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Ji Xiangbo, volunteer Chinese teacher of Confucius Institute at Cairo University, Egypt
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ike many foreigners, I had
always thought that, of all the
languages in the world, Chi-
nese is the most difficult to
learn, for it had been my impression that
few foreigners are capable of speaking
mandarin Chinese fluently and properly.
However, when I came to Egypt, 1
realized that I had been a mere “frog
in a well” all along. The familiar sound
of Chinese is heard everywhere in the
streets of Egypt. An utterance as simple
as “ni hao” (hello) is enough to im-
press me and make me proud. At tourist
sites, I often run into Egyptians who
come up to me talking and gesticulat-
ing. The first time an Egyptian came up
to me like this, I had to listen carefully
before I could understand that he was
talking about “essential balm”. T was re-
ally a bit scared when I heard the man
relentlessly repeating the name “essential
balm”. When I give Egyptians essential
balm as a gift, they raise their thumbs
and say “China, very good!” Egypt is in
sun-baked Africa. When applied to the
forehead, essential balm can effectively
mitigate heat and soothe the brain. It’s
no wonder that the hospitable Egyptian
people are so fond of the essential balm
which comes from faraway China. It is
said that, in Egypt, essential balm is a
nickname for Chinese people the way
porcelain used to represent China in
ancient times.

If you are not impressed by Egyp-
tians who can say “essential balm”, you
will surely be amazed by what you see
and hear in the Khan el-

Khalili Bazaar, Egypt’s oldest market.
It was in one of the coffee shops there
that Naguib Mahfouz, Egyptian win-
ner of the Nobel Prize for Literature,
completed his work. Every day thou-
sands of friends from all over the world
come there to shop and to get a taste
of the ancient Egyptian civilization of
thousands of years. I have visited this
market at least 10 times, to shop for
myself; to be a shopping companion, or
simply to hear Egyptians there speak
Chinese. When Egyptian shop own-
ers see Chinese approaching, they call
out: “Come over and take a look. This
is cheap but of very good quality. Come
over and take a look. It won’t cost you
anything to look.”Hearing the familiar
sound of Chinese, we follow the owners
to their shops. Many shop owners con-
tinue to speak fluent Chinese, using it to
promote their items. Though not very
authentic, their Chinese is good enough
for the communication task at hand.
Speaking Chinese with such fluency,
did these shop owners receive educa-
tion in Chinese? A little inquiry told us,
however, that they had learned Chinese
bit by bit through daily conversations
with Chinese visitors. Every one of my
shopping trips there has been filled with

amazement at the language ability of

these Egyptians.

Com- pared to the lively
“street Chi- nese” described
above, teaching of
Chinese at primary and
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secondary schools amounts to almost
zero. However, it flourishes at universi-
ties and Chinese language training
schools, of which the major ones include
a Chinese class jointly organized by
Chinese Culture Center in Cairo and
Sino-Egyptian Association for Friendly
Exchanges and a two-year-old Chinese
class jointly organized by Cairo Uni-
versity and Suez Canal University. The
one at the Chinese Culture Center is
always packed full. Every time before a
new class starts, so many people want
to register that the Center’s staff have to
ask local police to help maintain order.
Classes at the other locations are also
prosperous.

With the continued support of
Egypt’s Higher Education Ministry and
China’s Ministry of Education, teaching
of Chinese is already relatively strong
at Egypt’s institutions of higher learn-
ing. The Chinese Department of Ain
Shams University, established in 1958,
is the oldest in the country. As the larg-
est Chinese teaching base at the higher
education level in the Middle East and
Africa, it is eminently famous in these
regions. With its own comprehensive
system of teaching and management,
Ain Shams University Chinese Depart-
ment plays the role of “dragon’s head”
in Egypt. The Chinese Departments of
Cairo University and Suez Canal Uni-
versity are just a few years old. However,
it seems that being younger also means
taking more initiatives, for they have,
in recent years, frequently won prizes
at all kinds of Chinese competitions —
thanks to teachers from China and to
the smaller sizes of their classes. Facili-
ties like these produce students who are

good at listening, speaking, reading,
and writing. With big old universities
such as Ain Shams University and
new players such as Cairo University
and Suez Canal University, Chinese
teaching in Egypt is sure to have

a future that is

even brighter. m
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