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Introduction

How can the privilege of speaking more languages affect our identity?

My dissertation aims to find an answer to this question by collecting and analysing
different related studies and personally collected data through a questionnaire addressed
to people who speak more than one language. The main purpose is to understand the
phenomenon of multilingualism connected to multiculturalism and how languages and

cultures affect our identities.

Cook (1991: 112) defines multilingualism as “multicompetence”: this term describes “the
compound state of a mind with two grammars”. In other words, it is the ability to speak
and understand two or more languages. In particular, a person who speaks two languages
is also considered bilingual, while one who speaks more than five languages is called a
polyglot. It has been seen that speaking more than one language, sometimes related to

encounters with different cultures, can affect and shape our thoughts and behaviour.

The first chapter will give a critical explanation of multilingualism and bilingualism under
different perspectives, defining the main benefits of being bilingual/multilingual and
exploring some studies and cases of multilingual and “multicompetent” subjects and
communities. In order to understand the topic, there will be an investigation of the concept
of language and its functions. Afterwards, further immersion into multiculturalism will
be proposed, closely connected to multilingualism and to today’s society where we live,
with a definition of the term “culture” as an identity trait of a group as well as of an

individual.

The second section will explore the concept of identity and its relation with language and
culture, when it comes to multilingual environments. Moreover, different experiences and
studies regarding identities and emotions affected by language and culture will be
reported and commented on, to conclude with a reflection on cultural frames and the

shaping of attitudes and values that can be noticed in bilingual bicultural subjects.

In the third chapter, the study I will propose consists of a survey of a number of people

who speak more than one language, so they are either bilingual or multilingual, and their



linguistic experiences affecting their identity. It will be structured with multiple choice
and open questions in order to examine different multilingual identities and varied
situations in which people notice a change in themselves when speaking a different
language other than their native one. This is even more interesting when it comes to
cultures, when people identify themselves and experience the culture of the language.

This phenomenon is called multiculturalism.

The paper and the study will follow and investigate some specific research questions:

- How do multilingual people feel when speaking different languages? Do they feel
a change in their self in any way?

- Do multilingual people feel more comfortable in one language than in another?
What are the main reasons for this?

- In which language do multilingual people feel better able to express their
feelings/emotions?

- Do multilingual people feel that they switch cultural behaviour when switching

language?

In the next section we will dig into the multilingual and multicultural phenomenon, an
overview on the main topic, with an attentive explanation of the relation between
languages and identities to then finally propose the personal study research on

multilingual identities.



CHAPTER 1. Multilingualism and Multiculturalism

The aim of this chapter is to delve into the reality of multilingualism that is currently a
significant phenomenon of our society; people who speak more languages show a great
linguistic competence and cultural knowledge that will be explained in the following
section. In addition, many benefits from being bilingual will be examined, such as better
cognitive skills and mental flexibility. Moreover, the capability of speaking more
languages happens to lead to a better cultural awareness and to the concept of

multiculturalism.

1.1 Multilingualism: general concepts

Multilingualism is a huge phenomenon in our society. With the advent of globalization,
the presence and value of multilingualism has increased rapidly. There are several notions
to describe it: the European Commission defines it as “the ability of societies, institutions,
groups and individuals to engage on a regular basis, with more than one language in their
day-to-day lives” (2007: 6). It is also known as “the various forms of social, institutional,
and individual ways that we go about using more than one language” (Franceschini,
2011). Multilingualism is the ability of a person to speak and understand more than one
language, either as an individual or as a part of a multilingual society. Multilingual people
can be speakers of a minority indigenous language who grow up learning the dominant
state language; or they may be migrants who need to learn the language of their host
countries. In other cases, languages are learned for economic, social, study, or personal
interest purposes. English, for example, is the most widespread language worldwide,
representing a second language for many people, with an estimated 1.46 billion speakers
around the world in 2023. This amounts to 18.07% of the global population, almost 1 in
5 people.

Multilingualism refers to the capacity to develop diverse linguistic, comprehension,
productive skills and adapting to different habits, traditions, uses, thoughts, beliefs and
cultures. Multilingual people are likely to develop multicultural traits, as learning a new

language often leads to the immersion in a new culture. Multilinguals may establish great



proficiency in a new language without replacing the old with the new one, but simply
internalizing a new identity connected to the new culture. A definition of multilingualism
leads to the view of an international environment marked by plurality, which is the
coexistence of social and cultural values across borders. Plurality may be also considered
as the cohesion of languages and identities that embrace the differences of individuals
and groups, known as pluralistic multiculturalism. Languages play a substantial role in
political, economic and social frameworks. Multilingual societies developed as a
consequence of military conquests, slavery, colonialism, exchanges and trading, before

the globalization acquired the importance it now holds (Benessaieh, 2010).

1.2 Language

In order to define the role of the language in society, it is important to clarify what
language is and what are its main functions. Language is “the use by humans of a system
of sounds and words to communicate” as well as “a way of expressing ideas and feelings
using movements, symbols and sounds” (Oxford Dictionary). Language is a shared
characteristic of the human species, the communication system of life, either as the
identity trait of a community, or as a communication tool between people who speak
different languages and need the common knowledge of a language to understand each
other. Without language, we could not be able to express ourselves and understand the
meaning of everything we do in life. That is why it deserves to be explained and studied
very well in order to comprehend the phenomenon which derives from the meeting of
different languages and cultures. The European Union has set itself the goal of promoting
two languages in addition to the first language so that European citizens may be able to

become trilingual in the future (Franceschini, 2011).

Linguistic theories developed in the 19th and 20th centuries, when multilingual practices
started to become necessary for trade and cultural transfer (Adams, 2003). In the pre-
modern Mediterranean world, language embodied the historical, cultural, intellectual and
psychological matrix of identity, whilst externally it functioned as a boundary, a
citizenship test that permitted nations “to differentiate themselves from other linguistic

communities” (Edwards, 2000 cited in Durstler, 2012). Historians have argued that, in the



early modern era, the linguistic barriers were less clear-cut, as a consequence to the strong
presence of polyglot and multicultural states which created linguistically mixed zones.

Since then, multilingualism has become a widespread phenomenon.

1.3 Bilingualism

The term multilingualism refers to the previous known term bilingualism, though the
difference between these two is not clear. If we examine bilingualism more deeply, it is
the ability of a person to speak two languages. More than half of the world’s population
is bilingual, and this depends on the family circumstances, the place of birth and
upbringing or migration flows (Bialystok at al, 2012). All of these situations usually
require people to learn more than one language in order to adapt to the lifestyle and culture
of the place where they live. Otherwise, people learn a new language for
academic/professional interest and needs.
Four types of bilingualism are identified as follows (cite source here):
e ideal bilingualism, in which the speaker has a perfect knowledge of both
languages;
e carly bilingualism, when the first language is learned before the second language,
but both are learned in early age, before puberty;
e simultaneous bilingualism, referring to the acquisition of both languages happens
at the same time;
e consecutive bilingualism, in which the person learns first the native language, then

the second one, for example in the case of migrants.

Some time ago, the belief was that children growing up as bilinguals suffered negative
consequences and would be confused when speaking two languages. A recent study by
Peal and Lambert (1962) cast doubt on this perception and, after some studies of English-
French bilingual children, they demonstrated the better performance of bilinguals in many
tests as compared to monolingual subjects. Thus, children raised bilinguals do not confuse
the languages; instead, they can borrow from one when speaking the other. Moreover,
bilingual infants continue to distinguish between phonetic categories in the languages,

whereas children who grow up only speaking one language lose the ability to make



phonetic discriminations by 10 months old (Bialystock et al., 2012). The advantages of
bilingual children in their ability of problem solving, metalinguistic awareness and
organization has also been explored. They appear to possess better executive control than
monolinguals, such as inhibition, attention and memory skills (Bialystok et al., 2012).
These executive control advantages have been shown to extend to older age and protect

against cognitive decline, as I will examine in the next section.

A bilingual mind has been said to consist of two or more independent language systems
that are accessed in response to the context and situation. However, fluent bilinguals are
able to activate both languages and interact between them all time, even in different
linguistic contexts. Psycholinguistic studies in cross-language priming and lexical, show
the influence of both languages within activities of comprehension and production of
speech (Bialystok at al, 2012). Bilingualism can also be distinguished as an individual
possession and as a group possession (Baker, 2001). Individual bilingualism may refer to
a person who could possess limited linguistic skills and a good communication ability, or
on the other hand, a good linguistic mastery but poor social interaction that leads to
unsuccessful communication skills. The social environment is crucial for understanding
the bilingual phenomenon in terms of language function and usage of individuals. Social
bilingualism investigates the role of a language in a group, community or region.
Sometimes there is the presence of a minority language into a majority language
community, and despite of being in frequent contact, they also happen to find themselves

in conflict between each other.

A language has the role of unifying ethnic characteristics and identity; indeed, it is stated
by Baker (2001) that there is no language without a language community. This helps to
understand how groups of speakers behave in a certain language, and to examine the
contact between different communities. Under a sociolinguistic perspective, the study of
the language is related to social groups, ethnicity and other interpersonal factors. When
the focus moves to the existence of two languages in a society, the term used is diglossia,
and defines the linguistic use of a community of two languages in different situations and

circumstances. Ferguson (1959) describes this term as two varieties of the same language;
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later, Fishman (1972, 1980 cited in Baker, 2001) expands the idea of diglossia as two

languages existing within a geographical area.

Research into bilingualism today includes various disciplines in linguistics, such as the
previous cited sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics, Second Language Acquisition
(SLA) (De Angelis, 2007), foreign language teaching and translation studies. In language
learning, the contact with the language and the culture is crucial. As found in recent
research by Kurniawati (2013), many affective variables such as motivation, self-
confidence, anxiety and personality traits, play a role in second language acquisition as
well. Her results showed that the polyglot subject acquired the L2 before her puberty and
that is the only language, despite her native language, that she can master 100%. Thanks
to the knowledge of this language, English in this case, she could better learn the others.
The other languages have been acquired studying and living in those countries, having
frequent conversations with native speakers. Furthermore, she was extroverted and got
advantages in the acquisition process. This is a clear example that in language learning,
the contact with the language, the culture, the native country is important to facilitate the
language proficiency of a learner, as well as the affective variables of a person. An
important example of multilingualism as a phenomenon that includes an entire country is
Australia. It is a nation with almost 400 languages used, where 22.3% of the population
is bilingual. Multilingualism provoked an increased sensibility toward diversity, hybridity
and integration. The Australian case offers an opportunity to understand how languages

are adapted and integrated in a multicultural situation.

1.4 Advantages of multilingualism

There are numerous benefits of becoming multilingual, especially early in life. As already
mentioned, it is a worldwide phenomenon that will spread more and more in the next few
years, as already most countries are multilingual for many reasons. Being multilingual is
sometimes a natural event for people who live in minority communities where the state
language is not the main communication and political language, so they need to learn a

second one; sometimes being or becoming multilingual is just a better way to live, for
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social situation, economic trade system and work opportunities. Hence, speaking more
than one language is advantageous under various perspectives. It helps with better
metalinguistic awareness. Learning another language gives great cognitive benefits,
indeed it is proved that regular engagement in mentally stimulating leisure activities is
associated with a 50% reduction in the incidence of dementia. Hence, it delays and protect
against symptoms of Azheimer’s disease (Bialystok et al., 2012) and develops the area of
the brain responsible for control and attention, making multilingual people more aware

of their sensations, sights, thoughts and the position of their own body parts (Diamond,
2010).

Furthermore, bilinguals have sensory inputs and much ability to manage the distracting
stimuli and thoughts with full attention. Moreover, multilingual children tend to develop
problem-solving skills, reasoning, logic and planning capacity. Children who learn new
languages can identify different sounds and phonemes before they are even able to use
the language. It is argued that this multiple language resource enhances a greater mental
flexibility. As the brain is a muscle that needs to be stimulated and to exercise in order to
work correctly, being multilingual helps and strengthen long-term brain health.
Multilingualism also improves memory, the brain’s capacity to remember things on a
short-term basis gets a boost; using more than one language in life obviously needs more
memory skills. Moreover, it is assumed that multilingual individuals must regularly
monitor their environment to determine which language should be active for the purposes
of comprehension and conversation. Monitoring, selecting, and inhibiting are cognitive

processes that belong to the executive functions (Diamond, 2010).

Therefore, multilingual people are likely to involve executive function that allows to
accommodate easily to the rule changes, as they grow up learning to discriminate and
switch different sounds and words in the correspondent languages. Diamond (2010)
shows this theory mentioning Kovécs and Mehler’s (2009) project about a protocol in
which infants, both monolingual and bilingual, were asked to look for pictures of a puppet
appearing on the left side of a computer screen when hearing a trisyllable (e.g. "lo-lo-

vu"). Within nine trials, all the infants learned to look at the screen's left side. But when
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the rules changed, and the puppet appeared on the screen's right side with the sound of a

different trisyllable, only the bilingual infants learned the new response within six trials.

Speaking multiple languages can help in resolving conflicts, multitasking, and even
understanding the perspectives of others. Indeed, when we learn a new language, we also
learn a new culture and we easily see the world under new points of view, learning to
respect different opinions by acquiring a broad mind-set. Related to this, speaking more
than one language opens doors to new relationships and cultural awareness. Hence, being
aware of different cultures is important for social development and for a deeper
understanding of the society. Education about cultures and races promotes diversity and
give to individuals better self-confidence as they learn to accept cultural variety.
Consequently, it may help to develop empathy and increase emotional intelligence.
Multilingualism will certainly widen the range of prospects in career opportunities, due
not only to the above-mentioned long-term cognitive benefits and social emotional
intelligence, but also to the ability to delve into international situations of communication
and commerce. To conclude, as stressed in Jennifer Q1’s TedTalk “How do languages and
cultures interact and influence each other?”, learning languages may be a very useful way
to learn to be humble, peaceful, and to enable us to be more knowledgeable and respectful

of each culture through history.

1.5 Multicompetence

Cook (1991) relates multilingualism to the concept of “multicompetence”: “the
compound state of a mind with two grammars” (Cook, 1991). It’s the idea that a
multilingual person embodies several linguistic skills that is not comparable with a
monolingual. It is in social interaction that competence can be best captured when it
comes to languages. It is also known as “communicative competence” (Hymes, 1972)
and it shows that the knowledge of grammatical rules does not make a person a competent
speaker in real life, while the integration of new experiences and communicative
interactions do. Breen and Candlin (1980: 91), drawing on Holliday’s (1972) functional
social semiotics, state that: “Communication in everyday life synthesises ideational,

interpersonal, and textual knowledge-and the affects which are part of such knowledge".
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Indeed, after Chomsky’s criticism of the definition of grammar, the concept of
multicompetence is now known as “the knowledge of more than one language in the same
mind or the same community” (Cook, 1999). Being a competent multilingual implies not
only the knowledge of more than one language, yet also the acquisition of multiple skills
in order to be capable to manage situations of social interactions and communication in
international environments. It is perhaps the closest approach to SLA and the study of the
continuous changing system of the language. In the 1960s, the communicative revolution
was also a social revolution, because it consisted in a democratic approach of dialogue
and interaction, especially in language teaching contexts. It was meant to facilitate access
of non-native speakers into communities in order to pursue social and economic goals
(Kramsch, 2006). Nonetheless, it involves the whole mind of the speaker, not only their
linguistic ability. It bright the evident difference between monolinguals and multilingual
individuals. Thus, multicompetence is neither a model nor a theory, it is rather seen as a
different perspective from which second language acquisition is viewed. Multilingual
individuals have a wider range of abilities in adapting to diverse language situations and
different contexts of the society daily life. According to Kramsch (2006), communicative
competence is about transmission and reception of real contents and it derives from the
symbolic power of the interpretation of signs and their relations, as well as symbolic
meanings of linguistic, textual, visual, acoustic, poetic manifestations of a language
within a cultural environment; this consists in the ability to interpret meanings from

discourse features, as known as “symbolic competence”.

The multi-competence perspective has led to much research about the second language
acquisition and the L2 users: how they learn the language, the effects of learning the 1.2
on the human mind, how they behave and think different from monolinguals, the
cognitive processes and every aspect of multilingualism already mentioned above. In
intercultural communication, competence is the set of communication skills that an
individual is able to use in culturally different contexts. It is important to be aware of the

cultural context to become proficient in a target language.

14



1.6 Culture

As T have defined the term ‘language’, it is necessary to understand the concept of culture,
because it is closely related to language. According to Durham (1980) it is important to
“teach not language and culture but language as culture” (1980). When learning a new
language, integrating ourselves in the correspondent culture may be a successful approach
to understand better the language through the cultural context. As explained by
McWhorter in his Ted Talk “4 reasons to learn a new language”, languages ‘are tickets to
being able to participate in the culture of the people who speak them’. Most of the time,
language and culture are studied together because they show a close relationship and the
need of the knowledge of both, when it comes to learn a language, feels necessary. It is
indicated by Emitt and Komesaroff (2003) that the acquisition of culture requires the

learning of the related language for the transmission of attitudes, ideas and values.

Belonging to a cultural community, usually associated with ethnic, religious or
nationalistic roots, represents the human cultural identity. It is a set of values and
practices that constitute the way of living of a specific group (Eagleton, 2001). It is a
social heredity transmitted from one generation to another due to the accumulated
experiences and attitudinal patterns learned by a society in given circumstances. The
behavioural aspect of interaction and integration, especially for migrants, involves the
individual’s mental ability of adapting to a new culture, changing attitudes due to new
norms, values and customs of a society. Cultures have their own unique authentic essence,

Taylor (1994) affirms.

1.7 Multiculturalism

The important concept of culture leads to the theme of Multiculturalism, which can be
defined as the social condition of diversity among a population in terms of racial, ethnic,
religious, geographical and other cultural distinctions. It is sometimes used to qualify
societies that experience a high degree of cultural diversity through migration inflows
(Benessaieh, 2010). It represents a clear consequence of the rapid intensity in

international migration of the twenty-first century, that has grown the multicultural view

15



in Western democracies even more. According to Seglow (2003), approaching
multiculturalism with honesty means accepting that it is not a decorative buta central and
permanent feature of our public social world. A community needs to take a stand on
immigration and ethnic patterning in work and education, to be seen fully open to a reality
where justice, democracy and human rights are not only abstract. If in one hand, many
approaches fight for an equal political and cultural recognition of majorities and
minorities present in a country, such as the famous example of Canada multiculturalism,

on the other hand cultures are seen as valuable and diverse in their role and history.

Kymlicka (1995: 76) defends cultural protection along liberal lines, standing for culture’s
values and distinctive traits, which lead to a rational theory of cultural justice that sees a
loss involved when cultures begin to erode: “since each culture is different, this loss is
not just a general complaint about increasing cultural homogeneity, but a particular worry
about the loss ofa particular culture”. Kymlicka (1995) claims that cultures are not shared
values but they consist of people. A group of people do not necessarily share all the values.
Returning to the Canadian case, this concept is constitutionally embedded in the
Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms of 1982. The official multicultural policy
promotes inclusive citizenship and guarantees “the value and dignity of all Canadian
citizens regardless of their racial or ethnic origins, their language or their religious
affiliation” (Heritage Canada Web site). Toronto’s public education system created an
important ‘diversity’ practice in education that allows for equality of opportunity,
antiracism and ethno cultural equity. Indeed, in multicultural societies it is important how
publicly funded schools represent ideal places for integration and diversity through
linguistic policy. Integration is multidimensional and schools are sites of multicultures

and histories where these lost opportunities are redefined in various ways.

Cultural teaching strategies offer interactive activities that enhance cultural behaviour and
attitude of learners in communication. Therefore, teachers need to be competent in
cultural communication and interlanguage ability before their application in classroom.
Toronto is noted as being the most pluralist and multicultural city in the Western world,
defining its identity since 1998 through its motto “Diversity, Our Strenght” (Basu, 2011).
In 2005-2006, the TDSB Web site reports that 41% of students speak a language other
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than English and 30% were born outside Canada in more than 175 different countries.
This has created an essential dimension of cultural diversity and integration. Li (2003)
noted that “integration” is the process by which immigrants become “productive members
and develop close relations with mainstream society”. It emphasizes the rich exchange of
ideas, cultural norms and pluralistic perspectives that take place within the spaces of
public schools. Moreover, the meaning of integration matures in young minds of children
developing their own understanding of diversity from an early age so that they can grow
up feeling integrated and well-accepted in a multicultural society that promotes

‘hospitality as culture’ (Derrida, 2001).

With the term multiculturalism, another concept that suggests a feature of a globalized
world where most societies are culturally mixed is “transculturality”, which embodies
situation of cultural plurality, a mix of cultures in close contact. Transculturality is a
concept that captures some of the living traits of cultural change in globalized societies.
It basically differs from multiculturalism in that it is rooted in a theoretical perspective
that questions the idea that cultures are different from one another. At this point, a question
arises: what is diversity? Wellner (2000: page) hypothesises diversity as representing “a
multitude of individual differences and similarities that exist among people”. It can
incorporate many diverse characteristics such as language, origin, age, gender, ethnicity,
religious and political beliefs, etc. It is a human reality referred to our way of being and
acting that makes us identify in a determined group. Cultural diversity is the existence
and interaction of many cultures worldwide and the fusion of different people and
communities. Cultural differences belong to different traditions and lifestyles that turn in
varied manners and attitudes in specific geographical areas. These differences, sometimes

happen to be the cause of conflicts and tensions between groups.

Many states fight to preserve their cultural diversity in their territory, seen as the Cultural
Heritage of Humanity by the UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity
(2001). Article 2 finds a political expression for diversity in cultural pluralism, the
plurality of identities that constitute the world population. The principles of pluralism are
equality and difference: equality stands for the non discrimination of the other culture,

while difference is the acceptance of it. This leads to Interculturalism, that promotes a
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positive management of diversity through the promotion of equality in every social and
juridical level. The main way to promote diversity is to value and respect the individual
differences, taking advantages of them in order to benefit from what is common to all,
through intercultural approaches and collaboration. The goal is to create union in
diversity. Some common interests are the defence of equal rights and the quality increase
of life. For a positive interaction, important is the role of cultural and linguistic mediation

(ReCulM Programme, Universidad de Almeria).

The Australian case offers many opportunities to explore how different languages are
adapted in a situation where multiculturalism finds a place for community languages, and
how they are integrated to cope with communication. To promote the integration of
migrants, in the early years of Whitlam government many services became available, like
multilingual radios, multicultural TV and the telephone interpreter service, as well as
electronic medias in other languages with translating services in primary and secondary
schools. South Australia is one of the most harmonious societies on Earth, and it promotes
the understanding and appreciation of benefits that cultural diversity brings, such as new

ideas and cultures.

1.8 Code-switching and cultural frame switching

In multilingual environments such Australia, Canada and many parts of the world, it is
common to meet a phenomenon called code-switching, likely to appear among people
who speak more than one language, sometimes seen as a product of the limited use of
community languages under the influence of the dominant language. It is a certain context
in which people tend to switch languages within an utterance or discourse while speaking,
due to the bilingual, or even multilingual situation they are in. Sociolinguists and identity
researchers are interested in the ways in which code-switching, particularly by members
of minority ethnic groups, is used to shape and maintain a sense of identity and a sense
of belonging to a larger community. It is a common phenomenon that can happen for
many reasons, first of all for the simple fact of being bilingual and constantly having to
control more than one language in mind: it may be normal for a bilingual person living in

their second language country, to tend to switch in their first language when suddenly
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missing a word or when a few moments before the subject spoke with a native of their

first language.

Based on several studies on bilingual interaction, Liebscher (2005) affirms that code-
switching is a characteristic feature of bilinguals’ speech. In interactional contexts it has
been shown to serve discourse-related functions and participant-related functions: in the
first case code-switching helps to organize conversations depending on the meaning of a
particular utterance, whereas in the second case it switches corresponding to the
preferences of the individual or the participants in a conversation. This study has been
found particularly useful for research not only on bilingual situations but also on

classroom interaction, when it includes groups of people that differ in the language.

Given that multilingual people are mostly also multicultural, the event of switching their
culture is very common as well. When speaking different languages, it’s easy to happen
a switch of mind-set related to the cultural background of the target language. This event
is named cultural frame switching. Culturally influenced differences in language and
meaning can lead to some interesting encounters, from awkward to informative. Words
in two different languages that may seem to be exact translations of each other are likely
to have different culture-specific conceptual associations. For that reason, learning a
language is often accompanied by learning its culture, that represents an identity attribute
of the related speaker society and the country history. A cultural frame is “a socially
shared assumption of the meaning of a particular event or action” (Goffman, 1974). Since
every country and social group has its own traditions, it is essential to respect the culture
by sharing its resources, simultaneously preserving cultural diversity and the meeting of
different cultural perspectives, thus sustaining multiculturalism. Cultural knowledge is a
single, general filter through which the individual perceives and interprets the world

(Segall, Lonner, & Berry, 1998).
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CHAPTER 2. Language, culture and identity

Multiculturalism is the incorporation of more than one culture in an individual life, that
leads to the feeling of a dual identity and personality. Many bilingual biculturals report
feeling like a different person when they switch the language and the cultural mind-set.
On language learning, the effects of personality have been studied many times with a
positive correlation between extraversion and proficiency in the language, indeed,
according to McCaulley & Nater (1974), personality traits make a difference in how and
what people learn. This leads to the explanation that different people perceive the world
in different ways, either as individuals, so as communities bounded by a same language
or culture. Riley (2007) according to the words of von Humboldt, reflects how each
language describes the word “in its own terms” through a unique mode of thought and
expression. Moreover, the use of a particular language leads to cultural practices and

different identity structures.

As I will explore in the next sections, multilingualism represents a varied and interesting
way to express ourselves, when feeling our identity shaping into the different languages
we are able to speak. Learning a new language allow us to discover another part of our
self, and be able to feel our identity changing and adapting to a new culture, and so to
new points of view. Cultures differ in values and behaviours which characterize a certain
community who speak the same language. For this reason, multilingual individuals, when
living in a different country than their native one, they adapt to the traditions and habits
of the new group, sometimes without forcing themselves but simply by shaping their
personality to feel more integrated. It is a natural process that show the positive sides of
our modern multilingual world. Many studies about multilingual multicultural identities
will be described below, by mentioning how languages affect our emotions and behaviour.
Therefore, a culture is a chaotic set of traditions, habits, behaviour, points of view and
thoughts that distinguish a community from another. Emotions and thoughts indeed, may
shape with our identity as they are an important part of it, as well as traits, that
differentiate not only cultures, but also individuals from each others. Identity is an
essential and crucial concept to understand, in order to comprehend the phenomenon of

multilingualism and multiculturalism
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2.1 Language and Culture

Kramsch (1998) states that language is the principal resource that allows us to conduct a
social life. When it is used in communication it is connected with culture in multiple
ways. Words refers to humans attitudes and beliefs, and members of a community create
experience through language, thus ‘language expresses and embodies cultural reality’.
Likewise, language has itself a cultural value, it is a symbol of social identity for the
speakers, so we can also say that “language symbolizes cultural reality” (Kramsch, 1998).
People belonging to a social group identify themselves as members and acquire common
points of views through their interactions with other members; common attitudes, beliefs
and values are reflected in the way they use language. Nonetheless, language is not always
the only means to understand a given society. When knowing the common language and
interacting with our group, we need to acquire the cultural behaviour that depends on the
situational and social contexts. To cite an example, in the same way people expect to be
greeted upon a first encounter, there are cultural differences in these expectations, varying
from group to group, and within the same community: French people may expect to be
greeted with a handshake, Americans may expect a smile instead, as well as a professor

expect to be greeted differently from a student (Kramsch, 1998:26).

A way of thinking about culture, according to Kramsch (1998), is to contrast it with
nature: human beings are what nature determines when they are born, but their culture is
only determined by the cultural and social settings in which they grow up. Nature enables
them to be who they are, but culture enables them to identify in a certain group and in a
certain mode, through socialization and interactions. Therefore, Emily Dickinson (cited
in Kramsch, 1998), through her poetry, indicates that culture is a result of human
intervention in the biological process of nature. In addition, culture is heterogeneous and

is always changing and shaping, sometimes representing a struggle of recognition.

Notwithstanding the idea of culture, it is actually an unclear concept that is difficult to
pin down. Samovar and Porter (2003: 8) states that there is no single definition or theory
of what a culture is. It can be defined as a “deposit of knowledge, experiences, beliefs,

values, attitudes, meanings, religion, notions of time, roles, relationships, concepts of the
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universe [...] acquired by a group of people in the course of generations through
individuals and group striving”. However, this does not mean that all members of a
society have the same culture; individuals develop their own knowledge and acquire their
personal cultural repertoires depending on the participation in the society and the
available interactions that vary among people (Riley, 2007). Culture consists of the
totality of social knowledge and is distributed differently, according to the social
conception of language, culture and identity by Riley. Thereby, he adjusts the definition
quoting that “culture is the sum total of the information, beliefs, values and skills one
needs to share and apply in the society and situations in which the individual lives”; the
communicative practice is a part of the culture, and only thanks to a good communication,

culture can be transmitted and taught to the next generations.

Bradley (2018) and others attempt to describe the concept of essentialism in the concept
of culture; this might add a dimension to the understanding of culture and how people
understand themselves and others. Essentialism was originally a study area in philosophy,
and it was seen as “the essentialist commitment to the view that the human mind can come
to know the essence of things” (Oderberg, 2008: 19). As Holliday (2000) explains, there
exist two views of culture: the essentialist and the non-essentialist perspective. Based on
the essentialist view, culture “is a concrete social phenomenon which represents the
essential character of a particular nation” (Holliday, 2000). Therefore, it is associated with
a country and a language, with the general idea that people from one country has a
different and homogenate culture than people from an other country. Within the
essentialist national culture, there can be sub-cultural groups that maintain the major
national characteristics and values. However, holding this essentialist point of view of
social groups can lead to stereotyping. This phenomenon occurs because it seems to be a
quick comprehension of people or situations and it points out differences between

ourselves and others.

Nowadays cultural stereotyping is very common and it affects class, religion, race,
gender, language, nationality and ethnicity (Bradley, 2018). The essentialist notion of
national culture is also seen as socially constructed by nationalism, and the concept of

Western and non-Western culture (Holliday, 2000). Thus, it is constructed in similar ways
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to sexism and racism, which conceive the behaviour of people into constraining
structures, also known as the already mentioned national culture. Thereby, when thinking
about culture, it often happens that the idea is constructed on mental structures and
stereotypes that differentiate a country from another, without taking into account the wide
difference among people from the same social group. To conclude, stronger essentialism
leads to stronger stereotyping, especially when essentialism is seen as a crucial factor in

conceptualizations of social groups.

On the other side, the non-essentialist view allows for a more flexible view of culture in
which human groupings can be characterised as small cultures (Holliday, 2000). It can
help to unlock any form of social behaviour by understanding how every culture works,
and it does not impose pre-defined essential traits of specific national cultures. It can be
related to any type or size of groupings for any period of time, as well as it can flow,
change and have blurred boundaries (Holliday, 2011). Hannerz (1996, in Bradley, 2018),
describes people with a non-essentialist view as being willing to engage with the cultural
Other, being curious and open to different cultural experiences; this view represents for
him the idea of cosmopolitanism. For the cosmopolitan individual, the world is thought
as a global village with all different cultural groups existing across the globe in a
context of equality (Holliday, 2011). This concept is connected to multiculturalism,
where the plurality is emphasised and the cosmopolitan is more than a simple tourist
(Delanty, 2009 in Bradley, 2018). The non-essentialist view is claimed by scholars such
as Holliday (2011) to be the most authentic way to describe social groups and cultural
behaviour by observing in detail people lives, that differ from each others even belonging
to a same nation or grouping; it is a significant and less essential cultural concept, that
makes human beings unique in the essence of themselves and not in the essence of a group

in which they may be classified.

These two distinctions between essentialism and non-essentialism may be similar to the
difference between big culture model and small cultural formation. Small culture
formation refers to small groups and everyday business in which we all take part, such as
family, school, institutions; by joining and interacting with those, we carry an intercultural

competence that allows us to apply to new cultural settings. The intercultural competence
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is seen as a non-essential force that brings us together in our diversity (Holliday, 2016).
It is something that we need to recover from our past experiences of small culture
formation developed during the socialization we are living from birth. Moreover, it is a
constant response to everyday engagement, behaviours and relations with other people
and their experiences, that creates connections and negotiations of rules and identities, in
a way that the essentialist big culture concept can not be exclusive to one type of place.
In fact, the big culture model, similar to the essentialist view, concentrates the culture of
a nation in a single cultural concept. However, national structures provide us many
cultural resources that we bring to small culture formation and to the beliefs of Self and
Other. Thereby, we might believe that our way of behaving is a particular feature of our
dominant culture, as well as an important act of self-identity when finding a pretext to
claim our exclusiveness from the Other (Holliday, 2016). According to Piller (2011),
social practices and linguistic approaches have become the preferred field in studies of
identity, within the essentialist assumption that people belong to a culture or have one,

which is taken into account in intercultural communication studies.

2.2 Language and identity

Our identity is not only determined by our genes, but also by our interactions and
experiences. It is shaped by our surroundings and activities. Languages and cultures
influence the way we think and act. Johann Gottfried von Herder, published his
Abhandlung tiber den Ursprung der Sprache i 1772, in which he challenged the
Aristotelian thesis that thought precedes language: according to Herder, both are
interconnected assuming that language is the tool, the contents and the form of human
thought, and knowledge is only possible through language (Riley, 2007). Riley criticises
this statement affirming that thought and culture of a person can only be studied through
their language. Many studies found that a foreign language can affect our self, by allowing
us to discover our shaping identities; this has been of great interest in researchers. To cite
an example, when testing bilingual people with a personality test, it happens frequently
that the values described change depending on the language used and the correspondent

culture.
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A study by the University of Connecticut (2006), which tested American Mexican
bilinguals, showed clear results of this theory: when responding in Spanish, they referred
more to family values, whereas in English they were likely to focus on personal success.
This happens because, when speaking different languages, people integrate to the related
cultures and behaviours and tend to show different identity traits depending on the
language they speak. This clarifies the idea that every language gives its influence in the
cultural view and people define themselves by the culture they live in and with which

they are in contact.

Ethnolinguistic studies include the relationship between language and culture,
communication and cognitive models of language and thought; they try to describe and
understand the role of language and the different ways of knowing and being, which
identities are made of. The Malinowski’s ethnographic theory of language claims that its
main function is not to express thought but rather play an active part in human behaviour
(1935 in ?77?). But what is the role of identity in language learning? Identity construction
have become an important interest due to the migration flows and the globalisation
process of the modern world (Weyreter, 2014). Identity focuses on the individual self for
being who we really are, also as a part of a group or community. The role of identity can
be implemented through communicative practices, Riley states. Any communicative
practice requires linguistic knowledge which is distributed differentially, delineating the
spaces and boundaries that determine identities. Furthermore, an individual may include

multiple identities such as ethnic, national or cultural identity.

Sociolinguists define individual identity as being constructed out of a social identity and,
as a consequence, out of many different group identities (Joseph, 2004). In addition, Riley
(2007) points to evidence that identity is socially constructed, and our self-perception
emerge as a consequence of communication and interaction with others; thinkers such as
Marxists, sociologists, existentialists, social interactionists, psychologists agree on the
social approach of identity: our interactive experiences, facilitated by language, allow us
to become who we are. The structure of society, language and interaction are the sources
of individual identity (Riley, 2007: 16). Communicative practices play a fundamental role

in the relation between language and identity, given that they communicate, other than
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messages, identity. Despite we reflected the multiple shapes of cultural behaviours that
can exist in one single group, when reasoning under an essentialist perspective we can
affirm that speaking and expressing ourselves in a certain group associate us a specific
membership to that culture and group. Language variation is a systematic representation
of social structures, and this can be the final answer to our beginning question “What is
the role of identity in language learning?”’: whoever aims to learn or speak another

language, needs to take into account the role of identity in language itself.

It is common and likely to happen that we develop an ‘identity repertoire’ that enables us
to adapt to the social life (Blommaert & Varis, 2013 in Creese & Backledge, 2015: 157).
Berger (1970, in Riley, 2007: 378) consider that “the social definition of identity takes
place within an overarching definition of reality”. This means that identity is a concrete
thing when it exists within a specific socially constructed world, where the individual
identifies oneself and the others in a common group, sharing knowledge, culture and
language. In this process, Berger also emphasizes the central role of language, reporting
that “it is the foundation and the instrumentality of the social construction of reality” in
which, as stated above, identity is defined. In other words, identity and language are
strictly connected and most of the cases the first exists only thanks to the other, that
construct a social reality. Columbus (year) provides an important example of identity
consideration and recognition, and the importance of having our own culture and
language to understand and be understood by others, what clearly did not happen with the
Indians. They were not considered human because they didn’t speak his language, and
that’s the beginning ofa long study and reflection about cultures, languages and identities

among different social groups, that exist and cohabit in this world.

Tatum (2000: 9-14) illustrated identity through a series of questions: “The concept of
identity 1s a complex one, shaped by individual characteristics, family dynamics,
historical factors, and social and political contexts. Who am I? The answer depends in
large part on who the world around me says [ am. Who do my parents say I am? Who do
my peers say I am? What message is reflected back to me in the faces and voices of my
teachers, my neighbours, store clerks? What do I learn from the media about myself? How

am I represented in the cultural images around me? Or am I missing from the picture
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altogether?”. The concept of identity is complex and shaped by many factors, such as
social, political, historical facts and contexts in which a human being lives. It is a
subjective perception that can be self-created and self-constructed in communication with
other individuals and groups, and consists in different identities that co-exist and
complement each others. Identity can be explained under various perspectives and many
study fields, like sociolinguistic, social psychology, psychology, anthropology, all of them

investigating on the self-identity as individuals and as part of societies.

Thanks to the attention that this study received, identity experiences connected with
speaking several languages are varied, including emotions and self-identification as being
multilingual. This diversity created by moving among languages is seen as a feeling of
being ‘linguistically integrated’ (Pavlenko in Henry, 2017). Also, languages and varieties
of language are seen as ways to express and recognize the social identities that people
have; they tend to speak in different ways depending on the situations, each associated
with different identity contexts. Pavlenko (2006) study suggests that multilingual people
are likely to possess some form of multilingual identity. Speaking several languages can
increase opportunities and choices in people’s life and it gives a sense of freedom and
flexibility that monolinguals may not experience. It is called ‘multilingual self’

(Panayiotou, 2006) and it’s strictly connected with identity studies.

Considering that multilingual people experience different and changeable ways of
thinking, it is easy to theorize that their identity, as well as their thought, may shape when
switching the language. Aronin (2016, cited in Henry, 2017) developed the concept of
multilinguality, referring to the identity experiences, emotions, self-knowledge, cognitive
processes that a multilingual individual tastes, being able to differ by the other
individuals. Multilinguality 1s conceptualized by Aronin (2016:145) as an emergent
characteristic of multilingualism, as a consequence of the use of two or more languages,
considering that multilingual identities consist of the combination of languages that a
person can speak. Moreover, the investigation of multilingual identity includes speakers’
behaviours and beliefs in the language variation, in which they reveal their personal self

and their search for social roles.
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To resume, the variable of cultural identity is a defining factor in the patterns of language
variation, that involves how speakers conceive of themselves in relation to their local and

geographical communities.

2.3 Languages and emotions

Culture has been seen to impact more than dispositional ftraits. It may affect the
conceptions of personality and self, beliefs and other self-processes, which can include
dispositional traits, across cultural contexts. The concept of culture is closely connected
with the mind-set, and so with self-perception and self-identity. The way we master our
first language(s) is rarely the same way we can master other languages, and this can lead
to feelings of uncertainty and struggle (Pavlenko, 2006). However, social experiences
with speakers of other languages can also influence positively how we feel and behave
when using other languages. Thereby, our own self-perception is also determined by how
we think other people perceive us. As suggested by Perunovic (2007), the affective
dimension has been of great interest to emotion researchers; consequently, the study of

variations in affective structure found its place into culture research.

One example of the relationship between language and emotion is the fact that what we
find insulting may not be the same across or within cultures. Barrett (2009) suggests that
knowing the appropriate lexical words about emotions helps to create the related
categories in our mind and our surroundings. Moreover, the way people give significance
to emotions depends also on the semantic repertoire used to describe them, which may

differ and not having a word for an emotion might influence the emotional experience.

2.4 Cultural frames and bicultural bilinguals

As mentioned earlier, individuals who are immersed in more than one language and
culture, may develop a bicultural or multicultural identity, which might be associated with
language use, but not necessarily. Bicultural bilinguals are those subjects who, even
struggling to do so, identify themselves in more than one language and culture. Thus, a

person who speaks more than one language do not necessarily integrate in more than one
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culture. On the other hand, one person can be monolingual but being in contact with more
than one culture. If we define the two terms separated, we find bilinguals acquiring and
using their languages for different purposes as well as biculturals involving more cultures
depending on the different life circumstances (Grosjean, 2014). In the bicultural
individual, there exist a dichotomy between fluency and use: according to Luna, Ringberd
and Peracchio (2008) the emphasis is put more on the fluency, considered that biculturals

have different sets of knowledge structures, one for each culture; on the other side,

Grosjean (1983) put more emphasis on use, claiming that biculturals adapt their attitudes,
behaviours and values to the respective cultures, blending aspects of the cultures
involved. Thus, it is rare that a person gives the same importance to both cultures, because
one culture usually plays a bigger role than the other in their life. However, biculturals
are likely to internalize and be exposed to two cultures, though they find it difficult to
recognize it. Biculturalism, as Grosjean affirms, entails the ability to switch between
cultural schemas and norms in response to cultural cues. As already mentioned, cultural
frame switching refers to the presence of different cultural mental modules in the mind of
a bilingual individual, who may change perspectives when switching language and
culture. When it comes to this phenomenon, bilinguals and multilinguals may change
attitudes in situations of relevant culture stimuli (Ramirez-Esparza et al. 2006). When
bilinguals respond to situations in manners that accommodate the associated culture with
the language currently used, this phenomenon is known as ‘cultural accommodation’
(Bond & Yang, 1982). It happens when one culture integrates with another without losing
its identity, so in terms of multiculturalism. Cultural accommodation is likely to happen
to a person living in another country for a while, when the linguistic and cultural influence
gives a long-lasting effect in their life and change their way of behaving and thinking,
experiencing the cultural frame switching (Ramirez-Esparza, Gosling, Benet-Martinez,

Potter, Pennebaker, 2004).

Besides the presence of a blend cultural repertoire, many biculturals are able to identify
with only one of the cultures, most of the times because they don’t accept or recognise
their bicultural identity. Other factors that affect this condition, refer to how well the two

cultures are known by the individual to be properly called bicultural, though it is rare that
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aperson know and control them perfectly (Grosjean, 2014). Likewise, bilingual bicultural
individuals are in contact with two or more languages and cultures, at least in part, and
have to live with them all. Thereby, they have more complex knowledge about what it
means to be amember of each cultural group, developing a sense of belonging and living
differently, with the possibility of a wider open mind-set (Luna, 2008). Nevertheless, it
often happen that, when the cause is migration, migrants adaptation experiences in the
new society may be difficult: can occur cultural shock, isolation, over-adaptation, rapid
acculturation, a certain host society’s attitude toward the group, etc. All of these factors

affect the way people integrate and recognise their bicultural status.

To better deepen the cultural definition, culture can be interpreted as a collection of mental
frames internalized by individuals through socialization and participation in different
groups (Brumbaugh, 2002). A mental frame can be described as a mind structure that
shapes the way people see the world, as how they behave by interpreting situations in
diverse ways. There are identity-related and situational-based frames (Ringberg at al
2007): identity-related mental models represent the construct of self that changes
gradually across time and more slowly across context, they are self-relevant mental
frames that tend to be consistent over time; situational-based frames refers to situational
environments, marked by inputs and feedbacks. In bicultural bilingual individuals who
are likely to develop identity constructs related to both cultures, only one language taps
into identity-related frames, while both languages integrate in the respective culture’s

situational-based frames.

This leads to the explanation of Grosjean (2014) that biculturals may find themselves
along multiple situational contexts that requires different behaviours and attitudes.
However, the switching phenomenon is way more likely to happen in biculturalism than
in bilingualism, because biculturals cannot always deactivate certain behaviours of their
cultural repertoire when in a monocultural environment, whereas bilinguals can master
easier more than one language depending on given situations. To conclude, the evolution
of a person’s biculturalism may evolve over time, either with the recognition of an equal
dominance of both cultures, or with the loss of a culture over the other. Nonetheless,

Grosjean points out the fact that choosing a cultural identity is complex, and that the
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language is an independent factor that does not necessarily affect this process. The
dependent factors that cause a shaping in attitudes and feelings are the environment and
the interactions between the interlocutors. However, research does not exclude a bound
between language and culture, and suggest the relevance of the cultural frame switching
phenomenon, triggered by sociocultural cues and linguistic choices, influenced by
cultural variables and linguistic knowledge, as well as the individual ability of learning a

new language and participating in diverse communities marked by different cultures.
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CHAPTER 3: Survey on language and identity

In the following section, I will propose a personal study focusing on people's experiences
and opinions about the effect of language on identity. The approach of the current study
includes both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods, in order to gain
insights into the main connections between identity, language and culture. It consists of
an online survey directed to international students who speak more than one language.
The questionnaire was conducted in May 2024 and distributed via WhatsApp chats and

groups.

3.1 Method

In order to understand how languages and cultures affect identities, the respondents were
asked to answer multiple choice and brief questions about their personal linguistic
situation. Of a total of 15 questions, 40 respondents were reached and they helped with
the study by responding and returning the survey. The participants come from a variety
of mostly European countries and speak 13 different languages, with different
perspectives and opinions about the influence of languages on identity. The next section
will show and describe each question with an overall critique and reflections about the
study results. Moreover, differences and different points of view will be highlighted and

commented on.

3.2 Results

1. What is your first language(s)?

Dutch Spanish

German, russian

ltalian

German

Parsian

&rnatian‘ Italian Turkish

&r‘uatlan Hungéﬂ‘an
Eng\‘lsh Spanish and Fréﬁtﬁ

Polish B French

Figure 1: Participants’ first languages
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The first set of questions aimed to investigate the different languages spoken by the
participants. The figure (Figure 1) above gives an overview of the first languages of the
respondents, with being German (30%) and Italian (25%) the main languages of the
subjects involved, and French in the third place as the first language of 7.5% of the
speakers, followed by English, Spanish and Croatian, each spoken by 5% of the students.

2. Which other languages do you speak?

English
[talian
French
German
Spanish
Russian
Albanian
Swedish
Foruguese
Catalan
Galician

Romanian

0 10 20 30 40

Figure 2: Other languages spoken

As can be seen from the figure above (Figure 2), the respondents were also asked which
other languages they are able to speak besides their native one. English turns out to be the
most widely known and spoken second language by the majority of the participants, with
almost 40 responses out of 40. The second most spoken languages are Spanish and Italian,
as can be clearly seen. Moreover, when asked which of the above languages were known

at an advanced level, English, Spanish and Italian are still the predominant ones.

34



4. Do you consider yourself bilingual?
20

yes, | have more than not completely, but| yes, | feel | am hilingual no, | dont consider
one firstlanguage have a high level inmy  inmy first and second myself hilingual
second language language(s)

Figure 3: Bilingualism

Further analysis about whether people who speak more than one language consider
themselves bilingual, show interesting answers. As already explained, nowadays
bilingualism is an important and common phenomenon, although difficult to describe and
recognize. A significant result, as shown in the figure above (Figure 3), is that many
subjects consider themselves bilingual by feeling confident in their second language
skills, even though not completely. Hence, it is worth noting that the majority of the
respondents appear to display a form of consecutive bilingualism, when the second

language is acquired later in life, as stated and described in the first chapter (Section 1.2).

As almost all the participants declare that they have a bilingual identity, a closer
inspection of identity starts from Question 5. As shown in the figure (Figure 4) below,
most of the subjects say that they feel like a different person when speaking a different
language, which appears confirms the rationale of the current paper. A significant 60%

give a positive answer.
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5. Do you feel in any way like a different person when
speaking a different language?

no

17,5% il

22,5%

yes
60,0%

Figure 4: Feeling like a different person

Nevertheless, when asked which language allows the subjects to feel more themselves,
the majority (55%) indicated their first language. This appears to highlight the fact that
the majority of people are not completely bilingual and so they master their native
language in a better way, which also affects their sense of identity. Thereby, a significant
30% of the subjects feel, whatever languages they speak, a result that can be surprisingly,

considering the phenomenon of bilingualism.

6. Do you feel more yourself in your first language(s) or in
your second language(s)?

second language(s)
15,0%

first languag

&(s)

Figure 5: Feeling yourself

However, as most of the people feel more themselves in their first language, they also
tend to feel more confident when expressing their feelings. As the figure (Figure 6) below
clearly shows, the majority of the participants (67.5%) answered “first language” when

asked in which language they feel more able to express their emotions. As stated in the
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answers of the respondents, this happens due to the lack of vocabulary and grammar in

the second language, which makes expressing emotional states more difficult.

7. Do you feel more able to express your emotions in your first
or second language(s)?

both

10,0%

second language(s
a7 E0f
1%

first language(s)

67 5%

Figure 6: Expressing emotions

To give a deepen insight on the emotional perspective, a further analysis shows that, when
citing the basic emotions, happiness, sadness, surprise and fear are prevalently
experienced in the same way in all languages, whereas anger and disgust are felt
differently: some people report that they tend to show less anger in the second language
because of the lack of lexis about it and the inability to express some feelings. As one
interviewee claimed: “I realised that I'm a lot more expressive when I am feeling sadness

or happiness in my second language but on the other hand, I can express my anger lot

better and healthier in my mother tongue.”

8. Which emotions do you experience differently when speaking
different languages?

happiness
sadness
anger

Surprise
disgust

fear

passion
self-confidence
vulnerability

love

0 8 10 18 20 25

Figure 7: Different emotions
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In addition, some subjects responded “passion”, “self-confidence”, “‘vulnerability”,
“love” as experienced differently when speaking different languages. Passion seems to be
felt more in the second language because “the situation tends to be less awkward and I

feel more passionate when expressing myself”, a subject states.

9. Which emotions do you experience the same in all your
languages?

happiness
sadness
anger
SUrprise
disgust
fear

0 4 10 15 20 25

Figure 8: Similar emotions

Furthermore, since this paper describes the importance of language and culture and tries
to find a relation between the two, the participants were asked whether they are familiar
with the culture of the second language or not. Surprisingly, most of them answered “yes”
(85%). Since a language represents a sort of identity trait of a community or country, the
culture is also a significant notion and character of a given group, and it is usually related

to a certain language.

10. Are you familiar with the culture of your second language?

no
15,0%

yes
85,0%

Figure 9: Second language culture
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Besides, when asked if learning a new language should be connected to learning its
culture, on a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 is strongly disagree and 5 is strongly agree, the
majority stands at 4. This confirms that most of the people are familiar with the culture
of the target language and they are interested in learning about it. In this case,
multilingualism is related to multiculturalism; this result suggests that many of the

subjects are bilingual bicultural.

11. Do you think that learning a new language has to be connected to learning its
culture?

20

17 (42,5%)

9 (22,5%)

1(2,5%)

Figure 10: Learning about culture

Speaking about multilingualism, an important phenomenon that frequently occurs among
bilingual/multilingual people is code-switching. It consists in switching languages within
a sentence during a dialogue. It is not always seen as a negative aspect of bilingualism,

but rather a positive consequence of the mind being able to process multiple languages.

12. Does it happen to you to code-switch? (code-switching means to alternate
between two languages while speaking)

10 (25%) 10 (25%) 10 (25%)

Figure 11: Code-switching
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In the survey, almost nobody answered by clicking the lowest frequency of code-
switching, where 1 is never. Most of the responses correspond to 3/4 frequency
(sometimes/often) and this shows how normal and common is to alternate languages for

people who have a varied linguistic repertoire.

A further question is related to cultural frame switching: it is a similar phenomenon to
code-switching, and it consists, as already explained in chapters 1.8 and 2.4, of changing
the behaviour and mind-set by adapting it to the culture of the given language. It is not as
common as code-switching, because bilingual individuals tend to have a predominant
culture, but when a significant importance is given to both cultures, people become
bilingual bicultural. In this case, participants were asked to express how often this
phenomenon happens to them, and it can be seen from the graphic below that the majority
experience it sometimes. Their opinion about the importance of getting to know the
culture is clearly positive among the respondents as it was shown in the graphic of the

question n.11.

13. Does it happen to you to switch your cultural behaviour when switching
languages?

12 (30%)
10 11 (27,5%)

9 (22,5%)

5 ED)

Figure 12: Switching cultural behaviour

Turning now to the next section of the survey, when asking the participants how they
notice a change in themselves when speaking a different language, analysis of the data
reveals that 30 subjects out of 40 feel different in their communication skills. The results
are somewhat mixed: it turns out that 22,5% of the people like themselves more when

speaking different languages; they feel funnier and less embarrassed. Instead, 15% feel
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less like themselves, while a final group (12,5%) do not notice any differences. It can be
interpreted as a subjective answer: this leads to the conclusion that language may affect
identities in many different ways without a rule or a parameter, but only with people’s life
experiences and situations. The figure below (Figure 13) shows the different answers

provided by the participants.

14. How do you notice a change in yourself when speaking a different language?

the way | can communicate
people like me more

| like myself mare

| feel less like myself

| feel more accepted

| feel less embarassed

| feel funnier

| feel smarter

| don't notice any difference
| feel less funny

| feel less smart

| feel mare engaging

Figure 13: Change in oneself when speaking a different language

In the final part of the questionnaire, participants were asked to give specific examples of
situations in which they felt different due to the different language. Here I have reported
some of the most interesting answers:

“I feel more open minded and care less about what people are thinking of me. Also I think
it’s easier to connect with people, if all don’t speak their native language.”

“I have a different approach of humour in other languages. 1 feel less funny and less
outgoing.”

“I feel more outgoing while using my second language.”

“I feel more free to express my real self when I speak Italian. In Persian I need to consider
my culture and be kind of more polite.”

“I can express myself better in my second language (English) because I don’t feel

criticized and because I think it sounds better and it’s less awkward.”
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“I felt like a different person when expressing some of my feelings, because it feels like
you cannot tell what you want to tell.”

“I feel way more open when speaking English and I think the person I speak to feels that.”
“Happens that when speaking with people of my mother language sometimes I fell judged

or a bit intimidated.”

Together these responses provide some confirmation of the subjectivity of the influence
of language on culture and identity. What can be noticed is that English as second
language is well mastered by the majority of respondents and many find it easy to use to
gain better self-confidence and express an outgoing character. Some cases show how the
language is connected to the culture, and consequently how a person may feel
uncomfortable when speaking a language that is related to a culture with a different mind-

set.

3.3 Discussion

Several reports have shown that between language, culture and identity there exists a
significant correlation; since this was the initial objective of the project, it can be claimed
that the present study helped in understanding and widening the literature review by
providing further proof of the importance of languages in identity study fields. It may be
considered helpful for future research, though new results were not found. However,
additional research could be interesting and needed for a complex topic such as the current

one, perhaps also involving participants who are not language students..

As Riley (2007) explains, language and culture play a fundamental role in identity
formation; we could notice how people feel when speaking more languages in terms of
cultural values and their importance to multilingual/bilingual individuals in order to relate
the other culture and community. The most important result was the great interest and
connection people find in language and culture and how both are necessary to understand
the identity traits of a given group or individual. In reviewing the work of Kramsch
(1998), ones see how language is closely connected with culture and it is sometimes

considered as a cultural value and a distinctive trait of a community or individuals. In
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fact, every person, even belonging to the same country or community, can have different
perspectives and thoughts about cultural concepts and emotional situations. This is
expanded on and questioned by Holliday (2000), in his description of the essentialist and
non- essentialist concept of culture, emphasizing that there is not a clear distinction
between groups and individuals, and how culture is dynamic and ever-changing, rather
than fixed.

Some striking findings from the survey confirm previous studies: when looking at Questions 8 and
9, many different answers can be found and follow the concept that while certain emotions are felt
in the same way in every language, others can be perceived differently due to the different ways
people experience them, or to the lack of vocabulary needed in order to express them. Furthermore,
Question 14 was designed to determine how many varied points of view can exist among the same
community or different groups, by highlighting the important subjectivity of the theme. The
questionnaire was successful as it was able to identify multilingual and multicultural students and
different experiences of identities affected by language repertoires and cultural scenarios.
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Conclusion

The aim of this dissertation was to stress the importance of language and culture in our

society and the shaping of identity in multilingual individuals.

The first chapter aimed to examine the phenomenon of multilingualism and bilingualism
under different perspectives in order to find and confirm the relation between language
and identity through a follow-up study of previous literature, research and experiences of
multilingual subjects in multilingual environments. Furthermore, the concept of
multiculturalism was explored, as closely connected to the ability of speaking several
languages when interacting with the corresponding cultures. It was interesting to explore
the notion of multi-competence, as the ability of a human mind to master more languages.
Thanks to much research and previous studies, it was possible to gain better
understanding of the role of language, that is the main way of communication and social
integration, and the role of culture, as an important distinctive trait of groups and

individuals, that can shape in different ways especially when related to a language.

Subsequently, in the second chapter I outlined how important these linguistic and cultural
values are, as they play a role in identity traits and they influence the way people act and
think when speaking different languages. The relation between language, culture and

identity was also analysed and investigated.

The present study set out to investigate and explore multilingual identities and people’s
perspectives on the influence of languages and cultures on their selves. The study is
limited by the fact that it only surveyed a small number of samples, and it did not expand
previous studies with new findings. Notwithstanding the limitations, it helped in
understanding the correlation between language and culture as well as language and

identity and the role of linguistic and cultural values in people’s life.

It establishes a quantitative framework for detecting several questions, one the most
important is the frequency of the code-switching phenomenon in bilingual individuals’
life, that turned out to be very high but normal for those who speak more than one
language; another interesting finding is the ability to express emotions and the level of
self-confidence of people, that was surprisingly positive, when speaking different

languages.
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In conclusion to this paper, I would argue that the study carried-out confirmed the findings
of previous study such as the polyglot phenomenon investigated by Kurniawati (2013),
by giving concrete and real examples of multilingual identities influenced by languages
and cultures, and it highlighted the importance of speaking more than one language,
because it gives great benefits to the body and the brain, and to social interactions among

all the people in the world.
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Summary in Italian

Questa tesi mira a esplorare I’attuale fenomeno del multilinguismo e multiculturalismo,

caratterizzato da una fusione tra lingue, culture e identita.

Come si puo intuire, il bilinguismo/multilinguismo rappresenta la capacita di un individuo
di parlare e comprendere piu lingue. Si puo crescere bilingue o diventare nel corso del
tempo capaci di comunicare in una seconda lingua. Le ragioni possono essere varie:
famiglia bilingue, migrazione, studio, lavoro, interesse personale, ecc. Cio che ¢ chiaro,

¢ che oggigiorno ¢ piu difficile trovare societd monolingui che bi/multilingui.

Il bilinguismo/multilinguismo mostra molti benefici, quali migliori abilita cognitive
derivanti dalla capacita mentale di padroneggiare piu di una lingua, e quindi dal maggiore
esercizio e flessibilita a cui ¢ sottoposta la mente umana, cosi come il multitasking,
sviluppato grazie alla facilita ed efficienza di cambiare lingua quando necessario in
ambienti e circostanze multilingue. Inoltre, ¢ stato dimostrato che uno dei piu importanti
benefici ¢ il rallentamento della demenza. Molti bambini bilingui hanno dimostrato un’

efficiente abilita di problem solving, oltre ad un impatto positivo nell’apprendimento,

creativita e flessibilitda mentale.

La lingua, ¢ il principale e piu importante sistema di comunicazione dell’essere umano,
il cui ruolo ¢ anche quello di caratterizzare e differenziare le varie e molteplici comunita
presenti nel mondo. Alla lingua, si aggiunge il concetto di cultura, spesso strettamente
collegati, che funge da tratto riconoscibile di ogni paese e individuo. La cultura infatti,
puo essere vista come un insieme di pensieri, usi, costumi e abitudini che differenzia le
varie comunitd cosi come il modo di essere e pensare di diversi singoli individui
appartenenti ad una stessa. Non sempre chi impara e parla una lingua diversa dalla
materna, si integra alla relativa cultura. Quando perd questo accade, ci si trova di fronte
al cosi detto multiculturalismo, quando un individuo comprende e accetta il concetto di
diversita e si adatta ad una diversa cultura, in termini di diversi usi e costumi € mentalita,
in base alla situazione e alla lingua corrente. Questo non vuol dire che il concetto di

cultura non possa variare tra individui che condividono la stessa lingua e lo stesso paese.

Vivian Cook, associa al concetto di multilinguismo la “multicompetenza”, ovvero il

repertorio di conoscenze e abilita linguistiche nella mente di un individuo multilingue,
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chiaramente differente da quello di una persona monolingue; la multicompetenza si puo
studiare ed analizzare dall’interazione sociale tra individui e la loro capacita di

comunicare, per questo chiamata anche “competenza comunicativa”.

Oltre ai benefici sopra citati, sipuo assistere ad un fenomeno molto conosciuto, che alcuni
vedono come positivo, altri negativo, ma che sarebbe da riconoscere come una sorta di
normale occorrenza negli individui che parlano piu lingue; ¢ il caso del code-switching,
“commutazione di codice” o “alternanza linguistica” che indica il passaggio tra una lingua
e ’altra all’interno di una frase o discorso, se in situazioni bilingue o multilingue. Un
fenomeno simile, se ci riferiamo invece all’aspetto culturale, ¢ chiamato “cultural frame
switching” e avviene quando un individuo tende a cambiare il suo comportamento quando

parla una lingua diversa, dovuto all’adattamento alla cultura della lingua stessa.

Rimanendo sul tema “lingua e cultura”, nella sezione 2.1, I’obiettivo ¢ stato quello di
trovare una relazione significativa tra lingua e cultura e la loro influenza sull’identita
multilingue. Kramsch (1998) afferma che la lingua ¢ il principale mezzo e risorsa per
condurre una vita sociale. Durante la comunicazione la lingua ¢ relazionata alla cultura
in vari modi, essendo che le parole rispecchiano atteggiamenti e credenze, usi € costumi
di un certo gruppo sociale o di un certo individuo. Ciononostante, “cultura” ¢ un concetto
difficile da spiegare. Puo essere definito come un insieme di conoscenze, esperienze,
credenze, valori, comportamenti, concetti, etc. acquisiti di generazione in generazione.
Riley (2007) ci tiene ad affermare che la cultura viene distribuita diversamente in ogni
individuo, nonostante possano essere membri di uno stesso gruppo. Holliday (2000)
spiega che esistono due visioni di cultura: essenzialista e non essenzialista. La prima
nozione vede la cultura come un fenomeno sociale che rappresenta le caratteristiche di
un’intera nazione; d’altro canto, la visione non essenzialista ¢ piu ampia e flessibile e
sostiene I’esistenza di diverse piccole culture all’interno di gruppi, senza vedere una

nazione intera come stereotipo culturale.

Nella sezione seguente, ovvero il capitolo 2.2 finalmente ci si addentra nel tema “lingua
e identita”. Molti studi affermano che studiare una lingua straniera, diversa dalla lingua
madre, puo influenzare la nostra persona e farci scoprire differenti tratti identitari nel
nostro essere. Questo ¢ connesso alla lingua e alla cultura di riferimento, ed evidenzia

ancora una volta I'importanza di conoscerle entrambe. Questo fenomeno di multi-identita
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infatti, avviene quando c’¢ il fenomeno del multiculturalismo che affianca il
multilinguismo. Riley evidenzia il fatto che I’identita € socialmente costruita attraverso
la comunicazione e l’interazione con gli altri. Questo concetto ¢ anche connesso e
influenzato dalle emozioni: come si vede dallo studio riportato nella prossima parte, molte
persone che parlano piu lingue e si identificano come bilingue, avvertono alcune
differenze quando si tratta di esprimere e sperimentare emozioni, dato che in una seconda
lingua risulta difficile esprimere alcuni sentimenti se non si hail lessico adeguato. Questo
riporta al concetto che la lingua definisce e influenza I’identita sociale e culturale degli
individui.

Per concludere, uno studio rivolto a studenti multilingui viene presentato e commentato
nel terzo capitolo, attraverso 1’invio di un questionario che consiste in domande a risposta
multipla e a risposta breve e mira a raccogliere esperienze e opinioni dei partecipanti
riguardo I'influenza delle lingue sulla propria identita. 40 persone da 13 diversi paesi
europei hanno risposto al questionario. Dai dati ¢ emerso che la maggior parte si considera
bilingue grazie ad una importante confidenza nell’abilita linguistica della seconda lingua.
La pit comune seconda lingua ¢ rivelatosi essere I’inglese. La maggior parte ha risposto
di sentirsi piu a suo agio nell’esprimere le proprie emozioni nella prima lingua, ma una
significativa parte ha riposto “entrambe le lingue”. Molti dei partecipanti hanno
sperimentato il fenomeno del code-switching e cultural frame switching e trovano
importanza nell’avvicinarsi e apprendere la cultura della seconda lingua. Lo studio ha
aiutato a individuare molti soggetti bilingui tra normali studenti che conoscono piu di una
lingua. Infine, quando ¢ stato chiesto di dare un esempio di quando si sono sentiti diversi
parlando una diversa lingua, le risposte sono state molto interessanti. Alcuni partecipanti
hanno raccontato di sentirsi piu a loro agio nella seconda lingua perché meno giudicati,
altri non si sentono capaci di esprimere certi concetti 0 emozioni € quindi si sentono meno
se stessi quando parlano un’altra lingua; molti soggetti dichiarano di sentirsi piu aperti di

mente e a livello sociale, e circondati da meno pregiudizi.

Per riassumere, questa tesi ha aiutato a comprendere concetti generali riguardo
multilinguismo e multiculturalismo e ad approfondire le nozioni di lingua e cultura e il
loro ruolo e influenza nello studio dell’identita multilingue, per poi chiudere con uno

studio personale su esperienze di soggetti che parlano piu lingue nella loro vita sociale e

quotidiana.
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