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Once in a while, something happens that really makes one think.  A few weeks ago in my English class, I struck up a conversation with a girl I had never spoken to before.  She happened to mention that she was taking her second year of Chinese at school.  Our conversation instantly became more casual and easy as though the barrier between us had melted away.  After that I began to think about why someone like her, a second generation Puerto Rican, would want to learn an entirely unfamiliar language like Chinese.  After talking to her and other Chinese students, the number of reasons that came up for outsiders to learn Chinese surprised me. However, the reasons for Chinese people to continue to learn their native language was even greater.  The more I thought about it, the more grateful I was that I started learning Chinese when I was six, and have ever stopped since.  Chinese is an indispensable tool for Chinese and foreigners alike; its benefits for the future far outweigh those for any other language. Learning Chinese has many potential economic benefits, deep cultural advantages, and dynamic social rewards.
The most popular and eminent benefit for learning Chinese is the financial advantage it provides.  Already, China is the most populated country in the world, and Chinese is the most widely spoken language in the world, even more than English.  Learning Chinese is advantageous and almost critical to the success of businesses in Asian markets.  Whether it is to get a job, open a restaurant, or launch a multi-million dollar corporation in China, one absolutely has to learn Chinese.  Entrepreneurs must learn Chinese not just to communicate with their customers, but also to better understand their language and culture.  They cannot provide services for Chinese people or work for Chinese administrators without understanding their cultural and economic motivations.  Though not everyone is seeking to do business in the Chinese market.  China is quickly becoming a rising world power in its own right.  Soon, businesses in the U.S. and around the world will have to contend, and work with, Chinese businessmen.  That day may not be far off either.  Although the Chinese economy was greatly hindered by its Communist regime, it has recovered rapidly.  China’s immense population of 1.2 billion, nearly one-fifth of the world’s population, cannot be suppressed forever, and Taiwan is already emerging as an economic tiger in the Asian seas.  China’s eventual worldwide impact is clearly undeniable.  Registration of Chinese domain names is growing rapidly, and soon Chinese characters will flood across the Internet.  Americans and Europeans are quickly realizing the imminence of this Chinese “invasion.”  In 1999, 250,000 foreigners poured into China to learn about business, international relations, and Chinese philosophy. Each year, that number continues to grow.
Although learning Chinese to make money is certainly ample motivation, there are a multitude of other reasons to pursue a Chinese education.  One substantial reason is its cultural benefits.  Chinese gives its patrons access to over 5,000 years of exquisite culture.  In a recent telephone poll conducted by the Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups, more than 30% of the over five hundred respondents believed that the stimulation of one’s interests in history should be the first priority.  China has arguably the most extensive and edifying history of any country.  Thousands of ancient books and paintings provide a testament to the long-lasting Chinese culture.  Even today, we see the assimilation of Chinese customs into aspects of Western life.  Growing numbers of Chinese restaurants spring up outside of Chinatown, and Americans rave constantly about delectable Chinese food.  One can also see the growing appeal of Chinese action films, anime cartoons, and even mainstream dramatic motion pictures.  Crouching Tiger, Hidden dragon, a recently released English-dubbed film, it already the highest grossing foreign film of all time in the U.S.  It also garnered ten Academy Award nominations, including Best Picture of the year.  Many people seek to learn Chinese in order to watch Chinese films or read Chinese literature.  Learning martial arts and calligraphy has also provoked many to learn Chinese.  It has become increasingly popular to “know” Chinese.  Chinese characters are popping up everywhere: on posters, T-shirts, and even tattoos.  A vacation to China has also become a great alternative to Europe.  Exotic Chinese sights and sounds, including the Great Wall and the Emperor’s Palace, draw more and more tourists each year.

Chinese is perhaps even more important to Chinese people.  Language lies at the very essence of what it means to be Chinese.  In fact, foreigners were forbidden to learn it at first because Chinese officials felt outsiders could not appreciate Chinese.  It also provides the only means for Chinese people to pass on their heritage.  How else can we express the custom and legacy of being Chinese to our children?  Learning Chinese is about accepting our heritage and being comfortable with our national identity.  Even though we have lived in the U.S. for so long and many of our lifestyle habits have grown to reflect American culture, deep inside we are still Chinese people, and others still see us as Chinese.  A Chinese friend of mine who is unable to speak Chinese ran into this problem at his college.  One of his professors was also Chinese, and was interested in discussing an issue with him.  However, when the professor discovered my friend could not speak Chinese, he was deeply disappointed.  If we do not know Chinese, we will be ashamed and looked down on for not knowing our own native language.

Perhaps the most important benefits Chinese offers are in the social and human aspect.  Not a day goes by when I don’t use Chinese.  Everyday, I speak to my parents, siblings, friends, and even some teachers in Chinese.  Speaking in Chinese really allows us to connect on a unique level.  Although English is regarded as a widely used language, Chinese has true potential to become a global language.  More people in the world speak Chinese than any other language, and that number increases everyday.  Whether it is talking with Chinese businessmen, journalists, or simply acquaintances, speaking in native Chinese allows the speaker to gain a distinct advantage over non-speakers.  Due to China’s emergence as a world power, Chinese will soon become dominant in international communication.  Another important use of Chinese is to communicate with parents or grandparents who do not understand other languages.  My grandparents are four of the most interesting people I have ever talked to, and I would be deeply saddened if I had been unable to speak to them.  Learning Chinese is not a burden these days; many Chinese schools include other social programs to provide students with an opportunity to interact with other people with similar backgrounds.  Including additional service, academic, and leadership programs at a Chinese language school can be enticing and exciting to students.  My Chinese school offers programs such as Junior Achievement - a program teaching student to run a business, Youth Society – a local area volunteer group, and a club that runs the school newspaper and yearbook.  Extracurricular classes such as math classes of all levels, computer classes and SAT prep classes are also available.  These programs offer a more rounded education for students.

Knowing Chinese can also help people learn other languages, such as English.  Many people have proved that proficiency in Chinese results in proficiency in English.  The well-known professor Ge Chuangui is one such example.  He was able to teach himself English when he was young and once wrote to H. Fowler, the author of the Concise English Dictionary, about a grammatical error.  Fowler expected this man to be an English professor, but was amazed to discover that he was a simple youth.  Ge revealed that the reason he was so adept in English was his skill in Chinese literature.  He was later invited t write for many prestigious English newspapers.

Chinese clearly has many benefits in today’s society: it allows its speaker to gain a business advantage, access a vast archive of Chinese culture, and speak to other Chinese people.  However, learning Chinese also has benefits that may not be evident on the surface.  It allows foreigners to understand Chinese people, and it allows us to connect with others more easily.  Not only does Chinese build new bridges, it also helps us discover our own identity.  That is perhaps its greatest reward.  It is no coincidence that the word “Chinese” can be used two different ways: the Chinese language is an integral part of being Chinese.
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