National and Collective Interests
Motivating English Language Learners in a
Pakistani Context

Muhammad Islam

People across the world learn English as a second/foreign language for
multiple individual and collective reasons to assume their local and
international identities. Various studies have investigated ever-increasing
aspects of L2 motivation in various national contexts, however, there has
been a serious dearth of studies about the collectivist nature of L2
motivation. Therefore, this study attempts to investigate the collective,
including national, aspects of L2 motivation in a Pakistani context. Using
a qualitative method of inquiry, the researcher interviewed twenty
undergraduate students for their detailed views on English language
learning motivation. The interview data was analysed using thematic
analysis. The findings revealed that Pakistani learners consider English
closely associated with their collective aspects of identity which are
largely shaped by their national and relational interests. In addition, the
domestic and global roles of English also seem to affect the L2 attitudes
of Pakistani learners. It may be argued that the participants of this study
do not consider English a threat to their national and religious identity.
Rather, they view English a vehicle not only to portray a healthy image
of their country but also to promote a purposeful intercultural and
interfaith dialogue.

Introduction

English plays a vital role in ‘understanding the complex interaction between class,
worldview, medium of instruction, and globalisation in Pakistan and, by extension, the rest
of the world’.! This argument reveals a unique and highly influential status of English
language in Pakistani society. English carries enormous socio-economic and symbolic
capital in Pakistan where its domestic and international roles are expanding
rapidly.*Pakistani students, especially from urban settings, consider English a gateway to
academic excellence and professional career success. Interestingly, they also find it richer
than their local languages as it may enable them to express themselves freely to a wider
world community and to seek access to various fields of human knowledge available across
the world. Therefore, Pakistani urban youth believes that English can enhance their
opportunities for social mobility and economic uplift within and outside the
country.*Pakistani learners/users of English also think that English may be used to spread
liberalism, moderation and enlightenment, which may potentially challenge religious and
political extremism in Pakistani society.’In addition, it is believed that English may be used
to revive the image of Pakistan as a peaceful society in the world.°
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The role of English as the major official language of the country, despite repeated promises
of successive governments about its replacement with Urdu, is a constant source of its
ever-increasing vitality in Pakistani society. English is a part of socio-political power
struggle/divide in Pakistan as the powerful elite class exploits its potential not only to
control masses but also to protect their socio-economic advantages. This strengthens
Kachru’s view that English enjoys even more importance in the independent states of
South Asia after the end of British rule®. The recent Education Policies (2009, 2018) of
Pakistan have also underscored the importance of knowledge and communication skills in
English as a pre-requisite for meeting the ‘challenges and opportunities’ posed by the
globalised world scenario in which we can see a strong interplay of individual and
collective goals of the citizens of various nation states.’Similarly, the studies have shown
that Pakistani learners consider English not only an important tool for personal success but
also a vehicle for the achievement of collective national aspirations.'® These views may
have an effect on the identities of Pakistani EFL learners.

Language, Identity and Globalisation

Norton''highlights that a learner’s commitment to learn an L2 is closely interrelated with
the social identification processes she/he is going through. Similarly, the issue of the
maintenance of local linguistic and cultural identity of the learners in the wake of an ever-
increasing influence of globalization and English language under its auspices has generated
much debate in the field of English language learning and teaching.'® It is feared that a few
powerful nations, especially USA and UK, are controlling the forces of globalization by
imposing their own economic, political and cultural (including linguistic) norms on the rest
of the world." In this scenario, the dominance of English over other languages may be
viewed as a kind of linguistic imperialism,'* which has systematically worked to maintain
the ascendancy of English over local languages, especially in post-colonial states of Asia
and Africa. Phillipson'>and Skutnabb-Kangas'®also view the global spread of English in
recent times as a extension of linguistic supremacy which facilitates the Anglo-American
design of socio-political controlover the resources of the world. In addition, the
discriminating spread of English within certain EFL contexts has exacerbated socio-
economic and urban-rural divide in these societies.'’

In contrast, some researchers argue that the beliefs about a nexus of English and Anglo-
American inperialistic designsare an over-generalization of the dynamics involved in the
growth of English across the contemorary globalized world.'®Similarly, it has also been
argued that the notion of linguistic imperialism is too deterministic to consider the role of
agency among English language learners worldwide; their ability to resist cultural
imposition and appropriate English according to their desires.' In addition, studies have
shown that English language learners in various L2 contexts do not see English as a means
for external control or even a threat to their identity; rather they find an opportunity in its
learning to explore options for the improvement of their personality and social relations in
both local and global spheres.”

National Interest and L2 Motivation

A series of recent studies in various contexts maintain that many young EFL learners may
easily forget the colonial past of English in their society owing to its perceived vital role in
their individual and collective lives.ZITherefore, it seems reasonable to assume that
learners’beliefs‘towards their own country and fellow citizens may also be a significant
component of their motivation to learn English’.*Rivers also believed that national
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sentiments/aspirations of learners may have a bearing on contemporary EFL contexts. He
said:

[O]n an individual and group level, one of the most potentially relevant
variables in foreign language learning is the respective strength of certain
dimensions of national attachment or identification, especially when learning
a language as ideologically symbolic and globally prominent as English.”

Similarly, Pan and Block revealed that university teachers and students in Beijing consider
English a key to China’s socio-economic development and expansion in the contemporary
globalized world.”* Based on a similar idea, Islam et al.’s construct of ‘National Interest’
includes‘respondents’ perceptions of the benefits of English for the progress of their own
country’.” Since then, various studies have discussed the collective and national aspects of
L2 motivation so far.26H0wever, there is still a need for more studies which may enrich this
debate. Therefore, this study aims to seek an in-depth view of the collective aspects of L2
motivation in a Pakistani context. Simultaneously, it may also provide a detailed

qualitative explanation of the construct ‘National Interest’.”’

Research Question
What aspects of national and collective interests of Pakistani EFL learnersare important to
understand and explain their motivation for learning English?

Methodology

The study used qualitative method to seek a detailed view of participants’ L2 attitudes,
experiences and collective aspects of their English language learning. Keeping in mind the
complex nature of socio-contextual, personal and political issues involved in the
development of L2 motivation and identities in the contemporary world, I assumed that
collective aspects of L2 motivation would require qualitative interpretation and
explanation.

As I intended to select a sample of Pakistani university students with diverse social and
academic backgrounds, public universities of central Punjab were selected as a site for this
study.The interviews of twenty participants were conducted after seeking their consent in
written form. The interviewees volunteered to share their experiences of learning English
and future plans after I explained them the purpose and details of this study. The
interviewees included both male and female students that belonged to different universities,
academic fields and the year of study.The interview data was first transcribed and then
analysed following the procedures of thematic analysis — codes, categories and themes.

Findings of the Study

The data revealed some interesting collective aspects of Participants’ L2 motivation, which
also highlight their broader social and national affiliations. Here, I will report their views
about the importance and role of English in various areas of national interest in the form of
following themes:

English not an alien language — No Threat to National and Religious Identity

Eighteen out of 20 interviewees did not consider apparently that English is still a colonial
or imperialistic language. Similarly, none of the interviewees stated that English is against
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their religious ideology/identity. Rather, they viewed English as an important international
language, which can be used as a vital force for their own national and religious purposes:

Gone are the days when we used to say that English is the language of non-
Muslims .... English does not hamper your growth or does not hamper your
affiliation with your religion. We should put our emotions aside. English is
an international language. We should recognize this fact. (Interviewee G)

The interviewee added that ‘My love for Pakistan is totally a different thing from my love
for English and for my learning English. We should keep it aside from learning English’.

Overall, it appeared that these young Pakistanis did not consider learning English a
challenge to their religious or national identity. Even if any threat of this kind exists, the
utilitarian worth of this language within and outside the country has overshadowed it. For
example, the participant (R) expressed strong views about the negative effects of English
on Pakistani culture -°It is totally killing our history, totally changing our culture’ -but he
still believes that Pakistanis should learn English because of its increasing roles in the
contemporary national and international spheres of life: “You can say in every discipline of
life we can’t move because it is an international language. We must learn this
language’.English does not seem to be an alien or hostile language to these students as
interviewee (N) said; ‘It doesn’t seem to me as an outsider’s language’.

International Image of the country

The interviewees were found to be extremely concerned about the international image of
their country as a peace loving, progressive and liberal country. Since Pakistani society has
recently suffered enormous human and economic loss in the war against terrorism, the
participants were unhappy with its negative projection in rest of the world, especially in the
West and its media. This seems to have created a feeling among young Pakistanis that they
can communicate the true image and situation of their country to the world after becoming
proficient in English as it is an international language. As interviewee (G) commented:

They are getting us wrong. .... That’s because of the sole reason that we
don’t have effective English speakers who can convey our ideas or ideology
to the world. Just look at the India..... They portray themselves to the West
and the Western media catches them.

The participants seem to argue that Muslims, especially Pakistanis, do not have a proper
communication link working with the West. They also believe that the lack of English
language communication skills among Muslims and Pakistanis is widening this
communication gap. All interviewees, when asked, agreed that the knowledge of English is
essential for young Pakistanis to present a healthy image of Pakistan to the world. An
interviewee (J)reinforced this position in this way; ‘I need good [English] communication
skills along with sharp senses of reason and rationality to prove that Pakistan is like any
other state a peace loving state’.This reflects the desperation among Pakistani youth to
present a peaceful image of Pakistan and their religion to the world. To achieve this
purpose, they think, good communication skills of English language are imperative.As
another interview (B) said:

The negative impression they have created about Pakistani people, we can
only shun this impression only when we have command over English
language.
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In addition, the participants argued that Pakistanis, as a nation, lack necessary
communication skills to protect their interests and image on international forums.
Interviewee (G) shared these views: ‘what we should realize is that of if we want to
represent yourself [ourselves], if you want to represent our ideas to the West, we should
know their language’.

National Development and English

These Pakistani students strongly believed that learning English language can help them
play an important role in the progress of their country because this language is a key to rich
resources of scientific knowledge, technology and information in the contemporary world.
When I inquired further about this point, one interviewee responded:

Firstly, English has a huge storehouse of knowledge. Secondly, it will bring
them [Pakistanis] in competition with the world. If they will insist on using
Urdu, it means that they are already one-step behind the world. With the
knowledge of English, they can compete with the world in a better way. And
they can also present their image in a better way. (Interviewee I)

The students, overall, believed that the knowledge of English is essential in the
contemporary competitive world to progress and survive among other nations. They think
that there should be a sense of urgency among Pakistanis to adapt to the changing world
situation in order to bring Pakistan on the road of progress. Otherwise, the state of affairs in
Pakistan would worsen further as Interviewee (A) further said; ‘The world has become a
global village. If you are not knowing what your neighbour is doing, then you will certainly
lag behind... we have to get some ideas from other nations’.Another participant, who
spoke favourably about following the developed English speaking countries, said; ‘They
are the most powerful people globally. You cannot deny that all the new technologies are
coming from there. If you don’t know English, how can you interpret their
technology’(Interviewee C).

Intercultural / interfaith Dialogue for National Purposes

The findings above have indicated that the participants of this study realize that isolation
from other nations for any reason is not a durable option for any country in the
contemporary world as it can seriously affect the progress of a country. Therefore, they
suggest that Pakistanis should learn English as it would help them to understand important
world affairs and build crucial intercultural relations with other societies of the world:

English builds the connection between other societies and us.... There is [a]
positive point of English that we [can] have closer connection with foreign
nations and foreign developments. (Interviewee N)

Some students even expressed the view that English can be used for both intercultural and
interfaith communication. The idea of using English to promote one’s cultural and religious
views was quite interesting but came as no surprise keeping in mind the increasing roles of
English as an international language. Interviewee(B) said; ‘Even we can promote our
religion through this language. We can talk to them. It is not only confined to culture, we
can also have a promotion of our religion through this language’. Interviewee (D)alsotold
me that an important ‘role of English in Pakistani society is to communicate with foreign or
other countries or neighbor countries. I think it’s a global language’.In short, I found that
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these students fully understand the importance of positive interaction between Pakistani
and other societies of the world.

Discussion

The study revealed that Pakistani EFL learners associate English with their national and
collective aspirations. They believe that the competence in English can help them, and their
fellow citizens, participate more actively in the collective betterment of their society.In a
similar vein, recentL.2 motivation studies in Pakistani contexthavealso revealed that
Pakistani students think that English can be a powerful tool to promote a better image of
Pakistani society as well to encourage an intellectual sharing with the developed nations of
the contemporary world.®®This sense ofurgency among Pakistani urban youthto build the
image of the country and revive its connections with rest of the world may be understood in
the backdrop of war on terrorism which has seriously affected the reputation, as a peaceful
country, and financial health of the country in last two decades.*Similar collective views
were also found in another Asian context — China - where L2 learners believed that
Englis}% provides them with the opportunities to interact with the world in various possible
ways.’

The findings confirm the view that national goals may have a motivational impact on L2
learners in addition to their individual or self-related goals.’’ In this way, the study
provides a detailed and in-depth qualitative explanation of the construct ‘National Interest’
proposed to include collective aspects of Pakistani learners’ motivation for English
language learning.**This also leads us to argue that a powerful second or foreign language
can be an effective tool to share collective social harmony and interests.* It also supports
Rivers’ argument that some kind of national attachment can be a highly valuable
component of English language learning in today’s world.**Here, it may be argued that a
desire to use English in the future for the benefit of society is a characteristic of L2
motivation in more collectivist societies where there is a tendency for individuals to stress
group rather than personal goals.

Interestingly, the study has shown that the strong realization of roles of English in their
lives has compelled Pakistani learners to overlook its colonial legacy. This apparent liberal
attitude and openness towards English may have a strong impact on their socio-cultural
identities and, therefore, needs an explanation. First, it may be argued that,because of
strong institutional and agential support of English, most of these Pakistani students might
have internalized the domination of English and, therefore, do not consider it as a foreign
imposition or colonial legacy. Since these participants are the potential beneficiaries of the
dominance of English, they may also possibly be assumed to work, as argued by
Phillipson, unknowingly as agents to further the imperialism of English.*

Secondly, the apparent disassociation of English from colonial legacies and its perceived
relationship with diverse personal and collective purposes of Pakistani learners may also
support the view that the spread of English in recent times is more liberal and democratic
than it was in the past. This may also align with Canagarajah’s argument that L2 learners of
English may appropriate it to serve their own socio-cultural needs, values, interests and
ideological orientations and therefore they can resist imperialistic associations of this
language.**In addition, it is also possible that the participants are still too young to fully
understand the apparently invisible implications of the imperial past. These findings are in
line with Shamim’s view that the perception of English as a tool for personal and national
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development in Pakistan has overtaken the concerns for social identity and cultural

domination ‘from an erstwhile colonial language’.”’

These Pakistani students’ desire to use English for their religious purposes is also not
simplistic since English as a powerful international language may be an effective medium
to voice their true religious identity and teachings, which they think are being
misunderstood by the world. In a similar vein, English is also considered as a tool for
meaningful cultural exchange with the West and for a positive portrayal and consolidation
of Chinese identity.”*Overall, there seems to be enough evidence to believe that English
may serve important national purposes in today’s globalized world.

Conclusions and Implications

The study strongly supports the view that Pakistani learners have collective national
aspirations related to English language learning. Therefore, it endorses the construct of 1.2
‘national interest’ proposed by Islam et al.* Pakistani learners believe that they may serve
their community (e.g. by promoting the image of the country, seeking knowledge from the
West and initiating inter-cultural dialogue, etc.) in a better way, if they have strong
communication skills in English language as this would engage them with the outside
world in a constructive manner.

Though the data provided me an insight into various aspects of National Interest and their
enormous importance in a Pakistani setting, more qualitative studies are needed in other
global contexts to get a more in-depth understanding of diverse context-specific collective
and national aspirations for learning English. Because of its focus on shared common
goals, National Interest may be assumed to have a more prominent motivational impact in
collectivist societies rather than individualistic ones, though this hypothesis should be
empirically tested.In this regard, teachers and policy makers may also work on
understanding the practical implications of the role of English in furthering local and global
identities of contemporary EFL learners.*’
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