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Abstract

Even after several decades of independence, the materials and techniques 
incorporated into teaching the English language in countries like India 
continue to be influenced by their colonisers. Most of the methods and 
materials used in ELT classrooms today are curated by educators in 
colonial countries and then adopted in the ESL classrooms of India. 
It creates ordeals for the Indian students learning English as they 
find the material alienated because it is designed for Western schools, 
hence promoting their culture. The teaching of the English language 
commenced to attain power over the colonised countries. Through this 
paper, the researcher will discuss how English language pedagogy serves 
as a legacy of colonial culture by tracing its path in India. Though the 
country has been liberated for years, the minds of the ELT practitioners 
are still captured. Through this paper, alternative strategies will be 
suggested to the involved stakeholders to dismantle the colonial legacy 
disseminated over English language pedagogy. The suggestions include 
tailor-made ELT content for the ESL classrooms in India, inclusion of 
diverse perspectives in the curriculum, following a multi-disciplinary 
approach for a better understanding of the subject matter, implementing 
teacher training programmes for the instructors, and promoting critical 
thinking among learners.
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Introduction

The English language pedagogy has become crucial with the evolving 
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times in various ESL and EFL countries. The English language serves as 
a bridge between people of various backgrounds. Hence, it has become 
vital to teach and learn English. However, the pedagogy of English in 
the colonised countries has always been a challenge for both the teachers 
and learners alike, primarily due to the production of ELT methods 
and materials by the West and ignoring of the aspects of indigenous 
classrooms by the teachers. The Western practices and materials make 
the learners feel alienated from the language, which results in their loss 
of interest in the language itself. Therefore, there is a need to dismantle 
the colonial legacy of English language pedagogy in order to make the 
learners competent in the English language. 

During colonisation, Indians were treated as inferior both ethically and 
intellectually. The West dominated the psyche of the people which is 
worse than the domination on the economy as the latter can be reversed 
but not the former. In addition to this, there was political domination 
too, which was followed by intimidation and hence was not legitimate 
for the people. Moreover, the domination on culture is concealed and 
therefore becomes difficult to overcome. The domination on culture is 
seen as a means for achieving modernity and progress. Education and 
governance are the ways to reinforce this domination, hence, it becomes 
internalised by the colonised people. Therefore, as the domination 
on culture is taking place over generations, it becomes difficult to 
overcome it (Thiong’o, 1986). The education system of the country, its 
religious beliefs, and traditional values have been dominated in order 
to dominate the country’s culture. The historical development and 
ongoing effects of colonial legacies on English language instruction in 
India are examined in this research. The objective of this study is to 
trace the legacy of colonialism in English language pedagogy in India 
and provide insights into the ways in which educational, cultural and 
historical factors continue to influence language narratives in India. The 
paper also suggests various strategies to dismantle the colonial legacy 
associated with the English language pedagogy. 

Literature Review 

Studying the relationship between colonial legacies and English language 
instruction is a complicated subject. To comprehend how English 
language pedagogy has functioned as a colonial legacy, this literature 
review examines ideas from three foundational works: The Wretched of 
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the Earth (1963) by Frantz Fanon, the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) 
by Paulo Freire and Decolonising the Mind (1986) by Ng’g’ wa Thiong’o. 

The Wretched of the Earth (1963) by Frantz Fanon explores the psychological 
ramifications of colonization and highlights how education contributes 
to maintaining colonial systems. He investigates the effects of imposing 
language, especially the language of the colonizer on the mentality of the 
colonized people. On the psychological impact of language imposition, 
he writes, 

Every colonized people—in other words, every people in whose soul 
an inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its 
local cultural originality—finds itself face to face with the language of 
the civilizing nation; that is, with the culture of the mother country 
(Fanon, 1963, p. 14). 

They were forced to internalise the language of the colonisers as 
superior and their language as inferior. By learning the language of the 
coloniser, one starts to acquire their values, culture, and thinking. This 
results in the mental decolonisation. They face a loss of their identity 
and culture and start seeing themselves through the perspectives 
of the colonisers. In this situation, English turned into a weapon for 
suppressing indigenous languages. He draws attention to the ways in 
which the educational system, including language pedagogy, contributes 
to the internalisation of cultural identity fragmentation and inferiority 
complex. The psychological ramifications of colonisation are explored 
by Fanon in a way that is relevant to language instruction. According 
to him, ‘To speak means to be in a position to use a certain syntax, 
to grasp the morphology of this or that language, but it means above 
all to assume a culture, to support the weight of a civilization’ (Fanon, 
1963, p. 2). In this context, he draws attention to how English language 
instruction serves as a means of assuming alien culture, upholding a 
hierarchy in which the colonized are required to accept the language of 
the colonizers and their way of life in order to be accepted.

The book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) by Freire critically analyses 
educational institutions and how they promote oppression. As a kind of 
linguistic imposition, he criticises the conventional ‘banking’ approach of 
education, in which students passively absorb knowledge. He contends 
that the language of the coloniser, English, is frequently employed as a 
means of upholding power disparities. The colonised people are forced 
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to adopt the worldview of the colonisers through language as a tool of 
cultural hegemony. He advocates transformative pedagogy to facilitate 
critical consciousness, challenge language hierarchies, and give students 
control over their education. 

Decolonising the Mind (Thiong’o, 1986) offers a poignant and intimate 
description of how colonialism affected language and education. He 
investigates the cultural and psychological effects of learning English 
instead of his native tongue. According to him, the imposition of English 
acts as a mechanism of cultural alienation. In this environment, English 
language teaching is perceived as a tool for the erasure of indigenous 
expressions and knowledge. Thiong’o (1986) promotes language and 
cultural decolonisation, contending that regaining a person’s original 
tongue is necessary to regain his sense of self and autonomy. According 
to him, the effect of the colonial experience was to drive a linguistic 
wedge between the African writer and his people. It demonstrates how 
the imposition of English separates the colonised person from his original 
language and community by causing a linguistic and cultural divide. 
According to him, English language pedagogy feeds into this fissure 
by repressing cultural expressions and upholding colonial legacies. He 
made an effort to liberate the minds of the Kenyans from the ideas of 
the colonisers, which persisted even after independence. The minds of 
people were invaded by a language and culture that was foreign to them, 
alienating them from their own culture. English instruction was brought 
into the educational system by the colonial administration. English 
was regarded as more than just a language; instead, it was a mark of 
dominance. The pupils were made fun of for speaking in their mother 
tongues and all other languages were denigrated. English became the 
tool used to evaluate the learner’s linguistic skills. By such actions, the 
superiority of the English language and culture was upheld. Children 
were thus deliberately conditioned to ignore their indigenous identity 
and to accept Western identity as their own. 

The studied research points to a complex interaction between colonial 
legacies and English language instruction. Together, Fanon (1963), Freire 
(1970) and Thiong’o (1986) contend that language teaching turns into an 
instrument of oppression, alienation and cultural hegemony when it is 
based in colonial systems. Beyond linguistic concerns, the movement 
for decolonisation in English language pedagogy also addresses more 
general concerns about identity, cultural reclamation and the breakdown 
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of colonial power structures in educational institutions. It is essential to 
comprehend and deal with these colonial legacies in order to promote 
more egalitarian and culturally aware language pedagogies.

Tracing the Trajectory of Colonial Legacy in English Language 
Pedagogy in India

To trace the trajectory of colonial legacy within English language 
pedagogy in India, it becomes crucial to investigate the history of 
various educational committees and the advent of English education. An 
important turning point in the pre-independence educational history of 
India is the Charter Act of 1813. Among the goals of the legislation were 
the enhancement and rejuvenation of literature, the support of educated 
indigenous people and the advancement of scientific knowledge in India. 
In 1823, the General Committee of Public Instruction was established to 
advise the company on issues pertaining to education. The committee 
ignored Anglican learning because it was predominately designed for 
the West and solely supported Oriental learning. Later, as more members 
were added, the homogeneity of the committee vanished. In 1834, 
Macaulay was named the first Law Member. Colonists introduced the 
new educational system through the renowned Macaulay’s Minutes of 
1835. Macaulay introduced the teaching of the English language in India 
with the motive of creating a class of people who are ‘Indian in blood 
and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and intellect’. 
(Macaulay, 1835, p. 8) The colonists had long believed that India was a 
primitive and barbaric country. Therefore, it was considered the ‘white 
man’s burden’ to administer the affairs of the barbaric people of the 
East and introduce civilisation to them. They suggested and offered 
educational policies that suited their goals and interests in an effort to 
civilise the Indians. Paradoxically, instead of civilising them, they went 
to great lengths to destroy their cultural heritage. English instruction 
was used as a means of subjugating Indian culture and ethnicity. Since, 
English is the language of authority and control, it has been said that 
English is a superior language with a superior culture. Sanskrit, Arabic 
and all other native languages were considered inferior and primitive. 
In the document on Indian Education, Macaulay declared, ‘A single 
shelf of a good European library was worth the whole native literature 
of India and Arabia’ (Macaulay, 1835, p. 3).

The British Government in India dictated different policies such as 
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stopping the printing of Oriental works, stipends for students studying 
in the Oriental institutes and taking English as the only medium of 
instruction. The Sir Charles Wood Despatch (1854) policy came after 
Macaulay’s Minutes and was referred to as ‘The Magna Carta’ of English 
instruction in India. The policy aimed not just to produce thinkers 
but also to develop moral intelligence. The aim of education was to 
disseminate European knowledge in the arts, sciences and philosophy. 
Three universities were established at Calcutta, Madras and Bombay, 
respectively, as a result of the Charles Wood’s Despatch. The population 
of India was forced to feel inferior on many levels—intellectually, 
racially and morally. Economic supremacy can be quickly reversed, but 
the damage done to the minds is difficult to undo, making the dominion 
over their psyche far more harmful than any economic domination. 

In India, the English language has attained the status of lingua franca. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary (n.d.), ‘lingua franca’ refers 
to ‘Any language that is used by speakers of different languages as a 
common medium of communication; a common language’ (Oxford 
English Dictionary, n.d.). Owing to the linguistic diversity of the nation- 
many languages are spoken in various parts of the country- English 
serves as a bridge language, promoting communication between 
speakers of different native tongues. English is called a lingua franca 
in India partly due to its widespread use as a communication tool in a 
variety of professional and academic contexts.

Prominent expert in Applied Linguistics, Alastair Pennycook (1998), 
has made a substantial impact on the conversation on colonialism 
and English language instruction. His ideas emphasise the intricate 
relationship between language, power and colonial history while 
frequently criticising conventional language teaching methods. He 
highlights the historical relationship between language and imperialism, 
implying that colonial expansion and the rise of English are closely 
related. In this sense, English is viewed as a language holdover from 
colonial domination. He also implied in his work that freeing ELT from 
its colonial past is a difficult and involved process. English language 
education practices, philosophies and situations are all profoundly 
influenced by the legacy of colonialism. In a nutshell, Pennycook (1998) 
argues that it is challenging to separate ELT from its colonial roots 
because of the historical impact of colonialism and the widespread 
use of English worldwide. Hence, English language instruction is still 
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influenced by the historical, cultural and linguistic effects of colonialism 
in many parts of the world. In the beginning, a popular anthology The 
Golden Treasury of the Best Songs and Lyrical Poems in the English Language 
(1861), published by Francis Turner Palgrave was used as a reference 
textbook for teaching English to ESL learners. Two books succeeded his 
anthology: The Oxford Book of Modern Verse (1979) by W.B. Yeats and 
The Faber Book of Modern Verse (2009) by Michael Roberts. These, too, 
were focussed on the West and included and promoted Western ideas 
and culture. Even in contemporary times, English is taught without any 
reference to the Indian context. Colonialism creates linguistic hierarchies 
and language instructors subconsciously reinforce them. The English 
language is considered superior to the indigenous languages. This 
results in strengthening the power structures long established by the 
colonisers. For instance, a teacher does not allow the usage of mother 
tongue elements in writings of English validating the idea that their own 
language is inferior, they favour language materials and literature created 
by the West in the curriculum, perpetuating their culture. Moreover, 
teachers impose and even penalise standardised English pronunciation, 
neglecting all the local accents, reinforcing the idea that local accents 
of English are inferior and unacceptable. Teaching methods such as 
the Grammar Translation Method focus on learning the grammar rules 
and translating the text.. Hence, teachers using pedagogical methods 
based on colonial models promote rote learning, authoritative teaching 
as most of them follow teacher-centred approaches, and an off-the-peg 
curriculum, which hinders the development of critical thinking abilities 
amongst learners. Moreover, textbooks play an important role in teaching 
the English language, which are authoritative and often designed by the 
West. These textbooks often contain examples hailing from the Western 
context, which makes Indian learners feel culturally alienated. Textbooks 
also create colonial biases by perpetuating colonial culture and history, 
resulting in the alienation of local history. The teachers too are reluctant 
to use innovative methods due to time constraints and lack of teacher 
training. The training of teachers is crucial for technology-integrated 
learning as well as learner-centred approaches. Innovative methods of 
teaching a language also come with heavy workloads on teachers, as 
it takes time for planning and execution. Other factors, such as fear of 
failure in teachers concerning innovative teaching methods and lack of 
infrastructural facilities for technology to support innovative language 
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teaching methods, restrict them from implementing it and sticking to 
traditional language learning methods. 

Strategies to Break the Colonial Legacy in the ESL Classrooms of India

The issue of colonial legacy in English as a second language (ESL) 
classroom is challenging. It has influenced English education for 
generations, especially in formerly colonised countries. Cultural values 
and norms are perpetuated through a language; hence, Western content 
and culture are disseminated through language teaching materials 
designed by the West. It results in the downgrading of native culture 
and values. 

Hence, there is a dire need to break the colonial legacy in English 
pedagogy in ESL classrooms. It requires conscious efforts on the part of 
teachers, learners and various stakeholders to foster awareness among 
students. The English language has global significance hence, the learners 
should be made aware that it serves as a means for empowerment and 
not for subjugating their own cultural values. This paper suggests some 
strategies which can help in the decolonisation of the English language 
in colonised countries. These strategies include tailor-made ELT 
content for ESL classrooms in India, inclusion of diverse perspectives 
in the curriculum, following a multi-disciplinary approach for a better 
understanding of the subject matter, implementing teacher training 
programmes for the instructors, and promoting critical thinking among 
learners. Through these strategies, a more sensitive ESL classroom can 
be built that focuses on the development of students without feeling 
alienated or losing their identity. The strategies to help break the colonial 
legacy in the ESL classrooms are described below.

Diversification in the Curriculum

The content of the curriculum should include different perspectives 
and cultures. It should be tailored to the local context. According to 
Gurin et al. (2002), learners display improved cognitive abilities, 
problem-solving skills and academic excellence in a rich and diverse 
cultural environment. Therefore, incorporating cultural diversity in 
the curriculum is crucial for the overall development of the learners. A 
study suggests that incorporating diverse cultures in the curriculum also 
stimulates creativity among learners (Bennett, 2007). It also makes the 
learners empathetic and competent in the real world (Basnet, 2024). To 
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conclude, inculcating cultural diversity of the native country in language 
teaching materials helps enrich the overall educational experience of the 
learners. However, it is a challenging process. Educational institutions 
find it difficult to adapt to content that reflects the cultural diversity of 
the native country, as a traditional structure of education is resistant 
to change (Bennett, 2007). Additionally, teachers are not trained to 
represent cultural diversity in real-life classrooms (Banks, 2009). Despite 
being a challenging process, it can be achieved by proper planning and 
execution. The incorporation of diverse native perspectives in the content, 
real-life examples from the culture of the native country, and language 
courses for learners to learn the native language to promote linguistic 
diversity are some of the strategies to incorporate diverse cultures in 
the curriculum. These strategies for diversifying the curriculum help in 
decolonising it by introducing the learners to diverse cultural practices 
of the native land. 

Contextualisation of the Curriculum

Contextualisation refers to relating the curriculum to a particular 
situation and setting in order to make it relevant to all learners. The 
curriculum should be contextualised based on the native background 
of the learners. The needs analysis should be carried out to decipher 
the socio-cultural background of the students. This will aid teachers 
in framing and adapting the methods and materials considering their 
socio-cultural setup. The teaching materials linked to the culture and 
experiences of the learners will make them comfortable learning a 
second language. The references present in the English textbooks 
should be tailored to the ESL learners’ background in Indian classrooms, 
and the use of authentic materials should be promoted for the same. 
The materials that are related to their indigenous backgrounds will 
help in better acquisition of the language and making the learning of 
English entertaining. Stereotyped teaching methods are incapable of 
producing effective results as they are generalised in nature. New and 
effective teaching methods should be introduced keeping in mind the 
heterogeneity of the Indian classrooms. In addition to this, teachers 
should avoid disseminating a particular ideology and entertain diverse 
perspectives and cultures.

A curriculum adaptation guideline suggests five guidance areas that 
should be thoroughly investigated when developing a curriculum for a 
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local setting. These guidelines include: Considering relevant curriculum 
as well as previous learning experiences, considering the local culture 
while adapting the curricula, including indigenous knowledge in the 
locally adapted curricula, and the learner’s well-being should also be 
supported by the locally adapted curricula (Fitzsimons & Coleman, 
2020). Adapting a curriculum is challenging and time-consuming, but it 
is advisable to decolonise language pedagogy. 

Incorporation of Indo-Anglian Literature and Translated Texts in ESL 
Classrooms

Indo-Anglian oeuvre and translated regional texts depicting Indian 
culture should be used by the teachers for English pedagogy. These 
texts will provide the learners with a sense of affinity and a feel-like 
home environment. The writings of Indo-Anglian writers such as 
Amitav Ghosh, Salman Rushdie, Anita Desai, Toru Dutt, Vikram Seth 
and so on reflect the Indian sensibility. The writings of Ghosh showcase 
India’s rich linguistic and cultural diversity. The characters in his works 
often highlight India’s pluralistic nature, hailing from different castes, 
classes, religions, and demographics. His works, mainly The Shadow 
Lines (1988), discuss the colonial history of India and its impact on 
shaping the identities of Indians. Moreover, Rushdie’s magnum opus, 
The Midnight’s Children (1981), reflects India independently through 
magical realism. It also explores the complexities in the identities of 
Indians in post-colonialism. Similarly, translations of Indian writers 
such as Premchand, Geetanjali Shree and Girish Karnad in English make 
the learning experience personal and dynamic. Thus, using Indian texts 
in ESL classrooms helps in liberating the pedagogy of English from the 
clutches of colonisers. 

Introduction of Teacher Training and Cultural Exchange Programmes

Teachers should be trained to introduce the learners to cultural sensitivity. 
Through orientation programmes, teachers should also realise the impact 
of colonial legacy on English education in ESL classrooms. With the ever-
growing popularity of English around the globe, the role of teachers 
is to make the learners proficient in the language, and this proficiency 
can only be achieved if the teachers are exposed to the nuances of the 
language. Teaching a language in such a way that learners do not lose 
the affinity towards their own culture. Therefore, training programmes 
will help the teachers reach the desired goal. 

150	 Mahin Zuberi & Akbar Joseph



ISSN: 2277-307X	 Language and Language Teaching, Issue No. 27, January 2025

Conclusion

The English language pedagogy should be liberated from the legacy 
of colonisers. The English language students should not feel daunted 
by the Anglo-centric narrative of the language. English should be 
taught by adapting the books and materials to the indigenous culture 
rather than being projected and taught as the language of colonisers. 
The paper suggested different strategies to disintegrate the legacy of 
colonialism disseminated over the pedagogy of the English language, 
such as diversifying the curriculum to make it inclusive, contextualising 
the curriculum according to the learner’s background, incorporating 
Indo-Anglian literature and translated texts in the ESL classrooms, and 
conducting teacher training and cultural exchange programmes. The 
questioning attitude should also be promoted amongst the learners. By 
implementing these strategies, English classrooms in India can move 
towards a more inclusive and culturally sensitive approach, breaking 
away from colonial legacies and fostering an environment that celebrates 
local identity and diversity.
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