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GLOBALIZATION is seen by some to be the terminator of cul-
tural diversity and self-determination, while others regard it
merely as a meaningless catchphrase. 

Yet the global interdependence of the world’s economies can
not be refuted. As Wall Street took a battering last month, every
single stock exchange in the world felt the bruises. It is not just a
case of America sneezing and the world catching a cold–– money
does not recognize national frontiers and has no respect for his-

tory. The pace with which new markets are emerging and others decline is increas-
ing––one of the reasons why President Bush was so eager to push through legisla-
tion allowing him to authorize new trade agreements without having to wait for
Congressional approval. 

The key to success in today’s economy is flexibility, but that requires knowl-
edge and preparation. How can you expect to take advantage of opportunities in a
new market without knowing about its people and their culture? And the most
effective means of acquiring that knowledge is to speak their language. Language
is the gateway to the mentality and culture of a society. Linguistic references and
phrases reveal so much more about attitudes than any economic report and com-
municating with new partners in their mother tongue fosters bonding and trust.  

Despite virtually unanimous agreement that foreign language skills are essen-
tial for success in the modern economy, they are not considered an educational pri-
ority in this country. Only 34 percent of high school students enroll on a foreign
language course, whereas in Europe the figure is well over 90 percent. Even more
worrying is the neglect of the country’s existing linguistic resources that were cre-
ated through immigration. In the race to integrate immigrant populations, very lit-
tle is done to preserve and make use of valuable linguistic assets. Recognizing the
value of “heritage languages” and sharing them across different communities is
not just sound economic policy, it makes sense on a social level, as it increases the
self-esteem of speakers of languages other than English by enabling them to con-
tribute to the education of others.

In the absence of a clear policy to promote the education and preservation of
foreign languages America is disadvantaging itself and wasting a national resource
as real as oil. The established business maxims of knowing your market, knowing
your partners and knowing your competitors are as relevant today as ever, but in
the global economy they are only achievable through knowledge of languages. The
acquisition of English should undoubtedly be the priority for educators, not only
because English is the predominant language of the U.S., but also due to its impor-
tance in international commerce. However, the goal should be to encourage
English language acquisition as well as the learning and preservation of world lan-
guage skills.

The world is becoming a very small place. To coexist successfully and secure-
ly, we need to communicate in more than one language. Lessons learned from
Europe during recent years show that economic integration with linguistic and cul-
tural understanding can lead to prosperity and overcome historical rivalries.
America’s immigration policy has afforded the nation with a strategic advantage
over Europe, and now is the time to recognize this resource. Let’s encourage the
sharing of our heritage languages to create a truly multilingual society which
trades fairly with nations across the world, thus earning the respect and friendship
it deserves. n
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