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Bilingualism in Action

Bilingual language behaviour is driven by numerous factors that are usually

studied in isolation, even though individual factors never operate alone.

Bringing together key insights from psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics,

Luna Filipović presents a new model of bilingual language processing that

captures bilingualism within and across minds. The model enables readers to

explain traditional puzzles in the field, and accounts for some apparently

contradictory reports in different studies. It shows how theory can be applied

in practice and how practice feeds back into theory, with mutual benefits.

Bilinguals are studied in action, when they interact with other bilinguals or

monolinguals, when they recall witnessed events in real life and in the lab and

when they translate and interpret for the benefit of monolinguals. This inter-

disciplinary take on bilingualism in action will lead to new research on

bilingualism itself, and will lend itself to applications in forensic linguistics

and translation studies.

luna filipović is Professor of Language and Cognition at the University of

East Anglia. Her research focuses on connections and relationships between

different approaches to studying language. She has authored or edited six

books in the areas of language typology, language and cognition, and

bilingualism, including Talking about Motion: A Crosslinguistic

Investigation of Lexicalization Patterns (2007) and Criterial Features in L2

English: Specifying the Reference Levels of the Common European

Framework (2012, with John Hawkins).
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Preface

Bilingualism in action is about how and why bilinguals use their languages in

the many ways they do. This book is not ‘everything you need to know about

bilingualism’, but it offers something you will want to know and that you will

find fascinating if you are a bilingual, or if you study bilinguals or work or live

around them. It offers a holistic view of bilingualism within minds and across

minds and provides a uniform account of psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic

factors that shape bilingual behaviours in individuals and societies. Its primary

intended audience is academic; more precisely, professional researchers of

bilingualism and university teachers of language-related disciplines, such as

theoretical and applied linguistics, psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, forensic

linguistics, cognitive science and translation studies. The book also offers

novel insights of relevance to language professionals more generally, such as

teachers of foreign languages, interpreters, translators and communication

consultants.

Human communication itself is complex and bilingual human communica-

tion has an additional layer of complexity, whereby multiple factors interact but

the product of their interaction is not always the same. We often get disparate

research results in the literature precisely because there are many factors

involved and some play a more prominent role than others in different circum-

stances. Mapping the patterns of this interaction and being in a position to

predict outcomes based on the interplay of different factors in different circum-

stances will enable us to provide a more unified account of bilingual language

use. We will take a novel and interdisciplinary approach here to some tradi-

tional puzzles and point out some new challenges as well as provide sugges-

tions about how to approach and overcome them in the future.

It is well known that bilinguals differ with respect to how proficient they are

in each of the two languages. They are also known to adjust their linguistic

behaviour and behave differently depending on who they are talking to. For

instance, I am a very proficient L2 English speaker whose first language is

Serbian. I keep my Serbian in check very well when I am just speaking English

to other English speakers. But if I know that my interlocutor is another Serbian–

English bilingual I may switch to Serbian occasionally, which is not something

xi
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I would do with interlocutors who are monolingual in English. My linguistic

behaviour is therefore different in these two situations. Yet another different

situation is when I am at my dinner table at home, surrounded by my friends or

family, who range from monolingual speakers (e.g. of either English or

Serbian) to multilingual speakers (of two or more languages). Then I will

speak to my mother in Serbian, to my husband in English and to my elder

daughter in Serbian or English (and occasionally also Italian, when we want to

keep something super-private). When I do this, I find myself less able to

monitor my use of each language successfully than when I speak just one in

a single conversation. This is precisely when I would tend to use more of the

words or structures that English and Serbian share. I would try to bring my

English and my Serbian as close together as possible without making mistakes

and creating misunderstandings in either (at least that is what I hope for!). For

example, I have noticed that, when using both languages in a single commu-

nicative situation, I use many more so-called ‘overt subjects’ in my Serbian

sentences even though Serbian is what is known as a ‘pro-drop language’ and it

allows subjects not to be expressed (because other parts of the sentence make it

clear who or what the subject is). In contrast, I do habitually ‘drop my subjects’

when I am speaking only Serbian. I have also noticed that even when I am using

just one language, English, I tend to insist on disambiguating the past simple

tense. When my husband says ‘the baby ate the food you left for her’, I always

ask ‘Did she it eat all up?’ This difference is all-important if you are trying to

feed a reluctant baby! Saying just ‘ate the food’ could have either a perfective-

complete interpretation (i.e. the baby ate the whole thing) or an imperfective-

incomplete one (i.e. the baby ate some but not all of it). The English past simple

tense does not strictly specify eachmeaning, but Serbian does: youmust always

decide if the whole thing was consumed or not because different verb forms

signal one or the other meaning (this is called ‘aspect’ in language). My Serbian

(and, on this occasion, mymotherly care) urges me to seek a resolution for even

the slightest possible ambiguity between perfective and imperfective that the

English past simple tense does not give me. I do not insist on this distinction in

English all of the time, but I am much more aware of it and use it whenever it

matters to me. And I am sure that every bilingual speaker on the planet has

similar stories to tell. In this book I want to capture what lies behind such

stories, and what all bilinguals share as well as what makes them different from

each other. Different languages, different personal linguistic narratives and

different circumstances under which they use their languages all have a role to

play, and here we analyse these roles separately and also, more importantly,

together.

These multilingual dinner-table struggles of mine actually inspired me to

write this book. They gave me the basic insight that bilingualism in action is

characterised by malleability, conditioned by who the interlocutors are and
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what the purpose of the communication is (e.g. multilingual dinner-table chat

vs. monolingual international boardroom meeting).

In spite of the increased interest in bilingualism as a phenomenon and the

growth of bilingual research, there has not yet been a holistic account of both

the psychology of bilingualism, i.e. the knowledge and representation of more

than one language within minds, and the social and communicative use of that

knowledge across minds in different contexts of use. Moreover, the field of

bilingualism research seems to be addressing a myriad of different issues under

different conditions and coming up with an overwhelming variety of outcomes.

The aim of this book is to provide a unifying framework that can enable us to

make predictions about, and find explanations for, the different outcomes when

different types of languages are used by different kinds of bilingual speakers in

different contexts. It is about all bilinguals, and it is for all bilinguals.

xiiiPreface
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