COLUMNS

Linguistic Colonialism: Learning English
at the Expense of Our Own Languages

I Recentiv came across an article about a man who defiantly ran an
English-speaking course in a small town in Afghanistan despite constant
threats from the Taliban who ruled there. He was gunned down in cold
blood by those hard-line “Islamists” in their attempts to destroy every and
any thing associated with the infidel West—The Big Bad West. As you dig
deeper and deeper into Third World mentality, you discover an interest-
ing contradiction: we hate and love the West, and all its associations, with
the same intensity.

It is understandable, and I guess even acceptable, considering the
situation. Most, if not all, Third World countries (the politically correct
term would be “developing nations”) have been colonies of one or more
Western countries at sometime in their past.

These countries, including Pakistan, are postcolonial—a sensitive
label which seems to have lost any clear-cut definition. And when the
debate turns to language, the perplexity grows. Here arises the issue of
imperialism and the postcolonial mindset. When generations of a country
are subjected to oppression at the hands of a “superior” race, they are
bound to become awestruck by those who regard themselves as superior.
It is only natural that we admire those in power, and it is only natural that
this admiration mutates into imitation. Postcolonial discussions always
lead to talk of control.

Our former colonial masters, the British, have managed to retain
control over us without actually being present among us because they
control our institutions of education. Let’s talk about the prevailing edu-
cational systems in the country today. There are two. Both of them are
British, but one is modern and hip. An increasing number of students opt
to do the GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education, O and A lev-
els) rather than matriculation. Why? The answer is simple. The GCSE is
foreign, taught the British way, and at the end you give a British exam and
get a British score sheet. And we all know that anything with a foreign
stamp is better than something Pakistani-made.

In the majority of Pakistan’s private school systems, students are dis-
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