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Heike Wiese is Professor of Contemporary German Language at the University of Potsdam, Germany 
and Speaker at the university’s Centre for Language, Variation, and Migration. She has research 

interests in linguistic variation, grammar, lexicon, and linguistic architecture, and her most recent 

work has investigated the urban vernacular Kiezdeutsch (lit. '(neighbour-)hood German'), spoken 
informally by young people living in linguistically and ethnically diverse urban areas.  While the 

general public has tended to see Kiezdeutsch as 'broken German' and as evidence for a 'double 
semilingualism', Heike approaches it from a dialect perspective, showing that Kiezdeutsch phenomena 

are systematic, innovative and primarily motivated by internal dynamics of the German linguistic 
system rather than heritage language interference.1  This has provoked a veritable firestorm – an 

intense and often aggressive language ideological debate in the media, on the internet and in hate 

mail.  She has described the conceptual contours of this in an earlier working paper,2 and in this very 
wide-ranging interview with Louise Eley and Ben Rampton, she talks about her personal experience of 

being at the centre of this uproar, the strategies she developed to handle it, the other ways in which 
she engages the public with her research on Kiezdeutsch, the responses from other linguists, and 

approaches to public and practical intervention in German academic life. 
 

 

Ben Rampton: Well, first of all, very nice to have you here.  

You did a wonderful working paper for us on voices of linguistic outrage - a fascinating document 
analysing the linguistic ideologies surrounding your work on Kiezdeutsch. 2  When I read a document 
like that, I always wonder, how did this person actually get through a really intense experience of 
public exposure, public dispute like this? It’s a question that one only tends to find out about in 
informal conversations in bars like we had- 

Heike Wiese: Yes, at the Institut für Deutsche Sprache. 

BR: At the IDS seminar. So this interview now is an opportunity to find out a little bit more about the 
realities of being engaged in what I think you refer to as a 'firestorm'?  So I wonder if you could just 
start out by telling us a little bit – setting the broader frame by describing your work on Kiezdeutsch 
before the outbreak, so to speak. 

 

Heike's work on Kiezdeutsch before the 'firestorm' 

HW : Yeah… My background as you know is in grammar. So I'm interested in the linguistic system 
and I used to be interested in the linguistic system just as a system - so I never used to care much 
about who speaks it or why as long as they produce nice patterns that I could analyse. I love patterns, 

                                                           
1 These systematic patterns are described in Wiese, H. (2013) From feature ‘pool’ to ‘pond’: The ecology of new urban 
vernaculars. Working Papers in Urban Language & Literacies #104. 
2 Wiese, H. (2014) 'Voices of linguistic outrage: Standard language constructs and the discourse on new urban dialects'. 
Working Papers in Urban Language & Literacies #120. 
 

https://www.academia.edu/6341268/WP104_Wiese_2013._From_feature_pool_to_pond_The_ecology_of_new_urban_vernaculars
http://www.academia.edu/6172988/WP120_Wiese_2014._Voices_of_linguistic_outrage_Standard_language_constructs_and_the_discourse_on_new_urban_dialects
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I love jigsaw puzzles and I love language and anything that makes a pattern, maths… So that was my 
interest in Kiezdeutsch - it's very interesting from the point of view of the linguistic system, because 
there are new patterns evolving, things that I didn't know from - let's make it very narrow - from 
standard German at least. (Later it turned out that these things are very similar in a lot of other 
variants of German, but I didn't know that then.) And these patterns certainly made sense not as 
deviations from standard German but as patterns in their own right. And that sparked my interest in 
Kiezdeutsch.  

There was a second, didactic side to it as well.  The first time I really did something more thorough on 
Kiezdeutsch was really in a seminar for Masters students who would later become teachers of 
German. And they were studying German because they liked literature.  They were forced to do 
linguistics and were shocked and angry that they had to do all this formal stuff and grammar - they 
wanted to go back to Goethe or what not. So I had to try and get them interested and motivated to do 
grammar of German and I thought, "this might be a nice way, there is an interesting youth language, 
something new coming up, they can do fieldwork".  

So that was the didactic side, which added to the grammatical angle that I was interested in- that I'm 
still interested in.  It's just that now this is not the only thing that I'm interested in in Kiezdeutsch, 
because if you get this kind of public discourse and discussion and very heated debates, then you can't 
really keep ignoring that there's a social side. 

BR: And that was already emerging, was it, with the prospective teachers that you were training at 
that time? 

HW : We’re still training them now - if you are a professor of German, the majority of your students 
become teachers of German later. That's why we are so full with students in my department and all 
the other departments. 

BR: Ok, ok. But the first time you took Kiezdeutsch into an arena where people didn't share your 
structural interests was with prospective teachers. 

HW : Yes, though they were also my students so they started sharing my structural interests, so to 
speak. They had to do structural analyses on Kiezdeutsch because I was their professor and I was the 
teacher. So we didn't do any sociolinguistics then, this was a grammar class. I've always done 
grammar classes where students have to collect their own data and do something non-standard - be it 
text messages or public posters - and analyse this to kind of open them up to the idea that there is 
grammar outside standard German. And this was just one more- 

BR: So you were initially working with Kiezdeutsch to make the grammar classes a little bit more 
spicey. But then the whole thing ignited at some point.  

 

The first wave of the firestorm (2009) - the talk at the Akademientag, reactions, coping strategies 

Louise Eley: Yeah, I was wondering: as you were researching Kiezdeutsch, public awareness of 
Kiezdeutsch started to build up with media reports and things like this.  Was there a connection, or 
was this quite incidental? 

HW : That was incidental. I had written one paper on Kiezdeutsch in Linguistische Berichte and that 
had been picked up by a newspaper and then, very early on, by der Spiegel. They had a series on 
Geistesgrößen – ‘great minds’ - and they asked me, "can we do a feature on you" and I said, "yes 
please" ((laughs)). And this was not really about Kiezdeutsch - they just had people doing research 
they found interesting. Every week they had somebody new, two pages and a photo and it was very 
flattering. And that's where it stayed, there wasn't anything else and I didn't actively do anything, I 
wouldn't even have known how or why. It didn't come to my mind at all. And it was only after the 
2009 Akademientag - the organisers of the Akademientag seemed to have done very active publicity 
work and that's when suddenly all of these emails started and a few more articles appeared in the 
media. But I was always only reactive, I have to say. 

BR: So the Akademientag, what was that? 
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HW : It is the German Academies of Sciences.  Once a year they do some kind of public meeting 
where they give talks for the general public. So whole school classes get shuffled in and they invite 
researchers to do something accessible for non-specialists. To give talks or exhibitions, and I was one 
of the talks. They had approached me and asked if I could do a talk on Kiezdeutsch, so I did. 

BR: So how many in the day, how many presenters? 

HW : It goes on for two days, and I'd say very roughly, ten or so presenters. They organise everything 
and obviously they do publicity work. And for me, they must have done a press release or description 
or contacted the media.  

LE : What sort of reaction did you get? 

HW : Well that sparked it a little bit.  There were some articles about it, and then a right wing website 
picked up a newspaper article and said how shocking this was, and that started some kind of - not 
media firestorm - but email storm, and that was the first time I got hate mail.  Quite a lot - basically all 
of the hate mail came in three days, and I felt like… I'm sitting here and every five minutes I get 
another one. It always feels more than it really is when you actually count it afterward, because those 
messages were very aggressive and a lot of them I think were triggered by this website. They also sent 
emails to all the professors at Potsdam University saying how bad I am ((laughs)). But that kind of 
petered out after a pretty short time. 

LE : Do you know what it was that actually provoked this intense response? 

HW : That Kiezdeutsch is not broken German. 

LE : Oh ok. Uhuh. 

HW : Mostly from this right wing website. 60% must have been from there and was very clearly 
against the speakers of Kiezdeutsch.  So far that this guy who sent the circular email - it had like 
twenty attachments with photos of atrocities that were said to be committed by Muslims. So it was 
very clear that this wasn't about language. Like female mutilation, hangings, gallows in Iran... And 
I'm talking about a youth language in Berlin, yeah? It was very clear where this came from. 

LE : What was your immediate reaction when you started to receive these emails, and how did you 
cope? 

HW : Total shock. It was totally unexpected. And it started at a weekend.  I have a desk and computer 
at home in the same room where we have our bed, in our bedroom, so it felt extremely intrusive. It 
was in my bedroom where I got things like "you slut, you better be dead or I'll rape your daughter", 
and things like that. That was extremely… it got to me. And when this came out about raping our 
daughters, we were - my husband and I - worried to the point that we actually called their 
kindergarten to remind them that it’s only us who pick up the children, never let them go off with 
some putative uncle. Nothing actually happened but… 

So what I did to cope with it?  It really got to me quite closely. Also because I had no experience, no 
expectations that this would happen, I was totally naive about the whole thing.  But to put it into 
perspective, analysis helped me a lot.  I didn’t really reflect on it at the time, because it was too 
overwhelming, but I felt: "if I make a corpus out of this, then they are my informants. And I am in this 
unequal power relationship and not in a meaningful conversation with them". And that totally helped 
me. To such a point that in the second firestorm a few years later when I got hate mail from time to 
time - like three a year - I got to the a point when I was actually happy seeing some emails - "hey 
that's exactly that topos I’ve identified! I had a feeling there would be more… that already connects 
these two strands".  So responding analytically like that, it's really different. You are then the 
researcher and these are the informants.  

And you're turning what is usually a bad thing that you're trying to avoid into something good for you, 
because that was really a time when I wanted to have this unequal power relationship. You don’t 
normally want to be in a totally unequal power relation with your informants, and you see that as a 
risk.  You don’t want to get into a situation where you can't really have a meaningful relationship with 
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them anymore because they are just your informants. But here this very same challenge, I could turn 
into a positive.  

BR: So out of the hate mail- 

HW : Thanks to the hate mail- 

BR: A sociolinguistic phoenix emerged ((laughs)) 

HW : Yes, I have a lot to be grateful for to these people ((laughs)) 

BR: Gosh, right. So that's due to your analytical response. 

HW : That's right because, I mean, I've always worked interdisciplinarily. But previously, these other 
disciplines had always been the cognitive sciences - philosophy of science, philosophy of language, 
psychology - that was my main interest. I published interdisciplinary books and papers in other fields. 
So I've always done that and it's what I like doing. But now came the social sciences. 

BR: Right. 

HW : So, social issues had been an interest of mine in my personal life but not from a professional 
point of view. And this public discourse and discussion surrounding Kiezdeutsch allowed me to 
connect social engagement with what I do professionally... which can, of course, make academic work 
even more fun anyway, but it also gave me the opportunity to voice expert opinions in the media. 

BR: So how did that process of analysis work? I mean, one style of research is to adopt a particular 
framework into which you can slot your data as you collect it and which you can then revise as 
necessary. Another style of research is really to immerse yourself deeply in the data itself and to 
develop theories and frameworks inductively from the data. I would imagine that the second track 
might be exceptionally difficult with data that is so personally targeted. 

HW : Yes, but it's what I like doing most when I venture into a new discipline. I mean, the advantage 
that you have when you are going beyond your sub-discipline's borders is that you are a total novice - 
at first, you know nothing.  

BR: Oh really, ok gosh. 

HW : You're totally naive, you haven't even done the intro classes. And then I like to just go for the 
data and develop something and then read up on it later, because that way you might come up with 
really new ideas from your point of view - perhaps not brilliant - but you have a chance to develop 
something before you're set within certain frameworks. 

BR: Gosh, so you really did allow some of those letters and emails to sit in your imagination forming 
potential connections and so forth. Well that really does sound like a tough, draining type of initiation. 

HW : Yes, it was a bit. I mean, I did it intently. So I reserved three days where I would just read 
through everything, make notes and read through everything again. And they weren't such great days - 
not my most euphoric time ((all laugh)). 

BR: Wow 

HW : Because if my concern had been word order, I could have just scanned the data. But since it was 
about the contents, I really had to think about the meanings... On the other hand, there really are worse 
things. There I was, in the privacy of my own office, knowing that nothing can really happen to me.  

BR: Yes, yes 

HW : And you also have to see that I'm always in a very privileged position. I belong to this white, 
middle class, rich, academic group, and I'm perceived to be part of this German in-group that these 
hate mail writers have so neatly constructed for themselves - which is what makes them particularly 
angry of course. I'm a professor and my name strongly suggests that I should be one of them. So, 
when they insult me personally it's usually targeted towards my gender. You know, looks or sexuality, 
the usual. But that's really all they have, that's the only weakness they find. They can't try to 'other' 
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me. They can only try to 'other' the Kiezdeutsch speakers, who are much worse off. So, I'm privileged 
in that sense. 

BR: And that gives you a kind of inner strength and resilience as well? 

HW : I can afford this.  

BR: You can afford that. Ok. 

HW : I can easily afford this. I go out and I still belong to the same privileged group as before. In 
some respects, I'm more privileged than most of the writers, I'd say, because what also makes them 
angry is that I'm a professor and a lot of them feel that they belong to a lower social class than me. 

LE : Did you ever respond to these writers? 

HW : No. At first I wanted to because I was really angry - and usually, I have to say, I am somebody 
who enjoys a good fight. But firstly, most of them were just too below anything at an argumentative 
level. In a lot of cases, they were so gross that I thought, "oh I didn't really want to know that you 
exist and have these opinions". And secondly, there were just too many. Sometimes, they would send 
a follow-up email hoping to trigger something but, for me, my course of action was not to completely 
ignore them, but to save them all in a nice file and to later make a corpus out of them. 

BR: Did you have a university press office or such like to provide you with support and guidance on 
how to handle this situation? 

HW : Yes, we have a university press office. But I got nothing from them. When this circular email 
was sent to all the professors of Potsdam University, the vice president and the legal services office 
contacted me and discussed whether we should prosecute - there would have been an option for the 
university to prosecute on my behalf, whereby I could act in my professional capacity rather than as a 
private person. That's nicer because then your full personal, private details are not being disclosed to 
the accused. But this coincided with the realisation that the university had been happily publishing my 
private address and all their personnel lists on the internet and in printed form without ever asking for 
my consent. And since I was receiving these threats against my daughters at this very same time, I 
decided I didn't want to have to look left and right whenever I left home. 

BR: Just hope that it dies down. 

HW : Yes, and it's not so terribly prosecutable - not much would have happened to these people. So I 
thought it's not really worth it. At one time, an American colleague raised this same issue. He said to 
me, "you've had this big media coverage, your university press office should make something of it". 
So I asked them whether they would be interested and they said, "we're interested in research, not 
media reports on research". 

BR: The distinction being? 

HW : They might publish something if I won a Nobel Prize, but they wouldn't report on somebody 
else's reports. 

BR: Ok, right. So that died down after a while. 

HW : Yes, well, it was ongoing but just not in this force. So I still carried on receiving invitations to 
give public talks or to do museum exhibitions and such like. 

BR: Ok, and in the meantime you went back to concentrating on the structural patterns in 
Kiezdeutsch. 

HW : Yes, but since that experience, I have been interested in the social aspects as well. 
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The second wave of the firestorm (2012) - the monograph, positive and negative reactions, and 
changing perspectives 

LE : Yes, so you carried on researching Kiezdeutsch and published your monograph Kiezdeutsch: Ein 
neuer Dialekt entsteht 3 in 2012. And with this came the second wave of the firestorm. Could you say 
a little bit more about that? 

HW : Yes, well, I wrote the book because the publisher asked me. They approached me asking 
whether I would like to write a book about Kiezdeutsch with them and I initially declined. And then I 
thought about it, and it was actually a colleague, known to all of us, who said, "if you don't write it, so 
and so is going to write something, do you really want that?" ((all laugh))... And that it might actually 
be fun to bring everything together in an accessible way, combining the grammatical analysis with an 
analysis of the different myths that surround Kiezdeutsch.  

BR: The myths?  

HW : Yeah, the public myths. You see, the results of purely grammatical analyses are also interesting 
for the public discussion... Like when you can show that Kiezdeutsch is not broken German, that it's 
not some mishmash of German and Turkish, that it's not without rhyme or reason. And there is a 
strong ideology connected just to grammar as well, in addition to all the other things. So this all came 
together in a nice way and so I decided to write this book about it. And a few months before it was 
published, the publisher did some press releases, as I think they always do. So they sent out 
information about the contents, how to get into contact with the author to arrange an interview and so 
on, with the request that nothing be made public before such and such a date. But the German Press 
Agency did an interview with me and sent it out before this date and then, kind of, all hell broke 
loose... Because there is the tendency that once two journalists have done something, then two 
hundred suddenly want to do it, and they all follow one another wanting to discuss more or less the 
same topics. So for about two months, literally every single slot in my day was filled. And when I 
would tell the journalists this, they would say, "ok then, when do you have breakfast? We will come 
and put an outside broadcasting van in front of your house and you can just come out and give us a 
brief interview". And I would hang up and tell my husband, "I just agreed to another interview, why 
did I do that?" ((laughs))... That was literally from 6am to 10pm. 

LE : And did you still receive hate mail at this point? 

HW : Yeah, but by that time I was approaching the emails as data and the writers as informants. Of 
course, when someone insults you personally or tells you how stupid you are, how ugly you are, it 
gets to you a little bit, but not very much really. And I even noticed the ideologies surrounding 
Kiezdeutsch in play in the process of publication because I had to fight really hard not to get some 
criminal-looking, dark-haired youths with graffiti on the cover. So, although the publisher had the 
right to decide upon the cover, they didn't have my manuscript at that time. And when I realised what 
they were going to do I really had to tell them, "you don't get the manuscript until I get a revised 
version of the contract which gives me a veto right against anything you might propose. You can 
design the cover but I can veto anything I don't like". And only upon receiving this did I send them 
my manuscript. So again, you see it everywhere. 

BR: A useful tip. Yeah yeah. 

LE : So you decided to write the book in an accessible way, for a general audience, so that you could 
reach out to people and perhaps try to change their perspectives on Kiezdeutsch. Did you get the 
feeling that such a change was taking place at all? 

HW : Well the book sold very well - unfortunately the contract wasn't so good in that sense, I didn't 
earn a lot from it ((laughs)) - and I have to say that a quarter of the emails I received were positive. I 
think that's a very high percentage for spontaneous emails from somebody I don't know from Adam... 
Because I never send emails to somebody saying, "this was super". I think I've done that twice in my 
life. But if I’m really angry, I would write something... I would write a letter to the editor, you know, I 
would do something. So getting positive messages was very nice and allowed me to see the broader 

                                                           
3 Translation: Kiezdeutsch: The Emergence of a New Dialect. Published in German by Verlag C.H. Beck 
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picture. A lot of people wrote to me recounting their own experiences. For example, a woman in her 
80s or 90s contacted me to tell me that, upon coming to western Germany from the east as a refugee 
after the war, she had been discriminated against because of her dialect - people told her that it was 
broken German - and that reading this book suddenly made her feel good about her language again. 
That really gave me an inner glow. I really liked that, and I thought, "gosh, this can make a difference 
and it can change people's perspectives" - or at least it can make them aware that there might be a 
different perspective. I mean, it's obviously not the case that people will read my book and be 
completely convinced by, or agree with, every single argument. But perhaps they will open up to the 
fact that there could be a different perspective on this. And I even noticed that the journalists' 
questions weren't so totally 'othering' and so racist as they had been before. 

LE : So there was a difference between 2009 and 2012 in the way in which journalists' questions were 
formulated? 

HW : Yes. Very marked. 

BR: Really? That's interesting, gosh. 

HW : One thing I would like to do is analyse the journalists' questions. But, unfortunately, I never 
asked for copies of their recordings, and that would be interesting data... Because that's not what they 
print. I mean, none of what one says is actually printed. The whole text is always journalist-made. But 
how different these questions were! 

BR: So you noticed a shift in approaches to Kiezdeutsch in the period 2009 to 2012 in something like 
journalist questions. Would you say that that was evidence of a more general shift associated with the 
public exposure? 

HW : I think so, but I haven't done any real research on that. 

BR: No, no. 

HW : I once did some very brief work on labelling, arguing that the label Kanak Sprak 4isn't used as 
much anymore outside right wing movements - it used to be used in linguistic publications and was 
presumed to be the neutral term for Kiezdeutsch. So that's the only thing I've really done on this 
specific issue and it didn't involve extensive research. And this doesn't mean that all of the journalist 
questions and media reports are suddenly all positive now, it's just that they are a bit more cautious, or 
even defensive, and that they demonstrate awareness that there's a different opinion. 

BR: And is Kiezdeutsch now widely used as a term? 

HW : Yeah 

BR: As opposed to Kanak Sprak or something else? 

HW : I think that Kiezdeutsch is a very common term now - it has kind of pushed Kanak Sprak to the 
side, which was one of my initial intentions... Because Kanak Sprak is, in comparison to Kiezdeutsch, 
'othering' on so many levels - not just because of its xenophobic associations, but because it also 
implies that this is the language of foreigners and that it's a different language. So there's been a lot of 
opposition to the term Kiezdeutsch, especially from right wing websites and these - you probably have 
these too - these language guardians, who tend to project onto language their monoethnic agenda. 

 

Other lines of engagement during the firestorm - linguists and Kiezdeutsch speakers 

BR: So you've talked about some responses of the general public to your work and noted some 
gradual changes in the way in which Kiezdeutsch has been discussed by journalists. Could you tell us 
a bit about the expert responses that you got. You detailed some in your working paper. 

                                                           
4 Originally referring to indigenous inhabitants of New Caledonia, ‘Kanak’ is used in German as a pejorative, racist term for 
foreigners, while ‘Sprak’ is a truncation of ‘Sprache’, language. 
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HW : The experts, you mean the linguists? 

BR: The linguists. 

HW : That was something that I didn‘t expect at all... that extremely few linguists would contribute to 
the public discussion. And the few media contributions that got published were very negative, both 
about Kiezdeutsch and its speakers, and they weren’t written by people actually working on the 
topic... It was strange that there weren’t  more contributions, because as linguists in Germany, we are 
always complaining that we don't get public exposure as experts, that there is very little on language 
in the media, and that if there is something, it’s not us linguists that journalists turn to as experts – it’s 
those self-appointed “language guardian” associations. So this would have been a good opportunity to 
spread expert knowledge in the media and engage with the general public. After a bit of hesitation, the 
German Society for Linguistics did do a press release but that got completely ignored in the media. So 
in the public arena, there were the negative statements from older colleagues representing what the 
public saw as the linguistic establishment, and then me as a single voice with a kind of scandalous 
new suggestion. As far as I know, there were no media contributions by other linguists supporting a 
more positive view of Kiezdeutsch, or simply making basic points about Kiezdeutsch speakers not 
being semilingual, incompetent speakers, or about this not being broken German leading to the decay 
of the German language. And this silence on the part of the linguists was also strange because, at the 
same time, I received more invitations to give talks at different universities than I could actually 
accept. 

BR: Really? 

HW : So it's not like there was a generally negative reaction because I received invitations to publish 
articles... I'm still suffering from it in a sense - my sabbatical is spent fulfilling promises to give 
articles on this stuff. 

BR: So linguists didn't come out in a full-voiced chorus of support? 

HW : No 

BR: They kept quiet? 

HW : Exactly 

BR: But, at the same time, they were inviting you a great deal to come and talk to them. Does that 
suggest to you that there was actually some kind of quite profound, extensive reassessment going on 
within the linguistics community? 

HW : I don't know. I mean, for one, one has to say, it wasn't as though I was the very first to conduct 
research on this topic or that it was suddenly "the messiah is coming", so to speak. But there has been 
work on this going on continuously, and not just in other European countries, where there is a lot.  But 
in Germany, there has been super work on it for quite some time, and very much in accordance with 
what I’ve found.   

BR: Yeah yeah yeah 

HW : So there has been work on it, my research didn't come from nowhere and I don't think it was a 
great shock for linguistics or sociolinguistics. It wasn't a new paradigm but was a way to go on, and it 
was a way that was obviously interesting for a lot of people. I got a lot of positive feedback - it's just 
not in public discourse. 

BR: But then, why not? 

HW : I don't know. I was thinking about it, I thought "if this had happened to a colleague, would I 
have sent a letter to the editor or something?" And I wasn't even sure. And I think, at least as far as I 
am aware, there doesn't seem to be a culture in Germany of engaging in public discourse a lot as an 
expert. A lot of people might be very proud if they are invited to give an expert opinion by a 
newspaper or something but they might not feel, "here is something where I have to intervene". 

BR: Right, right. 
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HW : For me that was a big surprise. I would have expected it to be different. 

LE : Can you give us some insight into Kiezdeutsch speakers' own experience of this negativity 
towards their language form in public discourse? 

HW : I can only guess - I haven't done any research on what happens in the street, so to speak. But, I 
mean, pupils with whom I've worked tell me for instance that an old woman on the bus accosted them 
and said "don't speak like that". So they get negative reactions. I also made a really gross error of 
judgement early on in this early German Press Agency thing. They wanted to come and interview me 
and asked whether we could also involve some speakers. And I thought it would be a great idea to 
involve some pupils from an excellency programme that I run with a colleague in schools in Berlin-
Kreuzberg, because I always try to put them in the limelight. And they made a super little video with 
the pupils, who were holding the Duden ((popular reference grammar)) in the school library and 
things like that, and it was a really nice thing. But then, without my knowledge, and I hadn't asked, 
they put this video on YouTube. And one young woman got three or four comments - extremely 
aggressive, personal to her, and on the internet on YouTube for all of her friends to see - because she 
was blonde: "I f one of these wogs do this... but YOU do it? You can't even speak proper German" – 
completely racist stuff. And when I found out, I immediately made them take it off YouTube, but of 
course the damage was done. So the speakers can also get the brunt of this firestorm, if one isn't very 
careful. 

BR: Right 

HW : I hadn't even thought of that. I just wanted to have them presented in a positive way and hadn't 
really thought further. And I had already gotten hate mail so I should have been aware of that. 

BR: Well that takes us back to your point about being in the academy and being in a strong position 
as a German professor. That pupil wasn't. 

HW : Yes, yes. 

LE : So Kiezdeutsch speakers are very aware of this negative image of themselves and their way of 
speaking in the public debates? 

HW : They are, they've always been aware. Right at the beginning, I remember we wanted to design 
some materials for a school and we asked some pupils whether we could take a photo of them - just of 
them standing. And they refused and said, "you're probably from the Bild Zeitung again, whose 
caption then reads: these are the kids who don't speak German". So, of course, they are totally aware 
of that negative image.  

LE : And this is likely to affect the Kiezdeutsch speakers' own self-image or the perception they have 
of their way of speaking. 

HW : Yeah, exactly. 

LE : Do you think your work has had a positive impact on their self-perceptions? Have any of 
Kiezdeutsch speakers you've worked with engaged with your research at all? 

HW : Those are sixteen-year-olds, they read more interesting stuff ((laughs)). I wouldn't have done at 
that age. But, I mean, the sixteen-year-olds obviously don't eternally stay sixteen years old. And I've 
had people approaching me after talks saying, "I'm a student, I'm multilingual Turkish-German and 
I'm so glad you brought this up. All my life, I've been told that I don't speak proper German, no matter 
how I speak. I feel better now, justified". And I've had school teachers (and there are very few school 
teachers who are actually multilingual with heritage languages like Turkish, for example) who have 
said, "I've been having to endure this for twenty years now and have been waiting for somebody to 
say ‘NO!’. This was so good - especially that you have also presented this to all of my colleagues". 
And this was very gratifying in a way. So I don't think the speakers themselves actually read a book 
about language at that age, but they're aware of what's going on and they get older too. 

Still, the younger speakers may also feel the positive effects due to the changing perspectives of their 
school teachers. I get a lot of positive responses from teachers. One should see that too. It always 
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sounds like it's all their fault or something. It's not all negative and they can also be very open and say, 
"yeah that's fun and I say that too because my pupils say it", or "yes and the last time my pupils said 
that, I didn't tell them it's broken German. I said, right, and what are the grammatical rules behind 
this?" 

 

The practicalities of handling public engagement plus university teaching, research and 
administration 

BR: Can I follow that up a bit further and just ask, at a mundane level, how did you manage your 
teaching, research and administration while simultaneously fielding all of these invitations and going 
here there and everywhere? How did you handle all of that? 

HW : It was a really- it was a hard time. It was very time-consuming and very tiring too. I mean, on 
the one hand because of the amount - I basically gave interviews in breaks during conferences. Every 
minute of my day was planned. But also because I find it takes a lot of energy to give an interview - 
not like this one among friends - but with a journalist, who owes me nothing. You know? These are 
the most controlled conversations I've ever had in my life. You have to watch out for every single 
word, every single sentence. Nothing can just slip out in the heat of the conversation or have the 
potential to be quoted out of context and completely misunderstood. 

BR: Aha 

HW : At the same time you need to concentrate on making everything that you say accessible and 
understandable and still manage to make a point without using technical terms like ‘preposition’. And 
you have to think about rhetoric: "how can I get this across in a way that won't alienate people or 
make them feel attacked but perhaps open them up to change?" I mean, attitude changing is very 
tricky - I don't want my attitudes changed by some stranger. And you have to intensively monitor 
throughout, so I was always extremely exhausted after every interview. 

BR: Did you get any training in giving interviews? 

HW : No, it was just a case of 'learning by doing'. 

BR: And so that really was the first time you've given interviews like that. I mean, do you have any 
extracurricular engagements which develop your interview skills or was that something that you had 
to learn purely in the course of giving them? 

HW : In the course of giving them. I mean, I had only been interviewed once previously by the 
Discovery Channel about some work I did on numbers. But that was totally uncontroversial stuff. 

BR: Ok. Right, right. Because, I mean, I've given up trying to do interviews. I simply cannot do them. 
Precisely because I'm so aware of those pressures which you've really eloquently characterised.  

So you weren't able to give up another side of your job in order to deal with all of this? 

HW : No. I mean, I gave up a lot of my family time during that period. I usually maintain a fairly strict 
work-life balance - I don't work at the weekend, I don't work after 5pm, I want to enjoy my life and 
my kids. And that was totally wiped out for a month. 

BR: Except, given what you've said about the emails in your bedroom and the threats against your 
daughters, did you see this as a family issue at all? 

HW : It was a family issue in the sense that, luckily for me, everyone in my family is interested in my 
job and is very supportive, and my daughters are proud of me doing what I do. Not because I'm such a 
hero but because they like having a mother who does something that they can access. Of course, I 
didn't tell them about hate mail in detail or rape or things like that. But I've explained that these 
language issues make some people very angry and why that is. 

BR: So your descriptive linguistic work was unaffected during this period? You managed to produce 
papers in scholarly journals and so on? 
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HW : No, no. But you know, this was a concentrated two month period following the publication of 
the book in 2012. So in that time I did my teaching, I did my administration, I had my projects 
running with PhD students, and so on and so on, and I gave interviews. But that was it... And since 
then, I still give interviews but not in that quantity. 

 

The aftermath: Practical interventions with the general public, projects in schools, teacher 
education 

LE : Just to follow that up, you mentioned giving a lot of talks about your work around the time of the 
firestorm. Could you tell us a bit more about these talks and any other channels that you’ve used to 
engage with the general public in the aftermath? 

HW : Yes, I’ve given a lot of public talks. And, again, I have to admit, all of this was reactive. So I've 
always been invited and have then just reacted to this. So I’ve given talks at Goethe Institutes, at 
museums and the German Science Foundation. But I’ve also done a number of other things. As I 
briefly mentioned, my colleague Christoph Schroeder and I work with pupils from different schools in 
Berlin-Kreuzberg in a project which seeks to encourage more pupils to study humanities, and this is 
funded by the Robert Bosch Foundation. In this case, it tends to be the privileged that get more 
support, for example pupils at a Gymnasium specialising in Latin, or something like that. And we 
made the point that it’s actually pupils like those in schools in Berlin-Kreuzberg that we don't have 
enough of at university and want to encourage more of. So this is not some kind of support 
programme that helps the pupils because they are deprived linguistically. Rather, it's an excellency 
programme, an elite programme, which supports the pupils because they are the best. So I like the 
attitude. And so they do their own projects about language together with students from the University 
of Potsdam. The pupils lead their group projects and the students act as mentors.  

BR: Ok, yeah yeah. 

HW : Now, it also helps the students a lot because, as I said, most of the students will later become 
German teachers and it's great to see their attitudes changing. They become friends with these kids, 
they suddenly see their perspective. They also work with teachers and hear what the pupils say about 
their experiences with these teachers; how they’ve been discriminated against, how it feels if a teacher 
talks about 'the Turkish kids' and 'the German kids' in German classes (and 'the Turkish kids'  have all 
been living in Germany all their lives). And so this is a very nice opportunity for the students to gain 
new perspectives, and it's a great support for the pupils who certainly feel appreciated in their 
competencies. 

BR: And this leads into university applications? 

HW : Hopefully, yeah. In fact the first pupils from the programme have now started at university – 
one of them’s doing linguistics at Potsdam! 

BR: Great! 

HW : So, yeah, hopefully. 

BR: So what kind of scale is this programme then? 

HW : It's not a big one. It lasts for three years and it involves four schools. It's actually about to end 
this year and, unfortunately, the funding cannot be renewed - it's part of the programme that the 
projects only last for three years. So I hope to do something further on a smaller scale, where you 
don't need so much money and so many personnel, but just get the pupils to the university from time 
to time.  

We also have a project where we develop materials for the continuing education of teachers - 
kindergarten teachers, primary school teachers and secondary school teachers. And this is all about 
changing potential negative attitudes towards non-standard language. So this includes not only 
Kiezdeutsch but also traditional dialects, youth language, SMS chat language and so on. Now, you 
can't just give a little talk and then people have a different attitude. Or go up and say, "your attitude is 
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bad, change it". You have to be very subtle, so we use antiracism pedagogies and anti-bias methods. 
And this is a very large programme that we’ve been developing over several years and which now 
gets disseminated all over Germany and also in Austria now (with the help of Ruth Wodak, whom I 
met at a conference some weeks ago).  

But I also work with artists, for instance, a Turkish-German artist who did a great video, Kanak Sprak 
Bist Du, which was great fun. I cooperated with her on that. And I do exhibitions on non-standard 
language in the German Historical Museum, for the Humboldt Box in Berlin, in the Museum for 
Communication in Berlin, one in Nuremberg, so there's quite a lot going on. 

BR: Exhibitions? So, what does an exhibition involve? 

HW : It could be a little game… One very simple thing that always works well with people is the 
dialect test. You know? The idea is that I want to show people that correct and wrong language does 
not align itself to standard and non-standard, but that I have correct and wrong in standard language 
and I have correct and wrong in other variants. Correctness is variant dependent and context 
dependent. So not everything that's non-standard is wrong - it's not sloppy language of people who 
don't know better - but it’s complicated and there are tricky grammatical rules. So the visitors are 
provided with an example of a real-life situation: so and so is at a cashier in a supermarket and says 
to his friend (a) (b). Which is better in this context? Both are always non-standard German, but one 
would work in the dialect and the other wouldn't. And they have to choose between the two. This test 
can be programmed and put online or it can be put onto little cards with a grammatical explanation on 
the back detailing why one utterance works and the other doesn’t. And that is often an ‘aha! moment’ 
for people, and they really enjoy it. They often have super intuitions - of course because it's our 
German - but especially teachers of German react very positively to this… because before they would 
have said, "both are wrong, I don't even need to bother". And suddenly they realise, "not only is one 
better but I actually knew that already - secretly I knew that there was a rule, even though I've been 
teaching my pupils it's all just rubbish". So that’s one example, and there could also be a small video 
and some graffiti with interesting grammatical features. 

BR: But arranging exhibitions is not a simple- 

HW : No ((laughs)) 

BR: It's not a simple task. You can't just get two pieces of paper and- 

HW : No, it's a lot of work. 

BR: And you do that single-handedly or how do you do that? How do you manage it? 

HW : Well I sometimes do it together with PhD students or in a project… But we don't have to 
manage the actual design, say. We suggest what could be done and then the museums have somebody 
who actually takes care of programming this test or putting a little bar up where you have audios. 

BR: Right 

HW : So we only provide the audio files or the video files- 

BR: And the ideas, the concepts. 

LE : I know that the projects you mentioned with the pupils in schools in Berlin-Kreuzberg also used 
to culminate in presentations at the Lange Nacht der Wissenschaften ((‘Long Night of the Sciences’)) 
in Potsdam. Is that still the case? 

HW : Yeah, well it's now Tag ((Day)) der Wissenschaften which is the same kind of event but during 
the day (which is actually much better for our pupils, who have an hour's drive back to their homes in 
Berlin afterwards). 

LE : And the project groups organise everything themselves... so all of the games and tests and things. 
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HW : Exactly. So they produce these and get lots of feedback all the time, but that's all. So I might 
say, "I wouldn't really use this photo, it gives a very negative impression", but I won't provide them 
with a better photo. 

LE : And have you had any feedback from the pupils about their experiences at these events? 

HW : Yeah, they like these events. I mean, the nice thing is that these pupils are standing there and 
they are all visibly, for instance, of Turkish origin, or something. They don't look like, what I always 
call, 'the perceived German in-group'. Yeah? And so immediately, the visitors will think, "I'm better at 
language than them, they don't speak German properly". And then these pupils are suddenly the 
experts and get to explain something to the visitors, who show a lot of interest, ask questions and give 
a lot of positive feedback. I think that's a very uplifting experience for the pupils. 

LE : So that's another way in which your work and practical interventions can positively impact the 
self-perceptions of Kiezdeutsch speakers. 

HW : Yes, hopefully. 

 

Change in approach to research, and ideas about the role of an academic 

BR: So how do these experiences fit with your sense of the role of an academic? Has your sense of an 
academic job changed in any way? 

HW : Well, I mean, what's remained the same is that I love my work, I find it really interesting, and I 
love my job. But an extra dimension that I've really welcomed and enjoyed is the social engagement. 
When I investigate the cognition of numbers and its implications for the grammar of numerals, I don't 
really see any direct social impact. And while I've done refugee work and things like that before, it's 
never had anything to do with my job. But with my work on Kiezdeutsch I have found a combination 
whereby I feel that what I'm doing in my job can have a positive social impact (if it works out well). 
So it's really like, you know, in keeping with the traditional Labovian spirit of speaking out when you 
discover a large discrepancy between your research findings and the general public opinion, 
especially if they relate to a disadvantaged group.5 

BR: Well yes, I mean, the Labovian model is about descriptive sociolinguistics and an obligation to 
the community. But have your experiences affected your sense of what linguistics is? Could you say 
for example that there is a difference between the Labovian model, on the one hand, where you have 
descriptive and applied as two separate dimensions, and the Hymesian model, on the other hand, of a 
socially constituted linguistics where the linguistic analysis starts, in a sense, from the sociolinguistic 
problem space?6 

HW : Uhuh. I somehow always feel that I want to have it both ways. 

BR: Ok, ok 

HW : Because, you know, I don't think you would have to start merely from social facts in order to 
investigate the grammatical conditions under which a preposition can be omitted and when it has to be 
overt. I wouldn't even need to know who is producing the utterance in order to say, "the preposition 
can only be omitted if the determiner is omitted". And that would be true. The social dimension 
comes in when I say, "yeah but this person is able to use prepositions and does so in this context but 
not in another". And then I have the larger repertoire of an individual who speaks not just one but six 
or seven varieties, with a degree of movement between them and the choice whether or not to follow a 
certain grammatical rule in a certain situation. And I have the broader sense of what it means to 
follow one rule or another for the peer group, for external perceptions, whether it is a shibboleth or 
what... So I think there is a very real sense in which you can do grammatical analysis and only focus 
on the linguistic system. But I wouldn't have much fun as a linguist if I only did that. So I think it's 
                                                           
5 See W. Labov 1982.  Objectivity and commitment in linguistic science: The case of the Black English trial in Ann Arbor.  
Language in Society 11:165-201 
6 See D. Hymes 1977. The scope of sociolinguistics.  In D. Hymes Foundations in Sociolinguistics. London: Tavistock. 193-
209 
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much more interesting if this analysis is complemented by and embedded in the broader social 
meaning. 

 

Wider ramifications : Kiezdeutsch as dialect, language ideology and German sociolinguistics 

BR: Do you think that the negative reactions of the general public towards your work on Kiezdeutsch 
as well as the reluctance of linguists to enter the public debate have something to do with the status of 
dialect? I mean, this is the conversation we had earlier at the IDS meeting; namely, that dialect, even 
in the German linguistic/sociolinguistic community, has a status which kind of restricts it to 
traditional German varieties. 

HW : In the view of the general public, it's very clear that dialect can only be something that is spoken 
by a member of the German in-group. A colleague at a conference once told me, "calling Kiezdeutsch 
a dialect was of course a big provocation. That goes without saying. You must have known this". But 
where is the provocation in assuming that somebody like a Kiezdeutsch speaker might belong to the 
German in-group? Well that's a very sad thing then if that's a provocation and it's not something I 
expected to encounter. 

LE : What were your intentions in calling Kiezdeutsch a dialect? 

HW : I called Kiezdeutsch a dialect because dialect is positively connotated in German. More so, I 
think, than in English, as far as I've been told. It's not that everybody should speak a dialect - if you 
were to come here to the university with broad Saxonian or Bavarian, you would be considered to be 
of a lower class - but the abstract concept of something being a dialect has positive associations and is 
an accepted German form even though it's non-standard. Another reason was that I found other terms 
unsuitable, for example, terms like variety that nobody else outside linguistics knows or 
Umgangssprache which is closer to vernacular but not so systematic and so it sounds more like 
sloppy German. So I wanted to use something that has positive connotations even though it's non-
standard, and I wanted to have an easy way to open people up to the idea that Kiezdeutsch is non-
standard but, nevertheless, it's not broken German. So that's why I used dialect. 

But, as I've mentioned, my use of the term dialect was seen as a provocation, and my analysis of the 
public debate surrounding Kiezdeutsch has demonstrated for me this jus sanguinis ((right of blood)) 
ideology of the ethnic German as the only recognised speaker of a German dialect. I'll give an 
everyday example: I took my kids to the cinema to watch a children's film earlier this year. It was 
about a little ghost and blah blah... but in these children's films they often have some insider jokes for 
adults so that they aren't bored to tears when they take their kids to watch them, yeah? And in this 
film, one of the jokes centred around the only black character. Everyone else in the village was white 
and blonde, really strange. But there was this one black person. And he came onto the scene for all of 
a minute, and he opened his mouth and spoke Bavarian. And, at this moment, the whole cinema (it 
was in one of these big cinemas) burst out in laughter. All the parents laughed and then the kids 
laughed with them, learning "it's really funny - he's not one of us, he can't be because he's black, yet 
he speaks a German dialect". So I think that is really behind it. If somebody is perceived as not 
belonging to this German in-group then he must not be a speaker of a German dialect. So if that's a 
provocation, we should really go public and try to work against it. I mean, that's just racism, basically. 
It's what I call proxy racism, projected on the linguistic plane.  

Another argument against my use of the term dialect to describe Kiezdeutsch is the idea that dialects 
must be geographically bound and they must have been the foundation for standard German. But if 
you look at handbooks of dialectology you will notice that they happily include what they call, 
German Sprachinseln ((speech islands))... so dialects like Texas German or Pennsylvania Dutch. 
They count as German dialects. But why is that? They are not so geographically bound and, in 
particular, they are not the foundation for standard German, which is always argued to be a mandatory 
feature of dialect in the debates about Kiezdeutsch. 

BR: But jus sanguinis. 

HW : Those are blood relations. Yeah. They have this perceived ethnic association with us. 
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BR: So have your experiences of the debates surrounding Kiezdeutsch and the concept of a dialect 
both within the public sphere and among linguists impacted the way in which you approach the 
training of linguists and the linguistics curriculum? I mean, you've talked about your students that will 
go on to be German teachers, and that's one thing. But what about people who don't want to be 
teachers but researchers? 

HW : A little bit. But even before I first started researching Kiezdeutsch I always tried to show my 
students there is something beyond standard language, despite learning at school that this is the only 
correct way to use language. On the other hand, I feel that Kiezdeutsch is a really nice example for 
making very clear the prejudices that we ourselves have. So I'm now pushing some traditional 
regional German dialect examples and some Kiezdeutsch examples right onto first year students. And 
I just show them my examples on a slide and there will always be around six students who react with 
markers of social distance, like laughter or signs of disapproval, you know? Of course, I don't tell 
them, "you do this because you're a bad person", but we then talk about what it means to react in this 
way and so on. So that's something I've always done but I think using Kiezdeutsch examples provokes 
a great deal of reflection.  

But it doesn't stop there. As we've discussed, expert linguists also react to Kiezdeutsch in such ways. I 
am not just referring to linguists who don't really work in this field – I’m talking about sociolinguists 
who argue that Kiezdeutsch speakers have a register problem but would never say the same of 
Bavarian speakers. To say Bavarian speakers can only be valuable members of OUR society if they 
speak standard German would be comical. Yeah? We also have people working in our field warning 
about romanticising the use of Kiezdeutsch, making a lot of strong references to lower social class. 
But so far, as far as I know, we don't have any data either confirming or refuting the idea that 
Kiezdeutsch speakers are of a lower social class. And so there seems to be a big distance felt by a lot 
of people between themselves and the Kiezdeutsch speakers. I even have people walking up to me at 
linguistic conferences mimicking Kiezdeutsch in a strange way.  

Perhaps it's easier for me to avoid these clichés because I live in Kreuzberg and my friends, my 
neighbours, my kids, my kids' friends are from this community. So I know these people personally. 
But, returning to your question, there is a sense in which I also want to drive it home to future 
linguists that these speakers are part of us and their language is part of German. We have linguistic 
publications by sociolinguists in Germany which describe ‘the Serbo-Croatian speaker’, ‘the Turk’, 
and so on when these are speakers who were born in Germany, spend all of their lives there and have 
never lived abroad. They aren't even immigrants. And even if they were immigrants I would have to 
ask: how long is this classification acceptable? So I would really like to make it known - in linguistics, 
in schools, in the media, in public discourse - that our German in-group is much more diverse, and to 
make people finally accept the social reality of this diversity. There are multilingual Germans, there 
are black Germans, and I think this is really part of a larger issue. 

 

Kiezdeutsch and urban multilingualism in Europe 

BR: We know there are similar debates in Belgium, in Denmark and so forth, so this is obviously not 
just a German issue but a European issue. I wonder, do you have any sense that something like 
Kiezdeutsch is more discussable on a municipal urban local stage than in the national frame? Is there a 
way in which national level discussions are always going to be more resistant to discussions about 
urban multilingualism and more anxious about questions of language and national identity? Whereas 
within municipalities, such as Manchester, Berlin, Copenhagen, perhaps this kind of multilingualism 
and different styles of speech are actually much more taken for granted and there are more supportive 
local discourses that can come into play. 

HW : From the little insight I have in this, I don't think it's like that in Germany. When I think of 
Berlin, the city is quite segregated and actually the people who are most segregated are the academic 
middle class. But the public perception is totally different. You call a school segregated if it does not 
have enough middle class children. But if there are only middle class children then it's not a 
segregated school at all, in the public perception. So, I have had people who have never been in 
Kreuzberg in their lives, despite being born and bred in Berlin, because they just wouldn't go there. So 
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they are aware of the linguistic speech variant, they might have heard it in the street and they can 
mock it, but this doesn't mean that they value it positively. In fact, quite the opposite reaction to the 
language variant may be common where people may associate it with school failure and welfare 
money spent to resolve it.  

BR: What about things like local media and local government? Do you get the sense that the local 
government and local media are more receptive to urban multilingualism at all? 

HW : Maybe, I have had positive experiences with both big Berlin newspapers. Local government, on 
the other hand, is very much divided. I mean, in Neukölln, which is a bit like Kreuzberg but if 
anything even poorer in some areas, there is a very populist SPD mayor, Buschkowsky, who has just 
written a pretty racist book. So his attitude is very much that these young people should just pull 
themselves together, families shouldn't live on welfare, everyone should be in work and we need to 
cut down on subsidies. The local schools are also quite divided. While there are some wonderful 
teachers and school directors, like those in our neighbourhood's state school which my children 
attend, there are also some who have just become firmer and firmer in their negative view. 

BR: But in the UK, for example, we have the UK Independence Party. And it's very noticeable that it 
does well in market towns, seaside towns and so forth, but it does very badly in the urban centres. 
And in these urban centres the voting base is such that it's difficult for local politicians to push a hard 
nationalist line. 

HW : No, we also have very similar patterns in Germany. But, the thing is, I think language is an 
exception to that. You mustn't be nationalist, but you can totally condemn the way people speak. You 
mustn't say I hate all Saxons, but you can show displeasure at the way they speak. 

BR: Which is a point Debbie Cameron makes in Verbal Hygiene.7 

HW : Yeah, so this is one area where you can be openly racist. 

BR: Right, right. 

LE : I think the public debates around multilingualism are really interesting in that, especially in 
schooling, elite multilingualism tends to be seen as the positive, facilitative form- 

HW : Yeah, yeah 

LE : Whereas urban multilingualism or non-elite multilingualism tends to be seen as the more 
problematic or deficient form. 

HW : Yeah, the wrong second language. Of course, it's never about multilingualism, it's about 
multilingualism with a heritage language of low social market value.  

LE : Yeah. 

HW : My children are never accused of being doubly semi-lingual because their second language is 
English. That's education, that's super, that's academic. 

BR: Low social market value, low cultural market value, or are there ways in which Kiezdeutsch 
actually has quite substantial prestige in popular culture? And is that something that you can tap into? 
Because, certainly, if you look at the UK and the US the popular cultural circulation of the equivalent 
of Kiezdeutsch forms is very important. 

HW : Yeah. I mean, you can have a lot of success with Kiezdeutsch, say, in rap. But not with a certain 
segment of the society when you just speak it in the street.  

BR: Right, ok. 

HW : Of course, Kiezdeutsch is a peer group thing. My daughters have happily started speaking it 
because everyone else speaks it and it's cool. Obviously they do not consciously decide to start 
speaking Kiezdeutsch but they just pick up this word and that word. (So it's often the case now that I 

                                                           
7 D. Cameron 1995.  Verbal Hygiene. London: Routledge. 
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won't identify certain linguistic features in my corpus in the first instance but I will hear them over 
dinner. When I search for them later in my corpus they come out with a low frequency value, and then 
I ask people and do other tests and find the feature constantly.) So you have success with Kiezdeutsch 
among your peers. But that, like saying it's successful in rap, it doesn't make it a general source of 
capital. I mean- 

BR: Well creative industries are, you know, not an insignificant source of national income, certainly 
in this country. 

HW : No, that's true, but it doesn't give you any real prestige. I mean, it's always the lower social 
classes whose only way out seems to be music or sports or- you know? This doesn't really have social 
prestige.  

 

‘Impact’ as an issue in German universities 

LE : You've told us a great deal about the positive impact that your public interventions have 
achieved. But you mentioned that there doesn't seem to be a culture in Germany of academics 
engaging in the public debate. So do you feel that there is an issue in terms of impact at German 
universities? 

HW : Well there is always a lot of talk about impact and it is said that your research should have a 
public component. But I think the situation is different to that in the UK where, from the little I know, 
you seem to really need to demonstrate exactly what you are doing to achieve impact.  

As I mentioned, I think researchers in Germany are always proud when they are invited to one 
interview or they are selected as an expert in a round table discussion for a television show. But, from 
my experience, they tend to shy away from active public intervention which actually attempts to 
change something in society. Now, I thought we are this wonderful, enlightened group of scientists 
who pursue the truths and spread them to everyone's delight ((laughs)). And I was shocked that 
sociolinguists did not push their research findings and engage in the public debate when the 
opportunity was presented to them on a silver plate, and that the press office in Potsdam were 
unwilling to make something of the media coverage of my work. It's not like they are bad people who 
don’t want to improve things in society, but I just don't think it's common practice. 

BR: But ideas may change in other ways as well. I mean, the public sensibilities may change through 
other kinds of networks, through less high profile interventions. 

HW : Yeah and maybe it's also a generational thing... because I get weekly requests from BA, MA and 
PhD students for more references, more data, access to my corpus, papers that I am working on. So 
maybe it just changes with time. 

BR: Well and I think academics with the pressure for impact often underestimate the value of the 
lecture; the university lecture to undergraduate students who are going to go off into different walks 
of life... and after all, you know, through the public intervention in the media you might get 
somebody's attention for ten minutes while they're eating their boiled egg at breakfast. In a university, 
you get 18-, 19-year-olds who are seriously buying into your thinking and who are willing to work 
through all of the complications and all of the complexities. 

HW : And challenge you in a way that helps you too. 

BR: Yes, indeed. 

HW : No, I totally agree. 
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Future developments and battles ahead 

BR: Well, I think we've covered an enormous amount in most of the questions. We just have one last 
question concerning recent developments and battles ahead. What are your personal plans now for 
your research?  

HW : I have such a long list of questions that I'm interested in. The big one I think is repertoire; so 
somebody may speak Kiezdeutsch with their friends, but what do they do elsewhere? A student of 
mine, Maria Pohle, is writing a really exciting PhD thesis about this at the moment. Another question 
concerns age groups, because I feel that some features of Kiezdeutsch will continue to be used in later 
life when speaking with friends, like you find with a proper dialect. But I only have episodic evidence 
from conversations with my neighbour and things like that. So this would be similar to what you did 
in your in-depth longitudinal study. And, thirdly, I think it would be interesting to try to put these 
language ideologies in a much broader context. I was at a conference recently and there were talks on 
everything from black-white racism in Germany to transgender to Islamophobia and the so-called 
integration debate in Germany. You know? So there is obviously a much broader context for these 
language ideologies. 

BR: You talked at the start about the kinds of interdisciplinarity that you engaged in prior to 2009 - 
cognitive science, philosophy of language - do you anticipate pursuing these further now or are you 
pursuing other kinds of interdisciplinarity? 

HW : Urban studies, psychology... 

BR: Urban studies. Ok, interesting, interesting. 

HW : It would be interesting to use some methods from these fields to investigate all of the implicit 
attitudes in public discourse on language. We just had somebody from Norway in the Centre for 
Language, Variation and Migration at Potsdam University who wants to conduct research on 
traditional Swedish dialects which could also trigger ideologies. But yes, all of this feeds into the 
main battle ahead which is to really open people's eyes and make them finally accept the fact that the 
German in-group is very diverse. It's not all white and monolingual. 

BR: Yes.  So, do we ask at this point if you have any questions for us? No, that's a job interview isn't 
it ((all laugh)). Any further questions Louise? 

LE : I don't think so. I think we've covered everything we wanted to cover. 

BR: I think we've covered everything. Wow, that was terrific. 

HW : I haven't even used my notes. 

BR: We've had 1 hour 32 minutes and 59 seconds.  Thank you very much indeed Heike. 

LE : Yes thank you, it’s been really fascinating. 

HW : It’s been my pleasure. 

 

 

---------------------------- 


