We all loved reading and discussing ‘Multilingual Living: Explorations of Language and Subjectivity’ (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005) with its author Charlotte Burck at our recent book club meeting.  It’s a book that had great meaning and significance for all of us: one of us had experience of moving between countries and was familiar like its author with the sadness involved in losing fluency in their childhood language; another was reminded of the move away from her immigrant grandparents’ culture and language as her family became assimilated into English society; and we were all reminded of the complexities involved in the task of interpreting when working with families across differences in language.

It is a scholarly book, containing a particularly helpful review of the literature in this area of work, and a very readable one: full of memorable quotations – a personal favourite was Bahktin’s “each word tastes of its context and contexts in which it has lived its socially charged lives”.  And what makes it particularly readable is the way it’s author’s voice is present throughout, reminding us of the particular personal history and interests she brings to the book, and why the issues discussed matter.  For this is not, we decided, just a book about language (though this would be important enough on its own living in multilingual London), but about how we come to understand one another across difference of any sort: one of the differences we ended up discussing was the difference that gender made to the tone and style of communication.

This book is a great example of what scholarly work should be about: 1. It is academically rigorous, but not stuffy or austere. The author’s reflexive voice helps to reveal how each piece of research is a construction, located in time, space and within particular intellectual positions. 2. The author has made fine use of her experience as a systemic clinician when, for example she applied certain types of questions both to elicit participants’ stories and experiences and to reflect on the impact of that conversation on the interviewer and interviewee. 3. By applying three different qualitative methods to analyse her data, Charlotte showed us how different lenses can facilitate polyphony and sustain diversity. 

Finally, but not lastly, this is a book that spoke to our personal stories and professional preoccupations. By articulating the complex connections between use of language, identity and subjectivity, we think this book makes an important contribution and can enrich our clinical work and academic thinking about the subject. We also hope that it can help to deconstruct entrenched negative views about bilingualism held by many practitioners and policy makers in the social care, education and health fields.

It has recently been released, we learnt, as a paperback, and we all agreed that it merited a wide readership – so if you haven’t read it already, go out and buy it!               
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