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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-



