
edly unmatchable rigour and precision. Some Germans believe that frequently putting the
verb at the end of a sentence makes the language especially logical.

In this case,Ms Chalari,a scholar,at least proposed a specific and plausible line of cau-
sation from grammar to personality:in Greek, the verb comes first,and it carries a lot of in-
formation, hence easy interrupting. The problem is that many unrelated languages all a-
round the world put the verb at the beginning of sentences. It would be a striking finding if

all of these unrelated languages had speakers more prone to interrupting each other.

R c eading Comprehension
1. The text mainly explores the question * iy
[A] Do different languages confer different personalities?
[B] How do bilinguals manage between two languages?
[C] Is bilingualism good for fostering executive functions?
[D] What advantages do bilinguals have over monolinguals?
2. Which of the following is true according to the fourth paragraph?
[A] Vocabulary and grammar do not shape people’s thought.
[B] Speaking native language well always affords an advantage.
[C] One mainly reserves one’s native language for making fun.
[D] One is more on his guard when speaking a foreign language.
3. The author mentions bilinguals and biculturals to make the point that
[A] there is a greater necessity now to make such a distinction
[B] there is actually no difference whatsoever between the two
[C] even bicultural bilinguals feel differently in the two languages
[D] small cultural factors have big influences on native speakers

4. Tt is implied that structural properties of language
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