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Local identities, global connections: affinities to English among students
at the Freie Universität Berlin

ELIZABETH J. ERLING∗

ABSTRACT: This paper examines a specific group of English users in Germany: students studying
English at the Freie Universität Berlin. The first section outlines the various domains in which these
students encounter English in their daily lives, both within and outside university, as they make and maintain
intercultural connections. This analysis suggests that, at least among these university students, English-
German bilingualism seems to be the norm. The second section of this paper shows how students’ proficiency
in English plays a role in their creation, or re-creation, of local, national, European and global identities.
What is more, in this small community of students, it seems that the ability to use English is intricately tied
in with the (re)definition of what it means to be German, or at least an educated, urban German. Although
they constitute a small community, these students’ uses of and attitudes towards English highlight some
general trends of globalization and provide some insights into the evolving role of English in Europe.

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines a specific group of English users in Germany: students studying
English as a major or minor subject at the Freie Universität Berlin. These students have
long learning histories with English, as the majority has spent about ten years learning
the language. They also have considerable experience with English in a broad range of
contexts. As they continue their studies in higher education, they are on their way to
becoming Europe’s future specialists in English who will use the language in a number
of personal and professional contexts, including teaching it as a subject in primary and
secondary schools, in Germany or elsewhere. While they constitute a small community, an
empirical and ethnographic analysis of these students’ uses of and attitudes towards English
may highlight some of the general trends of globalization and provide some insights into
the evolving role of English in Europe. In the first section of this paper, I will present this
community of English specialists and show the various domains in which they encounter the
language in their daily lives, both within and outside university, as they make and maintain
intercultural connections. The second section of this paper shows how students’ proficiency
in English plays a role in their creation, or re-creation, of local, national, European, and
global identities.

THE SETTING: THE FREIE UNIVERSITÄT BERLIN

The history of the Freie Universität Berlin (FUB) and its connections with the US
make it a particularly interesting environment to examine in terms of the use of English
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among university students. The FUB is one of three major universities in Berlin, with
approximately 39,000 students, and its research is focused on the humanities and social
sciences. The FUB is a by-product of the division of the city after World War II. Fol-
lowing the war, Berlin’s major university at the time was located in the Soviet sector,
and, as a result of struggles between the Soviet Union and the Western Allies over the
availability of knowledge in Berlin, a new university was founded in the west in 1948
– a “free” university – with generous support from the US (Rich Tradition, 2006). The
FUB, which was located in the American sector, has always had strong ties with the US
and even claims to be “a symbol of German–American friendship” (Rich tradition, 2006).
Consequently, the FUB has since 1963 been home to a prestigious department of North
American Studies, which has been called “the best place in Europe to do research in North
American Studies” (Dewitz, 2002: 4, my translation). In addition, the university has a
department of English Studies, which focuses on the study of the languages, literatures,
and cultures of the English-speaking world other than in North America. This department
also offers English language pedagogy programmes, and manages the training of future
teachers.

METHODS: A PROFILE OF STUDENTS OF ENGLISH

As a university with two English language departments, the FUB has proved rich territory
for the study of student specialists in English. From 2001 to 2004, I compiled a sociolin-
guistic profile of students of English at the FUB. This type of analysis, originally outlined
by Ferguson (1975), has been used in sociolinguistics to represent situations where English
is used around the world (Kachru and Nelson, 1996). A sociolinguistic profile highlights
the salient uses and users of a language and reveals attitudes to a language in a particular
context. It provides information about the functions English serves in a local context and
how the language fits into speakers’ overall linguistic repertoires.

This profile includes the results of a statistical analysis of a questionnaire, based in part
on a study administered by Preisler (1999), who undertook a government assessment of the
role of English in Denmark. The most convenient way to access all students of English –
those in programmes for North American Studies, English Philology, or English Language
Pedagogy – was through the university’s language centre, where students have to complete
their required language courses. In July 2001, the questionnaire was distributed to 101
students of English at the language centre. At that time, 2,410 students were enrolled in
English programmes and approximately 200 of them were taking part in courses at the
language centre; this means that approximately half of the students enrolled in language
centre courses took part in the questionnaire. The purpose of the questionnaire was to
find out about students’ experiences with learning English, their exposure to the language,
their preferences for varieties of English, and their opinions about the role of English in
Germany and Europe. I then sought to discover what factors are involved in their choices
and opinions.

Analysis of the data collected from the questionnaires revealed certain patterns in stu-
dents’ answers. In order to find out more about these patterns, I carried out a Ward cluster
analysis – an exploratory statistical technique used to sort cases into groups or clusters
so that the degree of association between members of the same cluster can be brought
out (Kaufman and Rousseeuw, 1990). For the purposes of this analysis three clusters were
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established, and I subsequently interviewed five students from each cluster who had volun-
teered their email addresses at the end of the questionnaire. The students Diane and Steffen
represent the first cluster (the US-friendly cluster), Alina represents the second cluster (the
pro-British cluster), and Beatrice and Oskar represent the third cluster (the lingua franca
cluster) (see further Erling, 2004). In all cases pseudonyms have been used to protect the
students’ anonymity. Excerpts from interviews are marked with the first initial of students’
and the interviewer’s names (A, B, D, E, O and S).

The interview questions were designed to test hypothesized categories and to give more
insight into the quantitative results I had already established. Rather than sticking to a rigid
format, the interviews were loosely organized, using what Schiffrin (1994) calls a “stepwise
format”, in which the next discussion topic was based on the respondent’s previous answer.
Thus, the interview resembled a conversation. The benefit of conducting research in this
way was that I obtained highly personal accounts of students’ experiences with and feelings
towards English.

In addition to data from questionnaires and interviews, the present study includes data
collected from student essays and assignments between July 2001 and April 2004. All
excerpts cited here are done so with the informed consent of the authors and are cited
verbatim, in their uncorrected original form. Finally, my account of the role of English in
students’ lives has been enhanced by my own experiences teaching in the FUB’s language
centre and living in Berlin since 1998.

THE POPULATION OF STUDENTS AT THE LANGUAGE CENTRE

In the following section, I provide an overall description of the population of students
who make up the data source of this research, and I give a glimpse into the lives of the
five students interviewed for this project. These students for the most part are middle-class
Germans in their mid-20s, the majority of whom are female. The average age is 24, but
students range in age from 20 to 40. Of the 101 students who filled out the questionnaire,
68 per cent are female. The high number of female students can be attributed to the
fact that the teacher training programmes for English have a large majority of female
students (79 per cent according to FUB Statistic, 2001), and more women than men pursue
employment as teachers in Germany. In this study, 84 per cent of the respondents were
German, and 16 per cent of the students surveyed were international students from a wide
range of countries, including Bulgaria, France, Hungary, Korea and Poland. These students
comprise both foreign students enrolled at the FUB and students on official European or
international exchanges. This survey shows that 45 per cent of language centre students
had their primary and secondary schooling in Berlin. However, the questionnaire does not
provide an accurate means of determining whether students received the greater part of
their education in the former West or East Berlin, or elsewhere in East Germany (GDR).
While 10 per cent of the students reported that they received most of their education in
the former GDR, another 18 per cent of students chose not to answer the question of
where their education took place. This suggests a hesitancy about disclosing which part
of Germany they are from, as some students from the GDR have reported that they have
faced prejudice in West German education and that they are therefore hesitant to discuss
their early education.

The five students interviewed give a more detailed picture of the type of student taking
part in courses in the language centre of the FUB. Table 1 shows the sex, age, study choices
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Table 1. Representative students of English at the FUB

Name Sex Year born Major/s Minor/s Future career

Alina f 1978 Media Studies North American Studies Journalist

Beatrice f 1979 English Philology/ Sports Education Teacher

Diane f 1978 Anthropology English Philology Filmmaker

Oskar m 1973 North American Studies Theatre Filmmaker

Steffen m 1978 North American Studies/ Teacher

English Philology

and career hopes of these students. The table is followed by a brief biography of these
students and their experiences with English.

The first student, Alina, started learning English in the fifth grade. Her experiences in
English-speaking countries include attending a sixth-form college in Brighton, UK, for a
year, doing an internship at a local paper in Brighton, and going on holidays to the UK and
US. At the time of her interview, Alina was completing an internship at a Berlin newspaper
office and hoping to continue working in this field, perhaps also abroad.

The next student, Beatrice, was born in Ghana, where she started learning English at
school when she was 6. When she was 12, she moved to Berlin; now she is a German citizen
and speaks German fluently. She speaks Ashanti with her parents, mixed with English, and
German with her younger brothers. At the time of her interview, Beatrice was planning
to study abroad in England for a year and to become a teacher of English and sports in a
German school.

Diane spent six years of her childhood in Egypt, where English was sometimes used
as a lingua franca. Her family returned to the GDR when she was 7. She did not start her
formal English education until she was in the seventh grade. She has travelled extensively
in the US and in Southeast Asia. At the time of her interview, Diane was preparing to go to
Benin to collect data for an anthropological project, for which she was also trying to learn
French.

Oskar calls himself a real Berliner. He speaks a bit of Hungarian, as his mother is
originally from Hungary, but Oskar grew up primarily monolingual German. From age
9 to 11, his family lived in Bangalore, where he learned English fluently and attended
an American international school. After his stay in India, his family visited the US and
Canada. Since then English has not been a regular presence in his life. At the time of his
interview, Oskar was not very enthusiastic about his studies and was thinking of quitting.
His real passion is film, and he was concentrating on making films and getting into film
school.

Steffen started learning English in the fifth grade, but it was not until the tenth grade
that he really became interested in the language. At that time at his school there were two
exchange students from the US, whom he later visited over the summer. He says that he
learned more in those six weeks in the US than in eight years in the classroom. Since his
first trip, Steffen has been to the US two more times, once for two months and once for a
month. At the time of his interview, he was planning to work in the US for three months.
He had just changed his degree to a double major in North American Studies and English,
and was toying with the idea of becoming a linguistics professor.
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RESULTS: STUDENTS’ USES OF AND EXPERIENCES WITH ENGLISH

English at school and university

The results of my survey mainly reflect the traditional pattern of language learning in
German schools, where children started learning their first language at school in the fifth
grade (around age 11) and their second in the seventh grade (around age 13). The majority
of students had between eight and ten years of English before entering university: 53 per
cent of those polled had started English by the fifth grade and 99 per cent of them had
started by the seventh grade. Recent studies have shown that children are beginning to learn
English at earlier ages (e.g. Erling, 2004; Hilgendorf, 2005), a pattern which can also be
seen in this study, as 13 per cent of students had started English by the third grade. For the
overwhelming majority of students surveyed, German generally was the only medium of
instruction in the schools they attended. There are, however, a few students who attended
private or international schools which taught classes in both German and English (and often
another language). In addition, 16 per cent of students have studied English at a private
language institute, and 20 per cent of them hold a certificate for English proficiency (mostly
TOEFL or Cambridge).

With regard to the presence of English at university, it may not be surprising that students
require the language for their studies, since these students have English as a main subject.
Table 2 shows that 80 per cent of students surveyed read English reference books at least
once a week and 18 per cent did so daily, while 70 per cent wrote academically in English
once a week and 26 per cent wrote English academic texts daily. However, these students
do not need English only for their English studies; competence in the language is required
just as much, if not more so, in their other subjects, such as Economics, Computer Science,
Film Studies, Media Studies and Political Science. As European reforms are introduced
and study programmes become more international, English is increasingly being used as an
academic language (see Erling and Hilgendorf, 2006b). Many fields are highly influenced
by Anglo-American academia, and much of the most up-to-date reading materials are
available only in English (Ammon, 2001). In fact, according to the last listing of FUB
Magister programmes, 40 out of 76 degrees (52.6 per cent) list some level of proficiency
in English as an entry requirement (Degree Program Information, 2004; see further Erling
and Hilgendorf, 2006a). Students in my study note that as much as 90 per cent of their
university reading has to be in English, while the average number of texts in English was
59 per cent. As one student mentions: “Understanding English is almost a requirement for
studying at a university no matter what subject you study. A lot of scientific essays and
some lectures are written or held in English.”

Table 2. Students’ contact with English at university

How often do you . . . Once a day Once a week

(%) (%)

have a university lecture in English? 3 83

speak English at university? 12 91

write academically or professionally in English? 26 70

read English reference books? 18 80
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Table 3. Students’ contact with English in their personal lives

How often do you . . . Once a day Once a week

(%) (%)

read newspapers or magazines in English? 5 34

read in English for pleasure? 18 70

use the internet in English? 27 77

listen to English song lyrics 84 –

watch original TV shows or movies in English? 7 45

Consequently, it is clear that no matter what course of study students follow, English
plays an important role in their success at university.

English outside university

But university is not the only place where students encounter English. James (2000: 24)
argues that “the most obvious impact that English makes on European life is undoubtedly
via its presence in the public domains of the media, including the internet, advertising,
many forms of popular youth culture and popular entertainment” (see also Berns et al.,
2007). As can be seen in Table 3, this is indeed the case for students of English at the FUB,
who take advantage of the many opportunities to access media in English.

Table 3 shows that students are least likely to access print media; only 34 per cent
read newspapers or magazines in English weekly, and only 5 per cent do so daily. This
may be because, while it is relatively easy to find the Herald Tribune, the Guardian, and
the European editions of Newsweek and Time in Berlin, these newspapers and magazines
are much more expensive and much less readily available than local or national media.
Students are more likely to read the all-English New York Times supplement, which is
included in the Monday edition of the Süddeutsche Zeitung, a Munich-based paper available
nationally. Furthermore, most students are aware of Berlin’s biweekly English newspaper,
the Exberliner, which is intended for the city’s international residents, tourists, people in
Berlin on business and bilingual Germans (Exberliner, 2006). One student notes that the
opportunity to consume foreign media gives her access to “another view or opinion of
news or world problems”. This broader perspective is obviously one of the main draws of
English media.

Getting a broader perspective is also a significant reason why students regularly read
literature in English: 70 per cent of students read for pleasure in English weekly (18 per
cent daily). They enjoy having access to texts that have not been translated into German.
As one student notes, “You can read books or watch videos which are not available in
German.” Other students remark that they prefer to read English books in the original,
even when there is a translation available. Luckily for them, accessing English books in
Berlin is not a problem: there are at least five English bookstores in the city, and most
large bookstores, especially those located near tourist attractions or universities, have a
large English-language section. Moreover, there are several libraries in Berlin, like the
American Memorial Library (Amerika-Gendenkbibliothek), which have large collections
of English books and videos. Perhaps the most widely used means of getting English
books is through the internet company Amazon.de, which now has an extensive section

C© 2007 The Author. Journal compilation C© 2007 Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



Local identities, global connections 117

of English books. This excerpt from my interview with Steffen gives an idea of students’
reading practices and reasons for reading in English:

E: Do you read American newspapers or magazines?

S: Not right now. I had a subscription to the International Herald Tribune a while back.

E: And what kind of stuff do you read?

S: Uh, all kinds of stuff. Right now I’m reading a couple of books. Like a book on Bill Clinton and

a book on sociolinguistics. Also some fiction by some Welsh writer.

E: Are these things you have to read for university?

S: I don’t have to read them for university. I mean the sociolinguistics book, I don’t have to read it

but it’s good for me to read because I’ve thought about taking a lot more sociolinguistics classes.

E: Do you ever read the German translations?

S: I must admit that I haven’t been reading a book in German for a long time. So I usually read it in

English. Because I feel like, you know, I like to read a lot, so why not read in English and practice.

While students read plenty of books in English, the most prevalent domain in which
students are likely to read and write English is not at university or with traditional print media
but in the internet. Electronic media has become increasingly popular among students: In
2001, 77 per cent of students were using English on the internet weekly (27 per cent daily),
a number which has certainly grown since. The internet has also presented a new medium
for students to communicate with people internationally, often in English. Students make
use of chat rooms and weblogs to make contact with other English users worldwide, as can
be seen in this student’s comment: “Young people from all over the world communicate
on the internet and I think it is fascinating to chat and discuss about every day life with a
friend in Hong Kong or in Lima.” In analysing the reading practices of students of English
at the FUB, it is clear that, because of the wide access to media and literature in English,
available both locally and virtually, students read much more than national newspapers or
the latest fiction in the national language.

Students also come across English on the radio or on television. With widespread high-
speed internet access, students can listen to radio stations around the world. Nevertheless,
local radio programmes remain far more popular. Most broadcasting on national radio
stations is in German, although it is often peppered with English words and phrases.
However, some stations offer programming in English, like the BBC’s World Service,
the US’s National Public Radio, and Radio MultiKulti, which offers news and music in
English as well as in several other languages. While radio programming may be primarily
in German, anyone in Germany who switches on the radio has a very good chance of
hearing some music sung in English. This presence of English songs on the radio is now
“considered normal by the vast majority of the population in virtually all the European
countries” (Ammon, 1994: 1). It may even be that the presence of English on the radio
is stronger and more accepted in Germany because of the fact that the American Forces
Network (AFN), which did all its broadcasting in English, began broadcasting in Germany
in 1945 and continued to do so in Berlin until 1993 (AFN History, 2006). Therefore, it is no
great surprise to find that 84 per cent of FUB students listen to English song lyrics every
day. Many students at the FUB note their preference for music in English, and some even
report that it was their love for music which motivated them to learn English. For example,
one student reflects on the use of English in the music she enjoys: “ I love music and listen
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almost only to songs with English texts. And it’s important for me to know English because
I want to understand what the artist sings and how he/she feels.”

While students may listen to a lot of music in English, they do not encounter the language
so often on television or in the cinemas: only 45 per cent of students watch television or
films in English once a week. This marks the most obvious difference between the results
of Preisler’s (2003) study of English use in the Danish population and my analysis: Students
at the FUB hear English much less often in these media than Danes. This is most likely
due to the fact that in Denmark, English television shows and films are generally broadcast
in the original version with Danish subtitles, while in Germany all state-funded television
channels dub foreign language programming into German. Although there are a large
number of US American programmes on television – 82 per cent of programmes aired
in Europe are produced in the US (cited in Field, 1998: 4) – programmes in English on
German television are rare. The language of MTV or other music television programmes is
also predominantly German. However, moderators do use English phrases and sometimes
conduct interviews in English with their guests. Moreover, the practice of subtitling is also
becoming more common, for example on reality shows broadcast on MTV. In addition,
the channel Premiere World offers viewers the choice between viewing dubbed versions
of their films or the original in English. Other cable channels, like BBC World and CNN,
are broadcast entirely in English. So while students are able to watch English-language
programmes on television, many of them do not, perhaps because they cannot afford cable
television on their student budgets.

Watching films in English seems to be more popular among FUB students: 62 per cent
of students watch English films with German subtitles at least once a month (7 per cent
daily) and 90 per cent watch English films without subtitles at least once a month (9 per
cent daily). Students have increasing opportunities to see English-language films in the
original. In most cinemas, films are dubbed into German, and it used to be the case that
video shops carried primarily German-dubbed versions of English films. However, the rise
of DVDs makes it much easier to watch films in the original, as several language options are
often given. Furthermore, in Berlin there are at least two film rental stores that specialize
in original English films. In addition, there are several cinemas which show films in the
English original – both with and without subtitles. At certain cinemas, German films may
even be shown with English subtitles; for example, in 2003 the German film Goodbye
Lenin was shown with English subtitles in a cinema in the city centre. Another special
feature of Berlin is that it hosts an international film festival. Many of the films featured
are shown in English or with English subtitles; in fact, more than 90 per cent of the films
shown at the 1996 Berlin International Film Festival were in English (Truchot, 1997: 69).
As there is wide interest in film among students – indeed two of the students interviewed
hope to pursue careers in film– this domain is one in which many students are likely to
have regular contact with English.

Besides films, students have access to several other cultural events where English is
used. There is an all English-speaking theatre in the city, which specializes in fringe
theatre in English and regularly hosts theatre groups from the UK, the US, Australia,
South Africa, and Ireland (Friends of the Italian Opera: The English Theatre, 2006). Apart
from this, Berlin boasts its own English-speaking comedian, who presents her work in a
comical mix of German and English, the American-born Gayle Tufts. Her entertainment
is based on her own experiences and observations of everyday life as a foreigner in Berlin.
Apart from regular performances in comedy venues around Berlin, students are likely to
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encounter Tufts’ weekly radio spot, biweekly newspaper column, or her books Absolutely
Unterwegs: An American in Berlin (1998) and Miss Amerika (2006). The popularity and
demand for this entertainment in English suggest growing English-German bilingualism in
Berlin.

Clearly the English language offers students at the FUB access to a greater range of
entertainment, media, music, literature, and academic texts than their national language
alone would. Students seem to enjoy this broad access to English media, and to profit from
encountering material that would otherwise be unavailable in German.

English for intercultural communication

Besides using English for media and entertainment, many students remark on their uses
of English for intercultural communication, both locally and abroad, for communication
with people from English-speaking countries and with other L2 English speakers. Students
at the FUB do a lot of travelling: 92 per cent of students travel outside Germany at least once
a year. Moreover, 97 per cent of students have travelled to an English-speaking country.
Reactions show that they often need English when travelling abroad: “English has an
important role to me. Especially when I go on holidays. Even when I am not in England
but in Greece, Spain and Italy. I communicate with the people I meet in English. . . . I don’t
know how to survive in foreign countries without speaking English.”

Student mobility is further reflected in the fact that the majority of students surveyed
(77 per cent) have been abroad for over a month. Of those students who have been abroad
for over a month, 60 of them (59 per cent of the total population) have stayed in an
English-speaking country for over a month, and several of these students have stayed
for an extended time in more than one English-speaking country: 37 in two different
English-speaking countries and four in three different English-speaking countries. By far
the most common experiences reported by students were studying or working abroad
in inner circle English-speaking environments: 54 trips were taken to the US, 20 to the
UK, eight to Canada, six to Australia and New Zealand, and four to Ireland. Students’
experiences in these contexts include a four-month internship in New York City, teaching
in Northern Ireland for 12 months, and spending a year as an exchange student in New
Zealand. A small number of students (four) have had experiences in outer circle contexts;
their experiences include volunteering for three months on an ecological farm in Ghana and
working for a year in an English-speaking hospital in Calcutta. Many of those who reported
that they had lived abroad in expanding circle contexts stated that they also regularly
used English in these environments. Experiences for which students reported that English
was necessary included travelling for three months in Mexico, visiting a family for six
months in Korea, and working for a year in Switzerland. These examples demonstrate
that FUB students are very mobile, and their proficiency in English helps to facilitate this
mobility.

Although students are generally well travelled, they do not have to wait to go abroad
to speak English. Several of them note that English is present in their daily lives outside
university. As one student responds on a questionnaire: ‘People in the street (especially in
Berlin!) ask me if I speak English and if I then can help them with something.’ English is
not only seen but also heard on almost every bus or subway. In an effort to accommodate
tourists, most city services are offered in English. Some students work in the tourist industry
and use English to deal with customers. For example, one respondent gives tours of the
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city in English. Another works in a café in a tourist area and constantly needs English to
communicate with visitors from abroad.

Signs of increasing bilingualism or multilingualism

This study shows that English is a language which students have learned from a young age
and have dedicated a great amount of time and effort to acquiring. It can be assumed that this
effort in acquiring the language has been worth their while due to the great range of domains
in which these students use English, both inside and outside university. These students use
English for academic purposes, reading for pleasure, using the Internet, accessing foreign
media, viewing films, travelling, and communicating with non-German speakers abroad or
in Berlin. They have also experienced English in inner, outer and expanding circle contexts.
They thus demonstrate an impressive linguistic awareness in English, and express complex
relationships with the language. Indeed, this group of specialists’ use of language seems
to suggest increasing societal bilingualism, which may now be rather typical for a growing
number of Europeans, as Graddol (1999) has argued. According to Myers-Scotton (2006:
43–4), bilingualism is the ability to use two or more languages sufficiently, with varying
fluency in different situations. This study confirms that students use English in a wide range
of domains, in part because they live in a multicultural urban area where the presence of
English is ubiquitous, but also because they engage in a range of activities that involve
contact with the language.

While more research in this area is clearly needed, these findings suggest that Germany is
becoming a place where an increasing proportion of its population is proficient in English,
and speaking English is becoming a characteristic criterion of “Germanness”. While the
presence of English may be particularly obvious in Berlin, among these university students
– who may be representative of an educated, urban, middle-class elite – bilingualism in
German and English seems to be the norm. Some students also subscribe to this notion, as
the following excerpt shows:

If you turn on the radio, most of the songs are in English. If you turn on the computer or surf on the

internet, you need to understand English. At university there are a lot of exchange students from foreign

countries and you communicate with them in English. I’m surrounded by English all the time. We have

to admit that we adopted quite a lot of English expressions [in German] and therefore, without really

recognizing it, English plays a major role in our society. Almost everybody has learned English at school

(of the younger generation) and it really became a kind of second language in Germany.

While this study seems to indicate growing bilingualism among students of English
at the FUB, this does not necessarily mean that other languages are being neglected. In
fact, three of the students interviewed come from households where German and another
language besides English are spoken (Ashanti, Greek and Hungarian). Instead of being
satisfied with “just” acquiring English, students continue to strive for multilingualism.
As can be seen in Table 4, only 2 per cent of those studying English have not learned
a second foreign language. The majority, 58 per cent, have learned at least two other
foreign languages besides English, and 18 per cent have proficiency in three other foreign
languages besides English, i.e. five languages in total. Furthermore, students remark that
competence in English is practically considered a given in Europe today, so knowledge of
a third or fourth language gives them a competitive edge. As one student notes, “It’s taken
for granted among my generation that we are able to at least communicate in English.” This
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Table 4. FUB students’ foreign-language learning

Languages % (n = 101)

L1 + English + at least 1 other foreign language 98

L1 + English + at least 2 other foreign languages 58

L1 + English + at least 3 other foreign languages 18

coincides with Grin’s (1999) claim that knowledge of English is on the way to becoming
an unremarkable skill. Thus it may be the case, as Graddol (1999: 66) has suggested that
the increasing use of English will result in further language learning, as space is freed up
for other languages. This trend can be seen in a student like Diane, who has continued to
learn other languages along with English; she tries to maintain the Russian she learned
in school, she learned a bit of Ladahk when she was in northern India, she has acquired
some basic Italian on holiday, and she was in the process of learning French in order to
undertake research in Benin. Alina, too, maintains Greek and French as foreign languages.
Thus, additional language knowledge is common and may build on or be facilitated by
English language knowledge. However, English has a different social value from that of
other foreign languages: knowing English seems to be just part of being German, while
knowing other languages is a feather in one’s cap.

STUDENT IDENTITIES AND AFFILIATIONS

Having demonstrated the ubiquitous presence of English in FUB students’ lives and
to what extent most students have regular contact with the language in several of the
activities they undertake, this section shows how German-English bilingualism interacts
with students’ identities and conceptions of self. Joseph (2004: 13) asserts that language
and identity are ultimately inseparable, so a shift in identity is inherent in any shift to
bilingualism. As in Norton’s (2000) study, this data suggests that students’ investment in
English is also an investment in their own identity, as their proficiency in English allows
them to redefine themselves. Of course, these students’ identities are diverse, contradictory
and dynamic (Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2003), and this study provides only a glimpse in
certain aspects of these students’ identities at one particular point in their lives.

One of the most obvious, and perhaps expected, findings of this study is that students
have developed affiliations with English-speaking countries, especially those who have
spent time abroad. Many go abroad when they are teenagers, and these first experiences
leave deep impressions that cause them to (re)define themselves. More surprisingly, English
seems to play a role in, or interact with, students’ conceptions of their national identity. As
many students refrain from strong expressions of national identity or pride, English allows
them to redefine their nationality by showing that they also belong to European, global or
other national communities. Furthermore, students place a strong emphasis on their local
identities, and as part of the multicultural urban centre of Berlin, they feel connected to a
wider, global community.

English as a sign of affiliation with English-speaking countries

The most common link to other cultures and communities that students report are
affiliations with English-speaking countries, particularly the two countries which have
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traditionally made up the bulk of the philological content in study programmes at the FUB:
The US and the UK. While it is not the case that students who are interested in the US
necessarily choose North American Studies, clear affiliations with the two most dominant
English-speaking countries can be determined (see further Erling, 2005).

The cluster analysis described above reveals that 54 per cent of students in this study feel
somehow connected to the US. These students express a preference for American English,
have cultural and historical interests in the US and like Americans more than the British.
The large number of students with affinities with the US can perhaps be explained by the
university’s historical ties with that country. This may be intensified by the fact that they are
more likely to have visited the US, although many of them have also been to the UK. For
Steffen, a member of this cluster, the US is something new and exciting, and his experiences
there have left a strong impression on him, even affecting his musical tastes and his style
of dressing. Diane too was influenced by American music and literature in her teenage
years: “Maybe also from the movies or from the music or when I went there [to the US],
like when I was 16 or 17, I’ve been to the States. It’s been maybe more influential.” Since
finishing school, Diane has been to the US twice and remains interested in the country.
Even though she disagrees with many of the policies of the US government, she still has
many personal connections with the country. As she said, “I think there are many beautiful
people I know in America. And I don’t want to say, ‘I don’t like you any more or you have
a bad country. Or your president, or whatever, is bad.’” So while Diane criticizes some
aspects of the US, she has many positive associations with the country, concerning music,
literature, travelling and friends.

The cluster analysis also shows that there is a small group of students (13 per cent of the
population) who feel strongly connected to the UK, are interested in British culture and
history and like the British more than the Americans. Most of these students, like Alina,
a representative of this group, have had some kind of experience in the UK which has left
them fascinated with the country. As she said: “England is just, I can’t say, it’s just that when
I go there, I like it.” While this group’s zest for Britain is interesting, equally significant is
their distaste for the US and their strong aversion to American English. Alina commented
that she finds American English uneducated and arrogant, while, in contrast, she thinks the
British variety sounds more cultivated and modest; this means, as she explained, that she
would respect a British person’s opinion more than an American’s, especially in matters
of politics. Yet she chose North American Studies because, being already familiar with
England, she wanted to study something involving English but at the same time wanted to
learn something new. Nevertheless, Alina’s involvement in this department has made her
even fonder of the UK, as she gets frustrated with other students’ uncritical, unquestioned
acceptance of everything American. She notes that she especially dislikes German students
who speak American English and “think they’re great and that everything that is American
is great”.

While the primary interests of students of English at the FUB are in the US or the UK,
it is worth noting that several students express interest in learning about other countries
where English is spoken, like India, Nigeria or South Africa. Others have preferences for
varieties of the language, like Australian or Irish English. Some students mention that their
primary interest in English stems from the fact that it offers them a connection to places
where they use English as a lingua franca, like Sweden or Japan. These students clearly
do not associate English with one particular country, but instead see it as something that
connects them to other places.
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Table 5. FUB students’ connections to geographical areas

To which of the following geographical Total Germans Non-Germans

areas do you feel most connected? (n = 101)1 (n = 85)2 (n = 16)

The city I live in 66 % (n = 67) 70.6 % (n = 60) 43.8% (n = 7)

Europe 30% (n = 30) 29.4% (n = 25) 31.3% (n = 5)

The region or province I am from 26% (n = 26) 28.2% (n = 24) 12.5% (n = 2)

The world 26% (n = 26) 24.7% (n = 21) 31.3% (n = 5)

My country 18% (n = 18) 15.3% (n = 13) 31.3% (n = 5)

1Multiple response questions: 101 students, 167 responses.
2Multiple response questions: 85 students, 143 responses.

The role of English in the construction of an alternative national identity

While these students readily admit to feelings of affiliation with some English-speaking
countries, it is more difficult for them to come to terms with their national identities.
The reluctance to express pride in being German is well reflected in a survey on European
identity, where Germans “frequently denied having a national identity, or admitted to having
one but only as if this was a confession of fault” (Field, 1998: 2). Precisely this ambivalence
about German nationality is expressed in the following excerpt from a student essay:

Since the Second World War patriotism of any kind has been a very touchy subject in Germany and

German national identity is without doubt not one of confidence and great emotions (the occasional

football match being the only real exception to that rule).

In order to find out more about students’ connections to geographical areas, I asked
them in the questionnaire to identify the places they most identified with – their city, their
region, their country, Europe, and/or the world, with more than one answer being possible.
As can be seen in Table 5, like the respondents in Field’s study, students at the FUB are
reluctant to embrace their national identities: only 15 per cent of the German students
responded that they feel connected to their country (compared with 31 per cent of the
non-German students). The number of non-German students is too low to serve as a proper
comparison in determining whether Germans really feel less connected to their nation than
do students of other nationalities, so these statistics have to be interpreted in the light of
other meaningful factors; for example, students who are studying in a foreign environment
might feel homesickness or a stronger connection to their country since they are away from
it. However, the fact that 85 per cent of German students do not report feeling connected to
Germany is quite significant, especially considering that more German students feel more
connected to Europe (29 per cent) or the world (25 per cent) than to Germany (15 per cent).
It is also noteworthy that 71 per cent of the German respondents identify with the city they
live in, which for 95 per cent of them is Berlin, while only 44 per cent of the non-German
students identify with their city. Thus, the non-German students are almost as likely to feel
connected to Europe or the world as the German students; however, they were less likely to
identify with their city or region and twice as likely to identify with their country.

Some scholars have made a connection between this “revulsion against nationalism”
and the German readiness to embrace English (Wright, 2000: 45). For example, House
(2001) draws a parallel between Anglo-Saxon countries serving as models of democracy
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to help people forget their own pasts after World War II and the use of English to help
people recreate their personal and national identities. The use of English is often seen as a
marker of a European, multilingual identity, one which is used to distance oneself from the
country’s troublesome past and the associations with Nazi or Communist Germany. The
use of English by the younger generation may reflect a desire to escape tradition, a rebellion
against older generations and a means to show that they are something new and different.
Moreover, it may express willingness to shed some national stereotypes while showing
openness to other cultures. The situation may also be similar to what Oakes (2001: 153)
describes for Sweden, where good knowledge of English amongst the population generates
a positive or an alternative national identity.

A good example of the indifference some German students of English at the FUB
feel towards their national identity is provided by this excerpt from my interview with
Alina:

E: Are you German?

A: Yes.

E: And how do you feel about being German?

A: It’s a nationality, I mean. . ..I think I got more used to it now. Before I really thought, well, Germany

isn’t great. But I don’t know. My father hated it here so that’s been a point. It’s a place where I live

and, I mean, I like it here, so.

Here national identity is something that this student had to get “used to” and has learned
how to deal with. When she was younger, she was uncomfortable with her nationality,
partially because her father, who is Greek, was unhappy in Germany and later left the
country. But Alina now accepts the place where she lives. Diane expressed similar feelings
about being German. She explains that she used to be ashamed of being German, and part
of her reason for travelling was to run away and escape being German. However, now she
has come to terms with her national identity:

I decided somehow to make peace with Germany, which is like making peace with myself. [. . .] For some

time when I was travelling, I find it, like, it wasn’t a good feeling to say I’m German. But now I’m, I

don’t care about this. I am German. And that’s O.K. for me.

Oskar’s views reflect a general lack of interest in nationality. While he may not conform to
the notion of being “typically German”, he does not try to be anything else: “I don’t know
if I’m typical German or whatever. I’m not trying to be. But I’m not hiding it either. I don’t
think I really care.”

Of all the students interviewed, Steffen is the one who most readily embraces English,
and almost every aspect of his life involves the language. He watches cable television
in English, listens almost exclusively to American bands, writes emails to friends in the
US whom he met on his travels and reads more in English than in German. During his
interview he became conscious of the fact that he was continually rejecting German-
language products and consequently remarked: “I feel like I’m totally, I don’t know, like,
despising Germany and, I don’t know, trying to be American.” He later explained: “It’s
not that I hate my mother tongue and everything German. I mean, I am German.” So
for him, while he may embrace certain English-language products and attitudes, he can-
not escape and therefore refuses to condemn his national identity. Furthermore, Steffen
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notes that his experiences with English and travelling in the US made him fonder of
where he comes from and heightened his awareness of what he values about being
German.

Beatrice also shows resistance to being German. While she has lived in the country since
she was 12 and now has German citizenship, she most readily identifies with Ghana and
wants to return there some day. However, during a recent trip to Ghana she noticed that she
was more German than she thought:

B: Before I went to Ghana two years ago, I thought I’m Ghanaian. No I’m not a German. I’m a

Ghanaian. Germans are like this and I don’t like them. . . But when I went to Ghana [laughs], they

said I’m German [laughs]. . . If you are living here, you think you are not German, of course not.

But if you go back and the people will realize that your behaviour, how you talk, how you move,

that everything is not Ghanaian any more. . . .But I’m still a Ghanaian. . . I hope so.

The above excerpts show that all of these students, despite their very different back-
grounds, have had problems coming to terms with their Germanness. Indeed, none of
them openly embraces German national identity. And yet these students do not altogether
reject their nationalities; they are all somehow attempting to “make peace” with being
German, as Diane so poignantly puts it. Their competence in English gives them contact
with other cultures, which helps them escape the constraints of national identity and, in
turn, problematizes what it means to be “German” in the first place.

Local identities: Ick bin Berliner

While many students may hesitate to identify with their nation, many embrace their
local identities. As shown in Table 5, the place that most students (66 per cent) are likely
to identify with is their city, and for the majority of these students, this city is Berlin. For
example, Oskar, who does not care to identify with any national label, calls himself “an
island child”, since he was born and raised in West Berlin, which was then surrounded by
the GDR. When I ask him if he strongly identifies with Berlin, he replies:

O: I guess so. I mean I was 16, I think, when the Wall came down. And everybody who came from

western Germany before that time always said how cool it was to be in Berlin . . . so, you know, I

think you naturally develop something like. . .[pause]

E: Pride?

O: Kind of a pride.

Here it is interesting that Oskar hesitates to use the word “pride” and, in the end, I finish
his sentence for him. This pause may be the result of a struggle to find the right word,
or it may reflect the general reluctance to express pride in Germany mentioned above.
Oskar then minimizes the strength of my word, “pride”, with the hedge “kind of”. He later
makes clear that this kind of pride in being a Berliner is connected to the fact that Berlin is
different, unlike any other German city both in its structure and in its people. “It’s always
been different. If you go to any other city in Germany, you won’t have anything like this
. . .” What Oskar is alluding to here is the fact that, throughout history, Berlin has been an
extraordinary German city. Since German reunification in 1990, Berlin has emerged as a
cosmopolitan, multicultural urban centre, and it is once again the capital of united Germany.
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The new Berlin is a major contributor to the establishment of the European Union, and it
is often seen as situated at the geographical as well as the political heart of Europe (Berlin
Capital City, 2006).

The strong identification students have with Berlin seems to stem from its reputation as
a modern, urban hub in the centre of Europe; the city is also seen by students as a liberal,
open, multicultural place – indeed, all the students interviewed have a fairly broad range
of international experiences and cultural backgrounds. Oskar explains that what he likes
about the district he lives in, Neukölln, is that it is “the only place in Berlin where you can
watch the football championship and someone will come out and cry ‘Senegal!’” What he
seems to appreciate is the city’s international flavour and the fact that so many different
cultures and languages can be found there.

As mentioned in the first part of this paper, Berlin is a city where English is commonly
used in a great number of domains. The ubiquity of English may imply that with the
growing number of languages and cultures in multicultural Berlin, English will serve as an
important lingua franca. This is hinted at by one non-German student in an essay: “I came
[from Poland] to Germany and I met many people who don’t speak German at all – only
English.”

European and global identities

In addition to seeing English as a lingua franca of multicultural Berlin, students’ ties to
English seem to be partly related to their affinities with larger, supranational entities like
the European Union and global communities. Many students seem to feel that their L1 is
no longer sufficient as the sole medium to express how they see themselves because they
no longer conceive of themselves as just citizens of a nation (cf. Myers-Scotton, 2006:
63).

As can be seen in Table 5, 30 per cent of students identify with Europe. Being European
is not usually a student’s primary place of identification, serving instead as an additional
identity marker. When I asked Alina whether she feels European, she responded:

Well, I mean if you ask me, yes, but I don’t really identify with anything like German or Greek or

European . . . . I mean, I’m European in the sense that I’m not American or African or Asian, so then I’m

European. But not if I don’t compare it to anything else.

Alina’s primary identification is with the city she lives in, but she considers herself European
when outside this context or when comparing herself to someone from another continent.
As English is often used as a lingua franca in Europe, proficiency in the language is often
perceived as a criterion of this Europeanness.

This study also shows that students see the potential of English for participating in
various global communities that use the language, whether for academic pursuits, pro-
fessional endeavours or leisure activities. As one student notes in an essay: “ In times of
globalization. . . it is important to speak English to be a part of the new, international world.”
Such impressions lend strength to the idea that a global culture is forming on the basis of a
global system of common political structures and media outlets (Brutt-Griffler, 2002: 176).
Arnett (2002: 777) has argued that a central consequence of globalization is that people
are now developing “a global identity that gives them a sense of belonging to a worldwide
culture and includes an awareness of the events, practices, styles and information that are
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part of the global culture”. And, as Lamb (2004: 16) notes, English is both the means and
the end to achieving this identity as a global citizen.

Since English is often used for participation in global communities, students do not
necessarily link English with particular geographical or cultural communities but, instead,
with a spreading international culture (cf. Lamb, 2004: 5). In fact, a significant number
of the students surveyed at the FUB (34 per cent) are not particularly interested in either
British or American culture and history. Similarly, this group of students are not necessarily
studying English because they are interested in the US or the UK, but because the language
is seen as a means to communicate internationally. As one student from this cluster notes
in an essay: “I don’t care about what Clinton does in his private life . . . and I don’t really
care about England. I suppose I study English because it’s become the Latin of the 20th
century.”

Furthermore, these students aim to acquire, not a particular native model of English,
but instead “good” English or a mixture of varieties depending on the context, which,
they feel, will allow them to communicate in all English-speaking environments. Thus,
for these students the model English speaker may not be the speaker from an inner cir-
cle country, but an urban, global citizen who uses the language in a number of global
contexts.

Oskar, a member of this cluster, offers a clear example of using English without iden-
tifying with a particular English-speaking culture. He explains that for him English is a
means of communication; he is not interested in having a native-like accent or identify-
ing with an English-speaking culture: “I’m not from an English-speaking country, so why
should I?” Students in this cluster tend to feel that mimicking the English of people from
native-speaking countries is betraying their true selves or “sounding phoney”. Moreover,
these students feel that it is important to “bring nuances of meaning from your native lan-
guage across” when speaking English. Finally, they mention that they would not want to
be mistaken for native speakers of English. This may be because, as shown above, some
students have negative perceptions of English-speaking countries – the US in particular.
However, being critical of the US does not necessarily result in negative attitudes towards
the English language or lesser proficiency in the language. For many, English is not linked
to any particular culture or world-view.

‘Place polygamy’

Because of the wide range of places and communities that students identify with, this
study shows that now, more than ever, “it is sociolinguistically inaccurate to think of people
belonging to only one social group” (Rampton, 1990: 98). It is more accurate to think of
these students as having layers of identity, which relate to local, national, European and
global affiliations. That students feel attached to their city, their country and Europe is
what Beck (1997: 127) calls Ortspolygamie, or place polygamy. But individuals do not
necessarily feel that their attachment to their national state and identity is in conflict with
a more general European identity. Oakes (2001: 165), citing Vikør (1993: 145), shows that
“modern young people feel themselves to be Danish (Swedish, etc.) as well as inhabitants
of the ‘world-wide America’ of pop culture, films and consumption patterns they have
grown up with”. Diane serves as a perfect example of this phenomenon. When asked about
her identity, Diane says, “I would like to say I’m a citizen of the world”, but she also
identifies herself as a Berliner, a German and a European.
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These students seem to see their proficiency in English as a characteristic that helps them
to create a sense of belonging to many different places. Pennycook (2003: 528–9) argues
that “English is used to perform, invent and (re)fashion identities across borders”. For these
students, English can express being part of a dynamic, multilingual, urban metropolis. It
can connect its speakers to certain English-speaking countries, particularly those places
where students have spent time and have personal connections. It can express a willingness
to communicate at a European level, but it can also signify involvement in certain global
trends. In sum, English allows students to extend the limits of national identity. This idea
is perfectly reflected in the words of a student: “It is time to think of ourselves beyond our
mother tongue!”

CONCLUSION

Students of English at the FUB use the English language in a wide range of domains
and contexts. Their contact with the language is so regular that the case can be made
for emerging bilingualism among these students. This contact with the language is being
accompanied by a development in these students’ identities. But just as students do not
seem to be losing their national language, they do not appear to be losing their sense of
national identity. Rather, they are adding other layers of identify related to their affinities
with other places and communities. This suggests that students are redefining their sense
of national identity in reference to the local, national, European and/or global communities
they identify with. What is more, in this small community of student specialists, it seems
that the ability to speak English is intricately tied in with the (re)definition of what it means
to be German, or at least an educated, urban German.

The local implications of this study make clear that, as students of English are increas-
ingly bilingual, there need to be significant changes in university pedagogical practices
which account for students’ language use (see further Erling, forthcoming). But this study
might also have broader implications. While it is surely not the case that these students
represent the average German or European, they may be representative of university stu-
dents in major European cities, and could symbolize the upcoming generation of English
experts in other metropolitan hubs of Europe. A popular travel guide claims that for over a
century Berlin’s political climate has either mirrored or determined what has happened in
the rest of Europe, so that the city serves as a “weather vane of European history” (Holland
and Gawthrop, 1998: xi). Therefore, these student specialists in Berlin may provide an ex-
ample of the shape of things to come in a Europe which continues to develop and expand.
Likewise, their uses of English and affinities with the language may give insight into how
people throughout Europe are coming to (re)define themselves through their affiliations
with other countries and cultures, as well as their involvement in global communities.
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