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Choosing a Foreign 
Language for the Future
Or, the Need for American Students to
Study an Asian Language in College

By John F. Copper

T hirty years of employment as a college professor have led
me to anticipate weekly that one or two students will ask me
what language is best to study in college and why. 

The essence of this question is: What language will be most
important in my future? Since studying a foreign language requires
a considerable commitment in terms of time and energy and may
even become a lifetime endeavor, this matter deserves careful con-
sideration.

Learning a language spoken by a large and/or an increasing
number of people is preferable in most ways. As August Compte
once said: “Demographics is destiny.” Thus I suggest studying a
“big language.”

One must also consider the languages of nations growing eco-
nomically and those advanced in science and technology to be
more important. Why is English such an important language when
it is smaller in number of speakers than two or three other lan-
guages (Chinese, Hindi, and perhaps Spanish) and the number of
first-language English speakers is declining (from 9.8 percent of
the world’s population after World War II to a bit over 7 percent
now)? The answer is obvious: English is the language of science
and business.

Finally, the supply and demand of people fluent in various for-
eign languages is a variable; after all, language is a marketable
skill. There is a plethora of speakers of some foreign languages and
too few of others.

FOLLOWING IS MY LIST OF THE TOP TEN LANGUAGES
IN ORDER OF IMPORTANCE THAT I RECOMMEND STUDENTS
STUDY AND A BRIEF EXPLANATION FOR THEIR RANKING:

1. Chinese. Mandarin or putonghua (the common language)
is first. It is the national language in China and most Chinese, over
90 percent, now speak it, and an even higher percentage will in the
future. Mandarin Chinese is spoken by more people in the world
than any other language, by a sizeable margin.

In addition, China is booming economically—more than any
other important nation, and this will probably continue to be true
for some years. China is also, many believe, about to become a
technology powerhouse. 

In the 1990s, when the US economy is said to have done well,
China grew four times the US pace. China was the world’s fastest
growing economy in 2002 and 2003. Most forecasters expect this
boom to continue. “Greater China” (which includes China and Tai-
wan plus the Overseas Chinese) will overtake the United States in
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economic output, if purchasing power parity is used as a measure, in a
matter of months. The People’s Republic of China alone will overtake
the United States in a decade or so and will surpass the US, Europe,
and Japan combined in fifty years, according to some projections.

China is not an advanced country in science and tech-nology;
but this is changing quickly in a number of respects. China is about
to become the global manufacturing house for electronics and com-
puters; accompanying that is a technology boom in those fields.
Research generally is a fast-growing business in China. Reflecting
this, in just three years there will be more e-mail messages in Chi-
nese than in English. 

One also need ponder the fact that more than half of history’s
most significant inventions came from China. A number of trends
such as research funding, the number of Chinese getting foreign
higher degrees, China’s space program, and more, indicate China
may currently be on the way to restoring its global intellectual role.
Chinese, incidentally, comprise one percent of the American popu-
lation, but are fifteen percent of the researchers in the US.

Finally, Chinese is a very useful second language: many people
in East and Southeast Asia learn Chinese. And there are 60 million
or so Chinese, generally well educated and/or wealthy, living out-
side China. After English, Chinese is the world’s most important
second language. Second languages make it possible for many
more people to communicate. (Esperanto, the so-called artificial
international language, has not succeeded.)
2. Japanese. By number of speakers, Japanese is one of the top
ten languages. Japan is the second largest nation in the world in
economic size and is the first in foreign investment and economic
assistance. Japan is the leader, along with China, of the most eco-
nomically dynamic part of the world—East Asia. Japan is innova-
tive, accounting for a greater share of the world’s patents than any
other nation except the United States. It has many cutting edge
industries, including computers (recently, Japanese built the fastest
one in the world), artificial intelligence, optics, electronics, new
materials, robotics, and more.

Japanese also is a useful second language. Many people in Korea
and Taiwan (both with booming economies) and some in Southeast
Asia speak Japanese. Not enough Americans are studying it.
3. Arabic. Modern Arabic is the formal language spoken in most
countries in the Middle East (though not Iran), making it one of the
top languages in the world by number of speakers. It is the lan-
guage of many countries with high birth rates. It is the language of
Islam—the fastest growing religion in the world (and the United
States)—which will have more followers than any other religion by
2023 if current trends continue. It is also the language of oil. Not
surprisingly there is a dire need for Arabic speakers among the US
intelligence agencies.
4. Bahasa, or Malay. It is the language spoken in Indonesia,
Malaysia, and Brunei. Indonesia is the fourth largest nation in the
world by population after China, India and the United States.
Indonesia is the largest Islamic country; there are more adherents to
Islam in Indonesia than in all Arab countries combined. 

Indonesia, Malaysia, and Brunei are all oil-exporting countries.
Indonesia and Malaysia also control the world’s supply of tin and
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natural rubber. All three countries have been booming economical-
ly (though Indonesia is currently in a recession), and this will no
doubt continue in the future. Finally, very few American students
study or speak Bahasa.
5. Russian. By land size, Russia is the largest country in the
world and is sixth in population. Blessed with natural resources,
some say its oil production may soon make it the world’s leading
energy exporter, passing Saudi Arabia. Russia is advanced in sci-
ence. Russian is a second language spoken by many people in bor-
der nations. There is, however, a caveat: Russia must reverse its
rapidly declining population.
6. Spanish. The third or fourth largest language in the world,
Spanish is spoken in most countries south of the United States, in
addition, of course, to Spain. Countries where Spanish is spoken
have growing populations. Spanish is the most frequently heard
foreign language spoken in the United States. There is one draw-
back to learning Spanish though: it is the most popular language to
study in America and the supply-demand equation is not favorable.
7. Korean. It is one of the top ten in number of speakers. South
Korea is one of the economic miracle countries of the past forty
years and will no doubt continue to be a fast growing country com-
mercially. North and South Korea will eventually unify, producing
a “combined” Korea that is more important politically, economical-
ly, and in other ways. Last but not least, Korean is not a language
studied by many American students or students anywhere; the mar-
ket favors any American who knows Korean.
8. Portuguese. One of the world’s top ten languages, it is spo-
ken in the largest Latin American country: Brazil. Brazil is the fifth
largest nation in the world in size and population and is also grow-
ing economically. It may be the dominant nation in South America
in the future. Fewer Americans study Portuguese than Spanish and
several other European languages.

9. Hindi. After Mandarin Chinese, it is the second largest lan-
guage in the world in terms of number of speakers. It is the domi-
nant language in India, the world’s second largest nation by popula-
tion and a country doing well economically. However, it is not a
universal language in India and most Hindi speakers speak English.
10. Bengali. A top ten in number of speakers, Bengali is an
important language in South Asia. If I were to suggest alternatives
for number ten it would be two dialects of Chinese: Cantonese and
Sichuanese, and Thai and Vietnamese. Cantonese is a business lan-
guage in China and is spoken by many Overseas Chinese. More
than twice as many people speak Sichuan dialect as there are peo-
ple in France or England. Both Thailand and Vietnam are mid-
sized countries doing well economically. 

Astonishing to some, I suppose, I do not put French or German
in my top ten list. These two countries’ populations are too small
and are declining. Neither country is growing very fast economical-
ly. And many people in both speak English, especially in Germany.
Lastly, too many American students study these languages; the sup-
ply of speakers exceeds the demand.

Clearly, the most important foreign languages for Americans to
study are Asian, reflecting Asia’s successful economic growth, its
rapid modernization, and the region’s rise in political and strategic
stature. Pragmatic matters aside, Asian cultures are rich and worth
learning about when choosing a language to learn n
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