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ABSTRACT

This chapter seeks to explore how colonial education was used as a double-edged sword to promote 
interests of colonialists while hindering the development of African cultural and multilingual ideologies. 
It looks at how post-colonial Zimbabwe has done no better in handling issues of -isms in the education 
sector. It considers problems that Zimbabwe encounters in its education systems and could be linked to 
colonial periods. Contemporary complications would then be a ‘colonial heritage’. Certain -isms would 
be evident and the paper aims at unpacking them vis-a-vis maiming of indigenous languages in Zimbabwe 
and the world at large by actions of colonizers. When Zimbabwe became independent, it inherited an 
education system that was purely in the hands of colonial masters. The education system was segregatory 
and planned on racial grounds in colonial times. The chapter embraces the ‘one language’ ideology 
concept that was used by colonialists to enhance their presence in Africa, thus Sesotho in Gwanda South 
is one of the many languages that has seen its demise through the numerous -isms.
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INTRODUCTION

This scholarship cannot be discussed without looking at the effects of colonization of Africa and at-
tainment of its independence which can be understood as political independence and not economic 
and academic independence. The independence of Africa gave birth to neo-colonialism which only 
perpetuated colonial legacies. In language and literary studies this chapter argues for the presence of 
linguistic imperialism as identified by Philipson (1992). Linguistic imperialism can be viewed as the 
extended linguistic control surviving from colonial times; extended power and dominion over a state by 
direct imposition of the language of respective colonial masters to continue gaining control through the 
language over political, economic and other areas of a country as a direct extension of power, authority 
and influence. Linguistic imperialism has unfortunately been accepted by African governments after 
independence, generating skewed interests all over leading to researchers crying foul. In Gwanda South, 
a multicultural and multilingual district in the Matabeleland province of Zimbabwe, Sesotho language 
has for long been subservient to Ndebele.

Colonizers dictated the type of education without taking cognizance of the cultural and linguistic 
practices of Africans who were the majority and had their existing form of schools that taught and main-
tained ubuntuism through the use of indigenous languages. Ubuntu is an African philosophy that shuns 
racism, cultural and linguistic discrimination, following morality, ethics and justice portrayed by all in 
the community. The term can be translated to mean ‘I am because you are. You are because we are’. In 
a nutshell, it portrays the interdependence of a people, including their cultural and linguistic practices. 
Consequently, this study emphasizes the relationship between colonial and post-colonial linguistic 
practices that retained the colonial tendencies that associate the colonial language with prestige and 
sophistication. This has led to such languages being solely used in contemporary multilingual African 
educational institutions ahead of indigenous languages.

BACKGROUND

The chapter identifies colonialism as the main contributor to linguistic oppression in Africa and the 
world in general. In other words, through colonial education the government of the day gained mental 
control over those it ruled. It is clear that language in post-colonial Africa is studied from both nega-
tive and positive perspectives since in other facets it is perceived as a concrete alternative to enhance 
inter-nation communication especially under the current globalisation mantra. Most African countries 
were colonised immediately after the Berlin Conference in 1885 although the ‘Scramble for Africa’ 
had started in the middle of the nineteenth century. The partitioning of Africa ignored the geographic 
placing of people by their ethnic and social groupings with borders cutting groups and placing them in 
different territories. Immediately after colonisation, each colonial power enforced its language on its 
colony. Educational policies which carried colonial ambitions determined the form of education which 
was desired by colonial masters.

Africa was colonized mostly by France, Spain, Portugal, Germany and Britain. For the countries under 
France, Spain and Portugal the colonizers’ respective languages were taught from primary level upwards 
which meant total immersion thus promoting assimilation. It is prudent to highlight that Britain tolerated 
indigenous languages at lower levels of education (mostly grade R until the third grade) and introduced 
English from the fourth-grade till one completed their formal education. Missionaries accepted African 
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