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Who Needs Communication?

Roger Pulvers

We language teachers are constantly telling our
students, ‘You need to know English in today’s
world ..."” or, ‘Foreign languages are indispensable
for Japanese people in the modern world.” But we
are not often sure ourselves as to why this is so, and
our sometimes ambiguous reasoning naturally
diminishes the persuasiveness of our argument. Is
the study of a foreign language really that
necessary? The main argument given today is:
‘English is the primary language of the internet.
Without a thorough knowledge of English, Japanese
students cannot find their way on the Web.” In fact,
this is being heard in many countries around the
world. Why study Russian, Arabic, Korean, Chinese,
Bahasa, Swahili or any other language? All you
really need to know is English to get ahead in this
world.

The speciousness of this argument is glaring. It is
false that all information necessary to students,
academics, or, for that matter, the general public is
in English. If non Japanese wished to learn
something about Japan or sought information
concerning Japan, wouldn’t a knowledge of the
Japanese language be essential? And if young
Japanese people take an interest in Italy and wish to
go there for study or merely for a visit, how much
could they really get out of their time in the country
without speaking Italian? And this is even more
true for those countries where people generally only
know their own language. If you wish to be an
eternal tourist, content to look at buildings and
landscapes and to eat in hotel restaurants, then you
do not need a foreign language. This brings me to
what I believe to be the most cogent argument for

the absolute necessity of knowing a foreign

Dec. 2001

language: the need to communicate with people.

As a student at UCLA and Harvard Graduate
School, I studied Russian and Polish, subsequently
travelling to and living in Eastern Europe. Later I
learned Japanese and came to make my home in
Japan. I can tell you bluntly that my life and my
career as a teacher, author and theatre director
would have been much less rich and exciting
without a deep knowledge and on-going fascination
with the languages of the cultures that I came into
close contact with. Communication with the people
of Russia, Poland and Japan became all-important to
me. What I learned from these people shaped my
life. And it is not because of what is glibly referred
to today as ‘information’ that I gained from these
people.

Information is facts: it is time schedules and price
lists; it is regulations and rules. But it is not
sentiments or opinions or passions or beliefs. And it
1s these latter things which decide the shape and
direction of the world today. Now more than ever
before true communication among the peoples of
the world is not only a necessity. It is a prerequisite
of survival. Japan needs great communicators as
much as it needs great scientists. Science cannot
exist without the culture of communication. It may
sound strange coming from a teacher of English,
but I believe that Japanese students should learn the
foreign language of the culture that they are most
intrigued by. For me it was the culture of Russia
and Poland ... and Japan. English may be the first
choice of many. But it is not the only choice. If your
goal is to go to France, Germany or China, then for
God’s sake learn French, German or Chinese. You
will need to understand others. Cultural isolation is
the deadliest form of isolation. A foreign language is
the gift that you can give yourself at university.
Learn one not to be an international citizen,
whatever that means. Learn it to be a more
interesting and successful citizen of your own

country.
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