
The mind-bending effects of speaking multiple languages

Research into how multilingual people juggle more than one language in their minds is complex and 
sometimes counterintuitive. It turns out that when a multilingual person wants to speak, the languages 
they know can be active at the same time, even if only one gets used. These languages can interfere with 
each other, for example intruding into speech just when you don’t expect them. And interference can 
manifest itself not just in vocabulary slip-ups, but even on the level of grammar or accent.

“From research we know that as a bilingual or multilingual, whenever you’re speaking, both languages or 
all the languages that you know are activated,” says Mathieu Declerck, a senior research fellow at the 
Vrije Universiteit in Brussels. “For example, when you want to say ‘dog’ as a French-English bilingual, not 
just ‘dog’ is activated, but also its translation equivalent, so ‘chien’ is also activated.”
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How they do this is commonly explained through the concept of inhibition – a suppression of the non-
relevant languages. When a bilingual volunteer is asked to name a colour shown on a screen in one 
language and then the next color in their other language, it is possible to measure spikes in electrical 
activity in parts of the brain that deal with language and attentional awareness.

This is an excerpt. Read the original post here

https://www.apa.org/science/about/psa/2008/01/kroll
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28424634/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0095447004000166
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037/a0016376
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/bilingualism-language-and-cognition/article/abs/erp-correlates-of-executive-control-during-repeated-language-switching/89DA9E07AAE83C6C4D247B115FCA649A
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20220719-how-speaking-other-languages-changes-your-brain

