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Abstract   
The colonial languages have undergone wide-ranging 
sociolinguistic changes in their different countries of use 
worldwide. While some were transported and transplanted into 
their new environments and later on (after Independence) replaced 
by a local language in some countries, others were forced to adopt 
local structural forms and were expanded to various domains of 
use. The present paper discusses the evolution of the status and 
functions of colonial languages in two settings: Cameroon, where 
English and French are used, and Hong Kong, where the colonial 
language considered is English. By so doing, it brings into 
prominence the points of convergence and divergence between the 
two contexts.  

 
Keywords: Transportation, Transplantation, Indigenisation, Expansion, 
Institutionalisation, Restriction, Deinstitutionalisation 

 
Résumé 
Les langues coloniales ont connu divers changements 
sociolinguistiques dans leurs différents pays d’usage à travers le 
monde entier. Tandis que les unes ont été transportées et 
transplantées dans leurs nouveaux milieux et plus tard (après 
l’Indépendance) substituées par une langue locale dans certains 
pays, d’autres ont adopté des structures et se sont étendues à 
divers domaines d’usage. Cet article traite de l’évolution des 
statuts et des fonctions des langues coloniales dans deux contextes: 
le Cameroun, où l’anglais et le français sont utilisés, et Hong Kong, 
où la langue coloniale en question est l’anglais. Ce faisant, il met en 
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exergue les points de convergence et de divergence entre les deux 
milieux. 
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1. Introduction  
The main trends in the evolution of colonial languages in 
the world reveal different characteristics with regard to 
transportation, transplantation, indigenisation, expansion 
institutionalisation, restriction and deinstitutionalisation. 
These stages constitute what Moag (1992), in the specific 
case of English, calls the life-cycle of non-native Englishes, 
discussed in greater detail below. While English and French 
are the colonial languages in Cameroon, English is that of 
Hong Kong. The choice of these two settings is based on the 
writers’ familiarity with them on the one hand and, on the 
other hand, on the fact that Cameroon and Hong Kong 
stand at two extremes as regards the fate of the colonial 
languages. Although considerable literature exists on the 
language situation of each of the two countries, it is thought 
that a juxtaposed discussion of the sociolinguistic 
characteristics of colonial languages in both countries, 
which brings into prominence the points of divergence, will 
be of interest.  

 
2. Background 
Cameroon is an African country of 475,000 sq. kms and 
about 17 million inhabitants. It was first made known to the 
Western world by Portuguese explorers in the 15th century. 
These explorers found a lot of shrimps in the River Wouri 
situated in the coastal part and called the Wouri rio dos 
camaroes ‘river of shrimps’. This is the origin of the word 
Cameroon, which first referred to the coastal part of the 
country and was later extended to cover the rest of the 
territory. Europeans of several nationalities plied the coast 
of Cameroon, just as they did the rest of the West African 
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coast, as traders in slaves and other products, missionaries, 
and later as teachers and administrators. The British 
dominated the territory by the end of the 19th century, but 
the Germans took advantage of their slow decision to annex 
the country, and hosted their flag in the coastal town of 
Douala in 1884. Cameroon remained under German 
protectorate till 1919 when, after Germany’s defeat in the 
First World War, it lost its territorial possessions in Africa, 
Cameroon being partitioned between France and Britain at 
the Versailles Treaty. The French part became independent 
from France in 1960, and the southern part of the British 
zone joined the former French part to form a federation in 
1961, while the northern part opted in a plebiscite to join 
Nigeria. In 1972, the two federated states dissolved into a 
unitary state. 

Some kind of English may have been used on the 
Cameroonian coast since the 15th century, since the presence 
of English privateers in Portuguese boats at that period is 
reported, inter alia, by Mbassi-Manga (1973). But there is 
more tangible evidence of the long use of Pidgin English on 
the coast. This pidgin was an idiom which replaced an 
earlier Portuguese-based pidgin. Standard English was 
used alongside Pidgin English, interestingly, even during 
German rule (see, for example, Ze Amvela 1993). After 
Cameroon was placed under the rule of France and Britain, 
French and English became the exclusive official languages 
in their respective spheres, and the joint official languages 
of the country after reunification in 1961 and the unitary 
state achieved in 1972, and have remained so until now. The 
about 248 indigenous languages spoken in the country, for 
almost 50years of the country’s independence, had no 
official status until recently where there are moves for the 
inclusion of some of them into the educational system with 
the creation of the Department of Cameroon Languages and 
Cultures in the Higher Teacher Training College of the 

 



 

University of Yaounde I, to train secondary school teachers 
of Cameroon mother tongues and culture. 
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Hong Kong is today a Special Administrative Region 
(SAR) of China. It is made up of a continental part and 
hundreds of islands of various sizes, covering an area of 
about 800 sq. kms. Its population in 2008 was about 7 
million inhabitants. In 1842, the territory was annexed 
during the First Opium War between Britain and China. In 
1860, the British acquired the Kowloon Peninsula as a result 
of the Second Opium War. In 1898, they acquired the New 
Territories as a result of European and American pressure 
on the Qing Dynasty to concede more trading space.  The 
end of the Second World War saw the explosion of the 
population of Hong Kong, mostly resulting from 
immigration from the Guangdong Province and other parts 
of mainland China. Hong Kong people also became rich 
very quickly, while they gradually separated culturally and 
psychologically from mainland China, and developed a 
Hong Kong identity (Bolton 2002: 1ff; 2003: 50 ff). In 1997, 
Hong Kong was handed over to China, but maintained a 
special administrative status. 

As reported by Bolton (2002: 31), the origins of English 
in China date from the early 17th century, when the first 
British trading ships reached Macau and Guangzhou. In the 
18th century and early 19th century, a Chinese Pidgin 
English emerged at Canton and Macau. From the mid-19th 
century, English spread through mission schools. 
Throughout the 19th century, Western missionaries taught, 
alongside, the Chinese language and culture, having found 
an advanced civilisation with a strong literary and 
philosophical tradition. In 1949, Putonghua, a dialect of 
Chinese, was promoted to the national language of 
mainland China. The period between the 1960s and the 
1990s saw the rise of the modern Hong Kong Cantonese 
language, but English remained the only official language 

 



 
43  Syllabus Review  Vol. 1 No. 1 
 
 

until 1974. In 1974, Chinese became the co-official language 
of law and government with English, although English 
remained the de jure official language. The post-1997 Official 
Languages Ordinance provides for Hong Kong being bi-
literate in written Chinese and English, and trilingual in 
spoken Cantonese, Putonghua and English. 

 
3. The notion of life-cycle 
Probably the best way of capturing the changing fortunes of 
English in the Outer Circle is through Moag’s (1992) 
metaphor of the life-cycle. Moag (p.234ff) roughly defines 
the life cycle in the Outer Circle as transportation, 
indigenization and expansion, institutionalisation, and 
restriction in use and function.  
- Transportation refers to the process whereby English was 
brought to a new environment for purposes of exploitation, 
trade, colonial administration and religion.  
- Indigenisation, also known in the literature as localization, 
contextualisation or nativisation, is the phenomenon whereby 
the new variety of English becomes distinct from the native 
variety, and from other local features into English 
lexicology and grammar, by the interference of local sounds 
into English, or the outright restructuring of the sound 
system of the imported language.  
- Expansion in use and function refers to the extension of 
English, which was hitherto used only by the local elite, to a 
wider population of indigenes for education, administration 
and the media.  
- Institutionalisation is the adoption of the new language for 
a wider range of functions within the recipient community. 
It is marked by increasing divergence from the imported 
norm. This divergence is reinforced by indigenous creative 
writers, teachers and local media staff. 
- Restriction in use and function involves the gradual 
replacement of English by a local language that has become 
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official, for purposes of education, press and 
administration. 

This is what happened in some countries. For example, 
in Tanzania, English was replaced by Swahili which at some 
point became the language of instruction at all levels of 
education; in Malaysia it was replaced by Malay and in the 
Philippines by Tagalog. It should however be noted that 
English, supported by its global status as an international 
language, is forcing its way back into these countries and 
assuming EFL functions. 

The above processes, through which English in the 
Outer Circle has undergone, indicate that the language has 
changed or may change status from EFL to ESL, and finally 
back to EFL as in the above-mentioned cases of Tanzania, 
Malaysia and the Philippines. 

 
4. Comparing the cycle in Cameroon and in Hong Kong  

 
4.1 Transportation and transplantation 
Throughout its history, Cameroon has been exposed to the 
following main colonial languages: English and derived 
idioms (Pidgin English and Krio), German and French. The 
Portuguese were followed on the Cameroonian coast by 
Europeans of various nationalities like the Dutch, the 
Swedes, the Danes, the Spaniards, the French, the Germans 
and the Poles, who plied the whole West African coast as 
explorers, but eventually for slaves, and items like palm oil 
and ivory.  

A Portuguese-based pidgin idiom emerged, later 
replaced by Pidgin-English, which was the main contact 
language in business transactions, in church and in the 
plantations throughout the colonial period. The former 
slaves resettled in Freetown in the 18th century, who were 
later to be called Krios, brought the Krio language in the 
course of their missionary activities; although Krio did not 
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stay in Cameroon as it did in Sierra Leone, it left many of its 
vestiges on both the pidgin and standard forms of English 
used in Cameroon. Although some form of restructured 
English may have been used on the coast right from the 15th 
century, the use of Standard English by a sizable portion of 
the population must have been seen much later. What is 
known is that the British dominated the other Europeans on 
the Cameroonian coast by the end of the 18th century, and 
that English was widely used even during the years of 
German protectorate (1884-1919). As a matter of fact, during 
British rule, the language of administration and education 
was mostly English. 

Interestingly, the German language kept a low profile 
during the colonial period. Ze Amvela (1993: 8) reports that, 
in court proceedings between the British and German 
traders, the only language used was English. Ze Amvela 
further indicates that, even in the German period, English 
was still quite widely used in education, trade and church, 
the Germans being quite tolerant of the use of English, 
Pidgin English and the vernaculars. 

The circumstances of the transplantation of French in 
Cameroon were much simpler. The language was 
introduced (in French Cameroon) through French 
colonization, which formally started in 1919, as indicated 
above. It was used in administration, education and shared 
with Pidgin English and the local languages the domain of 
religion. 

The transportation and transplantation of English in 
Hong Kong is linked with trade. Smith and Matthews (2004: 
ii) report that Hong derives from a Cantonese word 
meaning “company”, which confirms the early association 
of the territory with commercial exchanges. These 
exchanges were between the Chinese merchants of the Qing 
Dynasty and Europeans seeking tea, porcelain, silk and 
other produce (p.i.). Chinese Pidgin English arose in the 
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context of this trade. Portuguese was at the beginning an 
important medium of communication in this trade which 
centred around Macau. But according to Smith and 
Matthews (ibid.), it declined in importance as the influence 
of English-speaking partners grew in the area. Gradually, a 
standard form of English replaced Chinese Pidgin English, 
which did not enjoy the long life span of English-derived 
West African pidgins and creoles. 

 
4.2 Expansion in use and function, and institutionalisation 
The 1940s and 50s correspond to the phase of expansion of 
English in Cameroon. During that period, English spread 
mostly through education. Most of the educational work 
was carried out by missions. Menang (1979: 22) reports that, 
in 1939, there were already 253 schools in the British 
Cameroons, most of them created by the Basel Mission. The 
Catholic Mission and various Protestant denominations 
created other types of educational institutions. In 1959, one 
year before the end of the colonial rule in French Cameroon 
and two years before in the British Cameroons, there were 
454 primary schools, 11 teacher training colleges, and three 
secondary schools.  

The British had a hands-off policy in Cameroon with 
regard to education, having left this domain in the care of 
religious bodies (Wolf 2001). This explains why there were 
so few state-run schools in colonial days in the British part 
of the territory, contrasting with the situation in 
Francophone Cameroon under the French rule. Lycée 
Leclerc, the oldest high school in Francophone Cameroon, 
was opened in 1952 while the Molyko Government 
Bilingual High School in Buea, the first in Anglophone 
Cameroon, dates only from 1963. 

The English language, learnt in educational 
institutions, further spread through administration. In the 
late 1950s, English was no longer an elitist tool of which a 
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handful of interpreters had the monopoly. The 
institutionalisation of French and English in all official 
domains in Cameroon was complete even before 
Independence, supported by France’s civilizing mission 
which consisted, inter alia, in the linguistic and cultural 
assimilation of the colonised.  

In Hong Kong, English spread through education, 
most of which was in the hands of missionaries. Bolton 
(2002: 32) reports that the early mission schools included St 
Paul’s College (created in 1851), Diocesan Girls’ School 
(1960), Diocesan Boys’ School (1869), and St Joseph’s (1876). 
Bolton (ibid.) also mentions the government-run Central 
School (1862), which later became Queen’s College. 
Government’s sustained involvement in education can be 
seen in the relatively early creation of universities like the 
University of Hong Kong in 1911; that of the Chinese 
University followed in 1963 (in 2007 Hong Kong had in all 
eight universities).  

The impact of Filipinos in the recent spread of English 
in Hong Kong is something remarkable. In the 2001 and 
2006 Population By-Censuses, the Filipinos made up 
respectively 2.1 and 1.6 % of the total population, and about 
one third of the non-Chinese population of about 5%. 
Nearly the whole population of Filipinos is made up of 
Filipina domestic helpers, many of whom speak English to 
children who usually hear Cantonese around them, thus 
constituting what McArthur (2002: 363-4) calls “a corps of 
auxiliary teachers of English”. 

The role of the media in the spread of English in Hong 
Kong has been very limited. Several years after the 
Handover, most radio and television programmes are in 
Chinese (Cantonese or Putonghua). McArthur (2002: 359) 
reports that, of some 40 newspapers, only two are English-
medium: the South China Morning Post and the Hong Kong 
Standard. 
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The expansion of English in Hong Kong must be 
understood within the general context of the British 
language policy in the colonies, or the British colonial policy 
in general. While the French colonial policy aimed at 
assimilating the colonized, the British policy was that of 
Indirect Rule. The British colonial philosophy, generally 
associated with the name of Lord Lugard (the one-time 
colonial Governor of Hong Kong, who founded the 
University of Hong Kong) was that the colonizer had a dual 
mandate: that of opening the African or Asian to (Western) 
civilization while at the same time leaving part of the 
administration in the hands of the local rulers, and 
preserving the cultural heritage of the colonies. It is in 
keeping with this philosophy that the British educators, 
who “had a profoundly orientalist interest in the Mandarin 
language as well as the dialects of South China, notably 
Cantonese, Hakka, and Chiu Chau” (Bolton 2002: 32), 
taught Chinese language and literature alongside English. 

As in Cameroon and elsewhere, the domains par 
excellence in which English was institutionalized in Hong 
Kong since the colonial period were administration, 
education and the legislature. 

 
4.3 Restriction in use and function, and deinstitutionalization 
It is difficult to find a firm governmental measure that has 
aimed at coercively restricting the use of English and 
French in Cameroon strictly in the line of Moag’s cycle 
which indicates that restriction in use and function derives 
from some language planning (Moag 1992: 245). As pointed 
out by earlier commentators (relayed, e.g. in Simo Bobda 
2006a, b, c), Cameroon notoriously lacks a veritable 
language policy. The only provision in the1996 Constitution 
regarding English and French is that Cameroon shall adopt 
these languages as the official languages, and that “the State 
shall guarantee the promotion of bilingualism all over the 
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territory”. Concerning the indigenous languages, the only 
clause is that “the State shall work towards the protection 
and promotion of national languages”. 

There have, however, been other societal, 
sociolinguistic and non-governmental moves and state 
decisions in favour of the languages in competition with 
English and French which could have curbed the spread of 
the colonial languages. For example, since the 1970s, a 
number of initiatives have been taken by local communities, 
educational and other organizations to promote the 
indigenous languages. The Nufi movement has thus 
contributed to the development of literacy in Fe’fe’, a 
language of the West Province. College Libermann, one of 
the first mission schools in Cameroon (founded in the 
1950s), in addition to dispensing general education, has 
enormously contributed to the development of, and literacy 
in, local languages, especially Bassa and Duala. The 
Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL), working in 
collaboration with universities and staff from research 
centres, has been the hand behind the description of scores 
of Cameroonian languages. Departments of African 
Languages and Linguistics of local universities, through 
dissertations, theses and ot her publications, have given the 
scientific community much valuable information on 
Cameroonian languages. The PROPELCA project (Projet de 
Recherche Opérationnelle pour l’Enseignement des Langues 
Camerounaises) has successfully experimented the 
introduction of the mother tongue in the first three classes 
of primary school, and shown its positive results. DELCAM 
(Développement des Langues Camerounaises), a similar project 
to PROPELCA, has contributed to the standardization of 
Cameroonian languages, the organization of functional 
literacy and communication in these languages.  The more 
recent NACALCO (National Association of Cameroonian 
Languages Committee) project is working in the same 

 



 
The life-cycle of colonial language             50 
 
 

direction as the PROPELCA and DELCAM. The media have 
equally played an important role in the promotion of 
indigenous languages. Since the 1990s, programmes in the 
local languages have frequently been aired on the state-
owned CRTV (Cameroon Radio and Television) as well as 
in private media. The topics discussed in local languages 
include women’s affairs, development, farming and health. 
The creation of Community Radio Stations further goes to 
reinforce the use of local languages. 

At the state level, the first forum to formally table the 
problem of local languages, following the sustained 
pressure of some academics, was the 1995 National Forum 
on Education. Endorsing the recommendation of this 
Forum, a number of actions have been taken. For example, 
Law No.098/004 of 14th April 1998 on the Orientation of the 
Ministry of National Education clearly encourages the 
teaching of local languages. A new organization chart of the 
Ministry of National Education creates positions of 
inspectors for the teaching of local languages. This has been 
reinforced by the recent creation of the department of 
Cameroon languages and cultures in the higher teacher 
training college of the University of Yaounde I to train 
teachers of Cameroon mother tongues and culture. This is a 
clear indication of government positive move to promote 
and protect the local languages. 

One of the consequences of the combined moves and 
initiatives above is that, today, although there is no mention 
of indigenous languages in the official school syllabuses, a 
number of languages have gradually been introduced into 
the curriculum either as a subject, or as a medium of 
instruction within a bilingual formula, involving English or 
French, and a given local language. According to the 2005-
2006 NACALCO Report (the most recent available to us), 40 
languages are taught, either formally or informally, in more 
than 300 schools in Cameroon. 
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In the last two or three decades, Pidgin English, though 
like the indigenous languages not supported by any official 
policy, has been gradually biting into the territory hitherto 
reserved for the official languages, English in particular. 
Pidgin English, having been very popular in the colonial 
days, experienced a decline in prestige in the first two or 
three decades of Post-independence. That was the time 
when a Cameroon Tribune newspaper could describe Pidgin 
English as a “canker-worm” and an impediment to logical 
thinking, and a research student could describe Pidgin-
speaking areas as “pidgin-infested” (Simo Bobda and Wolf 
2001: 104) . But the turn of the millennium has brought a 
significant rise in the use and status of the idiom, now 
seriously encroaching upon domains hitherto reserved for 
English and French (Simo Bobda and Wolf ibid.). 

Cameroon offers an interesting factor of restriction in 
use and function of English. It is a case of restriction 
occasioned by the other official language, French, the 
language of the majority Francophone population, which is 
overwhelmingly dominant in all spheres of public life, and 
engenders the marginalization of English (see, for example, 
Simo Bobda  2006a, Simo Bobda and Tiomajou 1995, Simo 
Bobda and Chumbow 1996, 2000). 

Contrasting with Cameroon, Hong Kong has, since the 
late years of colonization, initiated more overt measures to 
restrict the use and functions of English in the territory. 
Bolton (2002: 37) reports that, as early as the early 1970s, the 
British colonial administration attempted to introduce a 
vernacular language education. In 1973, the government 
published a language policy proposal called the “Green 
Paper”, in which it recommended the use of Chinese in the 
lower forms of all secondary schools. The Green Paper met 
with strong opposition from parents and schools, Bolton 
(ibid.) indicates, and the White Paper of 1974 adopted a 
more permissive stand, allowing individual principals and 
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schools to decide themselves on their medium of 
instruction.  

In 1974, Chinese was recognized as a co-official 
language in Hong Kong, henceforth sharing with English 
the domain of administration, trade, industry and 
communication. The Official Languages Ordinance of 1974 
grant Chinese and English equality of status and a later 
Basic Law of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region 
further strengthens the position of Chinese (Bolton ibid.). 
The 1995 language policy provides that Hong Kong shall be 
bi-literate in English and Chinese and trilingual in English, 
Cantonese and Putonghua, but Bolton (2002: 35) notes that, 
in the last years of the colonial rule and since the July 1997 
Handover, Cantonese has been increasingly used in the 
legislature. 

The debate over the choice of English or Chinese as the 
medium of instruction (EMI and CMI, respectively), has 
offered an interesting example of a move to restrict the use 
of English. Bolton (2002: 38) reports that, in 1994, over 90% 
of all secondary schools were, at least nominally, English-
medium. But shortly before the July 1997 Handover, it was 
announced that, out of a total of 460 schools, only about 100 
schools (22%) would be allowed to use English as a medium 
of instruction. Quoting Kwok (1997), Bolton (2002: 39) 
further reports that punitive measures, including a fine of 
HK$25,000 (about 2,500 euros) and two years in jail, might 
be meted against principals who did not comply with 
government’s instructions. After protests from schools and 
parents, the number of EMI schools was amended from 100 
to 114. Bolton (ibid.) remarks that the announcement of this 
policy was a decision of the colonial administration, not that 
of the Beijing-appointed post-colonial Chief Executive. 

 



 
53  Syllabus Review  Vol. 1 No. 1 
 
 

4.4 Summing up 
The main points in the life-cycle of colonial languages in 
Cameroon and Hong Kong can be summarised in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Main trends in the life-cycle of colonial languages in Cameroon and Hong 
Kong 
 

Phase Cameroon Hong Kong 
Transportation - Transportation of some form of 

English dates to the end of the 15th 
century 
- English transported by traders in 
slaves and ivory and by colonial 
administrators and missionaries 
- French mostly transported by 
missionaries and administrators in 
the 19th century 

 

- Transportation of English 
to Hong Kong in the 17th 
century 
- English transplanted by 
traders, missionaries and 
administrators 

Transplantation - Colonial languages superimposed 
on more than 200 indigenous 
languages 
- Emergence of Pidgin English 
used as a lingua franca 

- English superimposed 
over basically one 
language, Cantonese 
- Emergence of Chinese 
Pidgin English, but which 
did not develop as a lingua 
franca 

 
Indigenisation - English and French acquired the 

status of 1st and 2nd language, and 
languages of intergroup 
communication 

 

- English has never been a 
language of intergroup 
communication 

Expansion - Expansion of French within the 
context of France’s “civilizing 
mission” which ruled out use of 
local languages except in religion 

- Tolerance of local languages by 
the British 

 

- English spread within the 
context of British 
acceptance of Chinese, 
which the colonizer taught 
alongside English 

Institutionalisation - Exclusive promotion of French 
and English in post-Independence 
Cameroon 
- Anglophone Cameroon, formerly 
British, adopts language policy of 
Francophone Cameroon 

 

- English is the sole official 
language, then later co-
official with Chinese 
(Putonghua and Cantonese) 
in legislature and in state 
institutions  

Restriction and 
deinstitutionalisation    

- No move to deinstitutionalise or 
restrict the use of English and 
French 
- English, French or Pidgin English 
becomes first language for many 
young Cameroonians, especially in 
urban centres 

- No deinstitutionalisation 
of English, but attempts to 
restrict it, especially in 
education 
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5. Focus on the contemporary situation 
The contemporary situation of colonial languages in the two 
settings considered can be examined from two different 
perspectives: the intra-national and the international 
perspectives. 
 
5.1 The colonial languages in intra-national communication 
The contemporary situations of colonial languages in 
Cameroon and Hong Kong are in sharp contrast, in several 
ways. The divergences derive from the cycles described 
above, and many other factors.  

Regrettably, no recent large-scale statistics are available 
on language use in Cameroon. Even the infrequent 
population censuses have been mute on the issue. Statistics 
on language use indirectly refer to the ethnic distribution of 
the population, a kind of information that current 
politicians deem it necessary to conceal. The most recent 
sociolinguistic facts are the oft-quoted data from the 1978 
language survey of the urban centres in Cameroon, later 
published as Koenig et al. (eds) 1983. The data include the 
percentage of French speakers in some Francophone towns, 
the percentage of standard English speakers in some 
Anglophone towns and the percentage of Pidgin English 
speakers in some Anglophone towns, shown in Tables 2, 3, 
and 4, respectively. 
 
Table 2: Percentage of French speakers in some Francophone towns in Cameroon 

Town  % Male French speakers % Female French 
speakers 

Douala  96 94 
Edea  94 95 
Nkongsamba  95 96 
Bafoussam  94 92 
Foumban  90 91 
Bafang  97 92 
Dschang  91 92 
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Table 2 (next) 
 
Yaounde  92 93 
Bafia  91 93 
Ebolowa  99 95 
Sangmelima  98 93 
Mbandjock  96 94 
Akonolinga  99 97 
Kribi  98 97 
Bertoua  88 80 
Abong-Mbang 99 95 
 
Table 3: Percentage of Standard English speakers in some Anglophone towns 

Town  % Male SE speakers % Female SE speakers 
Kumba  65 53 
Victoria  71 74 
Buea  70 74 
Mamfe  66 75 
Bamenda  85 83 
Kumbo  69 63 
 

Table 4: Children’s use of Pidgin English in some Anglophone towns in Cameroon 

Town  With Adults at 
Home 
% 

With Other 
Children at Home 
% 

With Other 
Children Outside 
the Home % 

Kumbo  27 36 68 
Bamenda  38 48 80 
Mamfe  81 85 97 
Kumba  47 67 97 
Buea  57 71 96 
Victoria (now 
Limbe) 

60 78 96 

Source: Koenig et al. (1983) 
 

Bidja’a Kody’s (2001) small-scale project, involving 57 
informants, has statistics on the use of French and English 
in various domains in Yaounde, the capital city, as well as 
on language preference, and on the language in which the 
informants express themselves best; these data are shown in 
Tables 5, 6 and 7, respectively. 
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Table 5: Language use in various domains by parents and children in Yaounde (Bitja’a Kody 2001) 
 

 Home Street Market Office 

 Parents  Children Parents Children Parents Children Parents children 

AL1 52.12% 31.32 34.47 21.03 16.43 5.17 15.57 6.29 

AL2  4.24  4.52 6.87 1.71 21.91 13.79 1.50 00 

French 42.77 66.03 49.47 77.23 50.68 72.41 73.36 90.20 

F 

R 

A 

N 

C 
English 0.56 0.75 3.70 00 1.36 1.72 9.54 3.49 

 

AL1 51.04 40.57 29.52 26.31 00 00 11.66  6.38 

AL2 9.37  8.69 1.90 4.26 00 00 1.66  8.51 

English 35.41 43.47 40.92 46.05 7.14 20 61.66 55.31 

A 

N 

G 

L 
French  4.16 7.24 24.76 22.36 71.42 66.66 25 29.78 

 
AL1: 1st African language; AL2: 2nd African language 

 
Table 6: Language preference for children in Yaounde (Bitja’a Kody 2001) 

 Language parents would like children to speak 
best 

Language children would like own children to 
speak best 

 AL1 AL2 OL1 OL2  AL1 AL2 OL1 OL2  
F 56.25% 00 20.33 22.91  38.63 11.36 22.72 27.72  
A 50 00 50 00  

 

50 00 50 00  
 
F: Francophone; A: Anglophone; AL1: 1st African language; AL2: 2nd African language; OL1: 1st official 
language; OL2: 2nd official language 

 
Table 7: Language in which parents and children in Yaounde express themselves best (Bitja’a Kody 2001) 

 Most expressive language of parents Most expressive language of children 
 AL1 AL2 AL3 OL1 OL2 AL1 AL2 AL3 OL1 OL2 
FRAN 67.39 00 00 30.43 2.17 19.56 2.17 00 76.08 2.17 
ANGL 54.54 00 00 45.45 00 18.18 00 00 72.72 9.09 
F&A 64.91 00 00 33.33 1.75 19.28 1.75 00 75.43 3.50 

N 57 

 

57 

 
Many other authors (e.g. Wamba and Noumssi 

2002) largely support the idea that, in Cameroon, the 
colonial languages have taken over most, if not all, of 
the traditional functions of the indigenous languages. 
Specifically, Njika (2006), working with 605 
informants, investigated and established the cause-
effect relation between the socio-linguistic 
perspectives of language education in Cameroon and 
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the linguistic attitudes of the Yaounde-based 
Anglophones. She describes language shift among 
the Anglophones resident in Yaounde from their 
heritage languages to English, French and/or Pidgin 
English and highlights the danger of creating 
endangered and moribund languages in Cameroon. 
Tables 8, 9 and 10 below clearly illustrate these 
phenomena. 

 
 

Table 8: Awareness of the multilingual nature of Cameroon and the degree of Anglophone bilingualism (Njika 
2006) 

Parents/ 
Administrators 

 
Children  

 
Variables 

200 320 
Idea about total number of languages 
spoken in Cameroon 

94 47% 71 22.19% 

Idea about current trends on MT education 
in Cameroon 

67 35.5% 28 8.75% 

 
Average number of languages spoken by Anglophones in Yaounde 

2 languages 0 0% 0 0% 
3 languages 18 9% 283 88.4% 
4 languages 182 91% 37 11.6% 

Degree of Anglophone oral bilingualism 
(English/French) 

191 95.5% 301 99.06% 

 
Preferred language of communication with spouse  

LL1

 
164 82% - - 

ENG 29 14.5% - - 
OTHERS2 7 3.5% - - 

 
Preferred language of communication with children 

LL - - 42 21% 
ENG - - 147 73.5% 

OTHERS - - 11 5.5% 
 
Children preferred language of communication with parents 

LL - - 21 6.7% 
ENG - - 220 68.8% 
PE - - 51 15.9% 
FR - - 28 8.8% 

 

                                                 
 
2 This refers to other languages apart from LL and English such as French 

and PE 
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Table 9: Students and the multilingual nature of Cameroon (Njika 2006) 

Variables Children born 
in Yaounde (G1)  

Children born 
in the SW/NW(G2)   

Number of languages spoken in homes 200 120 
2 languages 0 0% 0 0% 
3 languages 3 1.5% 8 6.66% 
4 languages 177 88.5% 112 93.33% 

 
First language(s) of children before school age 

LL 3 1.5 % 50 41.67 % 
ENG 104 52 % 5 4.2 % 
PE 2 1 % 17 14.2% 

PE/LL 5 2.5% 41 34.2  % 
ENG/LL 13 6.5 % 7 5.83% 
ENG/FR 56 28%   

ENG/FR/LL 7 3.5%   
PE/FR 10 5%   

 
Native language of parents 

LL 190 95 % 117 97.5% 
ENG 4 2% 0 0% 

OTHERS 6 3 % 3 2.5% 
 
Can you speak and or understand your local language? 

YES 66 33 % 99 82.5% 
NO 134 67 % 21 17.5   % 

 
Would you have liked to speak your local language? 

YES 170 96.5% 21 100% 
NO 7 3.5 % 0 0% 

 
Do you like to speak Pidgin? 

YES 123 61.5% 120 100% 
NO 77 38.5 % 0 0% 

 
Would you have liked to speak Pidgin? 

YES 65 84.2% 0 0% 
NO 12 15.8% 0 0% 

 
Can you speak French? 

YES 200 100% 118 98.33% 
NO 0 0% 2 1.67 

 
Students’ reactions about possible generalization  
of mother tongue education in Cameroon 

Against 27 13.5% 2 1.66% 
Indifferent 110 55% 5 4.17% 

Happy 59 28% 9 7.5% 
Very happy 3 1.5% 67 53% 

Extremely happy 1 5 % 37 30.83 
 

From every indication, the official languages (English and 
French) have a very high profile in Cameroon, especially 
among the children born in urban centres as shown above 
in the Anglophone Yaounde-based case. The population of 
Anglophone children in both urban and rural areas who are 
at least orally proficient is 100%. 
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Table 10:  Degree of proficiency in official/local languages and in PE (Njika 2006) 

 

Language/skills Parents/ 
Administrators 

Children born 
in Yaounde (G1)  

Children born 
in the SW/NW(G2)   

Proficiency in LL 200 200 120 
- Understanding  5 2.5% 38 19% 4 3.33% 
- Speaking 193 96.5% 28 14% 98 81.67% 
 
Proficiency in ENG 
Understanding  200 100 % 200 100 % 120 100 % 
Speaking 191 95.5 200 100 % 120 100% 
 
Proficiency in FR 
Understanding  191 95.5 % 200 100 % 120 100 % 
Speaking 189 94.5% 200 100% 118 98.33% 
 
Proficiency in PE 
Understanding  200 100 % 37 18.5% 120 100 % 
Speaking 200 100% 123 61.5% 120 100% 

 
The situation is drastically different in Hong Kong. 

The population by-censuses, which include questions on 
language use and have been conducted every five years, 
show the colonial language, English, to have a rather low 
profile. For example, the percentage of the population for 
which English was the “usual language” was only 3.2 in 
2001, and dropped to 2.8 in 2006. The overall picture is 
shown in Table 11.  
 
Table 11: Population of Hong Kong aged 5 and over by usual language, 2001 and 2006 
 
 
Usual Language 

2001 
Number 

 
% of total 

2006 
Number 

 
% of total 

Cantonese 5 726 972 89.2 6 030 960 90.8 
Putonghua 55 410 0.9 60 859 0.9 
Other Chinese Dialects 352 562 5.5 289 027 4.4 
English 203 598 3.2 187 281 2.8 
Others 79 197 1.2 72 217 1.1 
Total 6 417 739 100.0 6 640 344 100.0 
 
(Source: 2006 Population By-census Office, Census and Statistics Department) 

 
As can be read from the above facts, the fortunes of the 

colonial languages in Cameroon and Hong Kong are at two 
extreme ends. In fact, each of the two countries 
significantly differs even from countries with similar 
colonial histories. For example, many countries have had 
the same French colonial experience known for its 
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repression of indigenous languages, but have now re-
empowered their local languages which are widely used by 
the overwhelming majority of the population. Sango in the 
Central African Republic, Wolof in Senegal and Bambara in 
Mali, used as first or second languages by over 80% of the 
populations, are cases in point.  

Hong Kong, for its part, can be compared to Singapore. 
Like Hong Kong, Singapore is a prosperous city state, of 
roughly comparable size (it has about 3 million inhabitants); 
it is also a major world trading centre. While Hong Kong 
was cut off from China, Singapore was cut off from 
Malaysia. More importantly, as in Hong Kong, the major 
indigenous language in Singapore is Chinese. 
Notwithstanding these similarities, English is far more 
prominent as the language spoken at home for the main 
ethnic groups in Singapore than in Hong Kong, as indicated 
in Table 12. 

Only the Malay ethnic group shows a marked 
disaffection for English. 

Many of the factors which account for the sharp 
contrast between the language situations in Cameroon and 
Hong Kong relate to the history of the colonial languages in 
these two settings, and others are contemporary. 
Concerning Cameroon, the legacy of the French colonial 
policy with its civilising mission, today dominant even in 
the former British part of the country, which exclusively 
promoted and institutionalised the colonial language, is one 
of the major causes of the overwhelming dominance of 
French and English in the country.  
The fact that no Cameroonian language was prepared for 
national or intergroup communication, unlike Kiswahili in 
East Africa (Mazrui and Mazrui 1996), Malay in Indonesia 
or Tagalog in the Philippines, is a consequence of this 
policy. 
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Table 12: Resident population in Singapore by languages most frequently spoken at home and age group 
 

5-14 15-24 25-39 40-54 55 & Over Ethnic 
Group/ 
Language 

1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000 

           
Chinese 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
English 23.3 35.8 19.9 21.5 24.6 25.2 16.1 25.1 5.3 9.9 
Mandarin 57.6 59.6 28.5 59.8 30.4 46.5 24.8 43.9 6.1 17.8 
Chinese 
Dialects 

18.9 4.3 51.5 18.4 44.8 28.0 58.8 30.7 87.7 71.8 

Others 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.9 0.5 
           
Malays 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
English 8.3 9.4 7.0 8.2 7.3 10.5 3.4 6.1 0.7 1.7 
Malay 91.6 90.1 92.9 91.3 92.6 89.0 96.4 93.4 99.1 97.6 
Others 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.5 0.1 0.5 0.2 0.6 
           
Indians 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
English 39.6 43.6 37.0 37.9 36.3 35.5 25.7 35.5 13.4 20.5 
Malay 18.4 12.9 15.1 14.7 14.5 9.6 13.7 12.5 9.4 9.2 
Tamil 35.6 36.3 41.0 40.6 41.3 43.0 47.5 43.6 56.2 54.6 
Others 6.3 7.2 6.9 6.7 8.0 11.9 13.0 8.4 21.1 15.7 
 
(Source: Census of Population 2000, Singapore Department of Statistics - by age group) 
 

The other factors include a uniquely complex linguistic 
landscape. Cameroon has, in addition to the two exoglossic 
languages and Pidgin English,  248 languages, none of 
which is spoken as a first language by more than 5% of the 
population (see Simo Bobda 2006 for the number of 
speakers of the 33 most spoken languages of Cameroon, 
compiled from Ethnologue). Even Ewondo, the language of 
the indigenous population of Yaounde, the capital city, has 
not, unlike Tagalog in Manila, the Philippines, taken 
advantage of this position. In the face of this complexity, the 
State has adopted a mostly fatalistic attitude. Presumably 
for fear of stirring the hornet’s nest by choosing a language 
and troubling a fragile social peace, Cameroonian 
politicians have not been able to come up with any real 
language policy, especially with regard to the local 
languages. It is only in the 1996 Constitution that mention 
was first made of the indigenous languages and the only 
clause relating to them is the provision that the State shall 
work for their protection and promotion. Cameroon is 
definitely very far from the elaborate language provisions 
found in the constitutions of other comparable African 
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countries. 
A further factor is attitudinal. Cameroonians are 

relatively easy preys to foreign influences. Their uniquely 
positive attitude towards the colonial languages has 
immensely contributed to their entrenchment in the 
community. In fact, arguably far more than anywhere else 
in Africa, the colonial languages have taken most of the 
functions of the traditional mother tongues or first 
languages (e.g. as discussed by Skutnab-Kangas 1981: 13), 
and have indeed become the “new mother tongues” of a 
large population of  young urban dwellers (see Simo Bobda 
2006). As a matter of fact, the structural forms of the new 
mother tongues differ drastically from those of the 
imported models, and occasion numerous problems of 
intelligibility in the two ways (from the point of view of the 
speaker/writer and listener/reader). Examples of such 
instances of intelligibility failure are reported by authors 
like Talom (1990) and Atechi 2006). 

Factors accounting for the low profile of English in 
Hong Kong are generally the reverse of those discussed 
above for Cameroon. First of all, as shown above, Britain, 
Hong Kong’s colonial master, did not repress the local 
language; the British, instead, protected and taught 
Chinese. The second factor is Hong Kong’s monoethnicity. 
The Chinese ethnic group largely predominates. The 2006 
Population By-census showed this group to make up 95% of 
the population, as shown in Table 13. This distribution 
explains why Cantonese, the Chinese dialect spoken in 
Hong Kong, should be the language of inter-group 
communication on this territory.  

One factor which cannot be side-lined in accounting 
for the low profile of the colonial language in Hong is the 
conservative nature of the Chinese people. The Chinese are 
very firmly attached to their identity and would not easily 
accept foreign influences. 
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Table 13: Population of Hong Kong by ethnicity 2001, 2006 
 
Ethnicity 2001 

Number 
 

% of total 
2006 

Number 
 

% of total 
Chinese 6 364 439 94.9 6 522 148 95.0 
Filipino 142 556 2.1 112 453 1.6 
Indonesian 50 494 0.8 87 840 1.3 
White 46 584 0.7 36 384 0.5 
Indian 18 543 0.3 20 444 0.3 
Nepalese 12 564 0.2 15 950 0.2 
Japanese 14 180 0.2 13 189 0.2 
Thai 14 342 0.2 11 900 0.2 
Pakistani 11 017 0.2 11 111 0.2 
Other Asian 12 835 0.2 12 663 0.2 
Others 20 835 0.3 20 264 0.3 
Total 6 708 389 100.0 6 864 346 100.0 
 
(Source: 2006 Population By-census Office, Census and Statistics Department) 

 
This explains the generally unfavourable attitude of 
Hongkongers towards the use of English as a lingua franca. 
Li (1999: 102) thus reports “strong social norms 
disapproving the use of English in intra-ethnic 
communication”, while Pang (2003: 16) asserts that the 
Cantonese-speaking population finds it embarrassing to 
speak to one another in English. 
 
5.2 The colonial languages for international communication 
While Cameroon and Hong Kong have different stories to 
tell about the roles of colonial languages in intranational 
communication, their look seem to converge in the same 
direction as far as the role of these languages in 
international communication is concerned. Even when there 
are local factors restricting their use, the demand for them is 
on a steady increase in the two settings.  

Cameroon offers a good illustration. The demand for 
French among the Anglophone population and more 
interestingly of English among the Francophone population 
can be assessed from the number of people who enrol for 
these languages at the Bilingual Training Programme (BTP).  
The BTP is a state-run programme created by the 
government in 1986 to promote bilingualism through the 
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teaching of English to Francophones and French to 
Anglophones. The evolution of yearly enrolment figures 
has been almost exponential, beginning with a meagre 500 
registrations in 1986 and hitting an astonishing 13 500 
twenty years later, in 2006, as shown in Figure 1. 
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volution of enrolment figures at the Cameroonian Bilingual Training Programme from 1986 to 
ce: Bilingual Training Programme, Yaounde) 

dult enrolment for English and French in Cameroon per BTP centre in 2007 

entre (region) French English  Date of creation  
entre) 395 4994 1986 
toral) 175 2794 1989 
 West) 89 119 1990 
orth West) 58 306 1995 

outh) 16 167 1996 
rth) 24 541 2003 
st) 31 394 2006 
(West) 0 0 Under construction 
r North) 0 0 Not yet created 
 (Adamawa) 0 0 Not yet created 

788 9335  

lingual Training Programme records, Yaounde) 

e learner population for English is particularly 
g. The figure for adult learner enrolment for English 
7 was 9 335, as against 788 for French. It should be 
that the Francophone population in general is much 
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larger than the Anglophones; the Francophones are about 
80% of the population. But this cannot account for the 
amount of margin observed here. Details of enrolment per 
BTP centre can be seen in Table 11. 

There is a real scramble for English among the 
Cameroonian Francophone population. More palpable 
examples of this scramble include the fact that Francophone 
children are virtually invading English-medium schools, 
which constitutes a concern for many Anglophone parents 
(see Simo Bobda 2001). This is a paradox when plotted 
against the overwhelming dominance of French in society 
and in state institutions and the consequent marked 
marginalization of English. But the situation clearly derives 
from the educational and professional gains that 
Cameroonians expect from English at the international 
level. 

Hong Kong, likewise, exhibits a sharp contrast 
between their local disaffection for English as an 
intranational language, and English for international 
communication. Against this background, one can 
understand the steady rise in the census results for 
knowledge of English in Hong Kong (Figure 2).  

Also of interest are the statistics for use of English as 
another language, which rose from 34.9% in 1996 to 41.9% 
in 2006 which contrast with a drop in the number for 
English as the usual language (Table 15). 
 
Table 15: Census results for Hong Kong respondents aged 5 and above who have English as the usual 
language, and as another language 
 

Proportion of Population Aged 5 and Over (%) 

As the Usual Language As Another Language/Dialect Total 

Language/Dialect 

1996 2001 2006 1996 2001 2006 1996 2001 2006 

Cantonese 88.7 89.2 90.8 6.6 6.8 5.7 95.2 96.1 96.5 

English 3.1 3.2 2.8 34.9 39.8 41.9 38.1 43.0 44.7 
Putonghua 1.1 0.9 0.9 24.2 33.3 39.2 25.3 34.1 40.2 
 
(Source: Population By-census 2006, Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department) 
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re 2: Census results for knowledge of English in Hong Kong 1931-2001. (Source: Bolton 2002 p.34; 
, p.86) 

This international vision of English transcends national 
ide and explains parents’ and schools’ “strong demand 
 English-medium” schools (Bolton 2002: 37) and their 

rresponding “strong opposition” (p.36) to the promotion 
Chinese as a medium of instruction. 

 
Summary and conclusion 
e circumstances that have marked the life-cycle of 
lonial languages in Cameroon are many and varied. They 
lude: their transplantation onto a uniquely complex 
guistic landscape, their indigenisation and their 
pansion in the context of an assimilationist colonial 
guage policy which repressed the local languages, the 
k of preparation in the colonial days of a local language 

assume national function, the exclusive 
titutionalisation of French and English, the lack of a 

ritable post-colonial language policy, and Cameroonians’ 
nerally favourable attitude to foreign influences. These 
cumstances have led to the overwhelming dominance of 
glish and French in the Cameroonian society, where 
se languages have gone beyond their second language 
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status and taken over, among many urban youths, first 
language status at the expense of their traditional mother 
tongues.  

The fortunes of English in Hong Kong have been the 
reverse. The colonial language was transplanted onto a 
basically monolingual and mono-ethnic landscape made up 
of a Chinese language and culture which was preserved, 
taught, and later institutionalised alongside English. 
English further encountered in Hong Kong a people not 
very favourable to foreign influences. Although the 
language was not altogether deinstitutionalised in the post-
colonial period, there have been, right from the colonial 
days, attempts to restrict its use and function, namely in 
education. The combined effect of these factors accounts for 
the low profile of English today in Hong Kong which, 
unlike in other former British colonies, has never been a 
language of intergroup communication. 

In both Cameroon and Hong Kong, the demand for the 
colonial languages (English, rather than French, in 
particular in the case of Cameroon) for international needs 
today transcends the local factors against the language. This 
explains the steady growth in the number of people going 
for English in Cameroon’s Francophone population, where 
the language is generally marginalised, and in Hong Kong 
where there are official attempts to limit its use. 
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