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Arieh Smith, known online as Xiaomanyc, is a popular content creator with over 17 million
followers on social media. He is known for his videos where he surprises strangers by speaking
over 60 languages including Mandarin Chinese, Yucatec Maya, and Navajo. His work has been
profiled in the BBC, Bloomberg, and The New York Times, which recognizes his channel as one
of the most popular polyglot destinations on YouTube. He lives in New Jersey with his wife and
two children.

William: Please share a little about yourself. What made you want to study foreign languages?

Arieh: My name’s Arieh. I grew up in an English only household. You know, I was always
curious about other languages, other spoken foreign languages. In high school, I studied Latin
and ancient Greek, but I felt like I wasn't really actually learning a real spoken language. I had
always wanted to do so. When I was 18, I saw an ad in the New York Times for a free Chinese
class, and I thought it sounded super cool. So, I took Chinese that summer after graduating high
school and really loved it. Then, I kept studying it in college and eventually made a career out of
studying foreign languages basically. I think for me, I just thought it was so cool to see other
people speak foreign languages fluently. It was just so interesting to me. It seemed like a
superpower. It seemed like why can't I do that too? So, I wanted to try.

William: What are some of the languages that you have learned, and how did you learn them?

Arieh: I’1l start with the story for Chinese. I went to Beijing Language and Culture University
for a gap year. I loved it and came back. At this point, I've studied probably over 60 foreign
languages. The one that I studied most seriously after Chinese was Spanish. That was a very
intense 3-month experience studying Spanish every day for 8 hours a day. This was during
COVID when the world was locked down. So, I decided to make something with my time. I did
this intensive Spanish thing, and I loved that experience. Then from there, I just went on and just
kept studying a whole bunch of other languages.

Jonathan: Do you have a goal for your language learning?



Arieh: No, not really. [ mean, these days for me, it's more about if there's something interesting
that I really want to do in the world, is there a language that I need to learn to do that? I went to
this medieval town in England a few months ago, and as part of that experience they have a
bunch of medieval reenactors who live and work as the medieval people in England did in the
14th, 15th century. Many of them study Middle English from 700 years ago. As part of that, |
learned Middle English to sort of fit in and make it an interesting and fun experience. I try to
make these cool and interesting videos nowadays using languages that I study.

William: What is your advice on mastering so many different languages? What are some
strategies that you use?

Arieh: Well, to be clear, I don't consider myself as really having mastered any language other
than English. I’ve mostly studied these languages to pretty basic levels. I do speak Mandarin
very well, but certainly not to a native level. For Spanish, I would say intermediate. Then the rest
of the languages are mostly basic levels. My advice for achieving some level of competency in
another language at its most basic level is to speak. It sounds like such a simple and obvious
thing. Of course you should speak a language in order to learn to speak it well. But, look at how
many people try to learn languages by just tapping buttons on Duolingo, 99% of people don't
actually speak the language when learning it. There's no way to learn to speak a language other
than by actually having conversations with real human beings. That's my number one piece of
advice.

Jonathan: How do you maintain your ability to speak a language?

Arieh: Well, you don't. That's the beauty of it. I've studied plenty of languages. I mean, if you
were to ask me to have a conversation in Navajo right now, I would be very hard pressed to do
that. At one point in time, I was able to have basic conversations in it. I don't really feel a need to
obsessively maintain all of these languages. Certainly, it might make me a better polyglot, if
did do that, but I just don't. I don't feel a strong need to do it because it's like any skill, if you
don't need it at that time then why bother? Just forget it. If at some point in the future, you need it
again, you can always go back and refresh, and you'll find that it's actually much easier to refresh
having studied it at one point in the past. Some great examples of this for me are Japanese and
French. Japanese and French are both languages that every few months I find myself needing to
use for one reason or another. But it's fine. I don't feel the need to maintain them. Every few
months when an occasion comes up to use Japanese or French or some other language, I just go
back and refresh and I get slightly better and better with that language because I've been studying
it ad hoc over the past several years.

William: What separates Street-Smart Languages from other language tools?



Arieh: I try to make Street-Smart Languages as an audio-visual textbook to showcase the way
that I liked studying languages to my fans. What had always frustrated me with language
textbooks was the way that they frontload all this stuff about the colors, the entire alphabet, the
grammar before we even start learning how to say anything. I tried to make the approach much
more conversational and build around it. It’s more of having conversations from the very
beginning. To be honest, it's not 100% unique. There are other language courses that do this. I
wanted to essentially write my own Chinese textbook and design my own course from scratch to
have something that I could call my own. I was teaching Chinese online for several months back
in COVID, and it was a really cool experience. The courses came very naturally out of that. I
think you not only need the courses but also the actual speaking practice. So, the course can only
get you so far, but you have to combine that with speaking. So that's really the key.

William: What is your future vision for Street-Smart Languages and your videos?

Arieh: To be perfectly honest, these days I'm more focused on my videos and the content than I
create over the language courses. I still work on them and it's part of my business as a content
creator. For the videos, it’s going to sound cliche, but it's just creating as beautiful things as |
can. It’s about trying to make these really beautiful, interesting, and exciting experiences for the
world to watch. They can involve languages. They can also involve different cultures. They
should involve both. I just made this video, taking an Amazon tribesman to the world's most
futuristic city, and it was an incredibly beautiful experience, for both of us, and life changing.
Languages were really the tool to get me there rather than the subject of the video. I’'m looking to
do more stuff like that.

Jonathan: What attracts people to your content?

Arieh: I think that my videos at their best can be a bridge between cultures. The language is one
thing, but I think the idea that you can connect with somebody across a cultural divide and a
linguistic divide that you might not have thought to be bridgeable, is something that I think
people find not only exciting and interesting, but also heartwarming. The idea that it can be
possible is cool. The idea that you would make the effort to try to learn to order at a Senegalese
restaurant. It’s something that can make people stay if done the right way. I'm trying to build on
that and make these interesting experiences that I think can really bring light and beauty into the
world.

William: Is there anything else you would like to highlight?
Arieh: I think if you're 14 or 15 and you're thinking about what to do with your life, I remember

my teachers in high school would say things like “85% of the jobs that you're gonna have in
2026 don't even exist today.” I thought that was always so silly, but looking back on it, I realized



how true it was. The stuff that you're learning now or thinking you might become is going to be
obsolete in 15, 20 years whenever you start your careers. At that point, if you even have careers
if it's not all Al. Things change so quickly, so I think that it’s important for high schoolers to be
able to dream and think of possibilities that might not even exist now. In high school, I wanted to
be a newspaper columnist. That was my dream job. Newspapers don't even exist nowadays. They
barely exist.

Jonathan: Do you think Al is influencing your content creation?

Arieh: I think that the more people use Al, the more they want to see authentic moments. I think
it's neutral. I don't think it affects one way or the other. I think it's one thing if you want to do Al
fully, but if you're not going to do Al, then I think it's best to focus on what makes us human.
Because at the end of the day, what are we all doing here? We’re doing things with a lot of
people. That’s what it should be. So, I think it's important to try to make the most of our
humanity. But that said, I think Al is super helpful for language learning. It's a great tool. I think
one of the best use cases for Al is to learn languages. It’s like having an interactive textbook that
you can go back and forth with.



