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World at a Glance

International and Mainland Affairs Section

Unlock the Power of Language:
Discover the Toughest Languages to
Master and Expand Your World

Unlocking the power of language learning is like
accessing to a world of endless possibilities. As
Nelson Mandela wisely remarked, "If you talk to a man
in a language he understands, that goes to his head.
If you talk to him in his language, that goes to his
heart." However, not all languages are created equal
when it comes to difficulty. So, if you're considering
embarking on a language-learning journey, it is crucial
to understand the challenges ahead.

Determining the most difficult language to learn
depends mainly on your native tongue. The linguistic
distance between your native language and the target
language, factors like grammar, pronunciation, and
writing systems, play a role. Cultural context also
plays, as different languages convey similar concepts
using distinct vocabulary choices. For instance, a
native Spanish speaker may find it easier to learn
French than Japanese, while the opposite holds for a
Cantonese speaker.

The US Foreign Service Institute, which categorises

languages based on the difficulty for native English
speakers. It identifies Spanish, Italian, French, and
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Swedish as among the easiest languages, requiring
24 weeks of study for professional proficiency.
German, Indonesian, and Swahili demand 36 weeks,
while Hindi, Hebrew, Thai, Ukrainian, and others
typically need around 44 weeks. Arabic, Cantonese,
Mandarin, Japanese, and Korean are deemed the
most challenging languages for English speakers,
with approximately 88 weeks of classes required -
more than three times the duration for Spanish.

Hongkongers possess a unique advantage in the
realm of language learning. Their native Cantonese
is recognised as one of the world's most demanding
languages, and they are often exposed to Mandarin
and English from an early age.

If you are grappling with language learning
challenges, do not be disheartened, for as English
philosopher Roger Bacon proclaimed, "Knowledge
of languages is the doorway to wisdom." Embrace
the journey, for each language you conquer unlocks
a world of understanding, connection, and personal
growth.
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