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SOLVING THE TWO BODY PROBLEM
ON THE INTERNATIONAL SCALE

Professor Shanley Allen and Professor James Anglin share insights 
into their scientific fields and their experiences in managing their 
careers and family in Kaiserslautern.

Securing a tenured professorship for one person is notoriously dif-
ficult; securing two in the same city is even harder. Known by the 
physical term “the two body problem“, this is a well known chal-
lenge for couples in academia. It took several years of internation-
al commuting and living apart with their two young children until 
linguist Shanley Allen and physicist James Anglin both became 
TUK professors. “We know other couples who gave up on living in 
Germany because universities would not consider spousal hire,“ 
Allen says. “We were very lucky that TUK is proud to keep excellent 
people here and openings became available that fitted both of us.“

Anglin investigates what happens to thermodynamics when things 
get very small. “While physicists generally suppose that thermody-
namics somehow emerge from microscopic physics as systems get 
larger, the dots have never been completely connected,“ Anglin 
explains. He and his colleagues are working out mathematical 
equations for how energy could move inside cells, and have found 
something that looks like thermodynamics at this scale. “It may be 
that we are close to finally connecting these dots, understanding 
how thermodynamics relates to microscopic things, and may learn 
a lot more about nanobiology or nanotechnology.“

In a very interdisciplinary setting, Allen researches language ac-
quisition and how people process multiple languages. “More than 
half the world speaks more than one language, but most of our 
linguistic research has been done with people who are monolin-
gual and about their first language,“ she says. Allen uses eye-track-
ing technology that measures where readers are looking 1,000 
times per second to pinpoint exactly where the reader stumbles 
over complex grammatical structures in a second language. This 
helps understand how people learn languages, and can improve 
teaching methods for multilingual students.

Both professors highlight the benefits of working in the German 
university system. Professors have a lot of freedom to fill the cur-
ricula in a way they consider appropriate. While getting external 
research grants is as important as everywhere else, a small amount 
of annual core funding helps nurture projects until they are ready 
for a grant proposal. “It gives you a little more freedom to try crazy 
ideas and find out if they develop into something bigger,“ Anglin 
says.

Kaiserslautern also offers many other benefits, they explain. The 
cost of living is lower, so they can afford a house close to campus 
and walk to work, something that would not be possible in more 
expensive cities. They feel much more comfortable letting their 

teenage daughter take the bus here than in North American cities 
they have lived at, before. There is also less traffic and the pace of 
life is more relaxed. “If you want to have dinner with your neigh-
bors in Boston, you have to make an appointment a month in ad-
vance,“ Allen says. “Here, you can often call five minutes ahead and 
have a very nice dinner lasting the whole evening and no one is 
looking at their watch.“
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