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Introduction

As is well known, from the 1980s onward, Braj B. Kachru proposed an approach to 
scholarship on English worldwide based on the “Three Circles” model, which 
included the Inner Circle (countries where English is the “first language” of a 
majority of the population, for example, the UK, the United States, Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand); the Outer Circle (where English is regarded as a 
“second language,” for example, India or the Philippines); and the Expanding 
Circle (where English has typically had the status of a “foreign language,” for 
example, China or Japan). In this context, Kachru argued for a paradigm shift in 
English studies, which would recognize pluralism at the levels of both theory and 
application:

First, a paradigm shift in research, teaching, and application of sociolinguistic real-
ities to the functions of English. Second, a shift from frameworks and theories which 
are essentially appropriate only to monolingual countries. It is indeed essential to 
recognise that world Englishes represent certain linguistic, cultural and pragmatic 
realities and pluralism, and that pluralism is now an integral part of world Englishes 
and literatures written in Englishes. The pluralism of English must be reflected in the 
approaches, both theoretical and applied, we adopt for understanding this unprece-
dented linguistic phenomenon. (Kachru, 1992, p. 11)

Kachru’s advocacy of a “socially realistic” approach to world Englishes (WE; 1992) 
enabled him to establish a rich theoretical framework for his WE research, which 
included such constructs as the “Three Circles of English”; “norms”; “variables of 
intelligibility”; “bilingual creativity”; “multi‐canons”; and the “power and politics” 
of the English language. The recent publication of the Collected works of B. B. Kachru 
shows the breadth of his vision, which connected the WE enterprise to research 
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and scholarship on such issues as bilingualism, code‐mixing, cultural contact, lan-
guage policy, linguistic creativity, literary expression, multilingualism and multi-
culturalism, the politics of language, linguistic standards, and much else (Kachru, 
2015). The effects of this paradigm shift in English studies have been felt across a 
range of language studies, including applied linguistics, descriptive linguistics, 
English language teaching, and sociolinguistics. Today, the world Englishes 
approach to English studies finds expression at the conferences of the International 
Association for World Englishes (IAWE), as well as through publications in such 
international journals as Asian Englishes, English Today, English World‐Wide, and 
World Englishes. Courses on world Englishes are now part of the curriculum in 
many of the world’s leading universities (which was not the case in the 1980s, 
when the WE project was first launched), and there is a strong case for asserting 
that world Englishes has now clearly established its own disciplinary credentials 
(Seargeant, 2012).

Braj Kachru and Asian Englishes

For many reasons, Braj B. Kachru can be seen as the leading pioneer of the study 
of Asian Englishes, given his early engagement with this field at the University of 
Edinburgh in the late 1950s and early 1960s. This resulted in the completion of a 
PhD thesis entitled An analysis of some features of Indian English: A study of linguistic 
method, which was supervised at Edinburgh University by John C. Catford and 
Michael A. K. Halliday. Following the acceptance of his thesis, one of his first pub-
lications was an article in the journal Word on “The Indianness in Indian English.” 
In this essay, Kachru quotes Rao on the bilingual creativity of Indian writers in 
English, where Rao asserted that “We are all instinctively bilingual, many of us 
writing in our own language and in English […] Our method of expression there-
fore has to be a dialect which will some day prove to be as distinctive and colorful 
as the Irish and American” (Rao, 1938, pp. 9–10, cited in Kachru, 1965, p. 397). In 
the 1980s, Kachru went on to publish a number of book‐length studies dealing 
with Indian English and Asian Englishes, including The other tongue: English across 
cultures (1982), The Indianization of English: The English language in India (1983), and 
The alchemy of English: The spread, functions, and models of non‐native Englishes (1986). 
Research on Asian Englishes also gained greater recognition from 1985 onward, 
when Braj Kachru and Larry Smith became co‐editors of the journal World Englishes. 
Through such work, Braj Kachru, Yamuna Kachru, and Larry Smith played a major 
role in establishing Asian Englishes as an important field of study, not only through 
the WE journal, but also by encouraging many other Asian researchers in this field. 
Initially, his focus was very much concerned with the status, functions, and fea-
tures of Indian English (Kachru, 1987, 1994), but by the late 1990s he also pub-
lished a number of key articles discussing the spread of English throughout Asia 
in more comprehensive fashion.

Writing on the topic of “English as an Asian language,” Kachru (1998) noted 
that, in recent decades, the total English‐using population of Asia had grown 
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remarkably, and drew an important distinction between genetic versus functional 
nativeness. While the English language could not claim genetic nativeness in the 
Asian region, he asserted, there was, however, strong evidence that English had 
become functionally native in many Asian societies, as attested to by the diverse 
contexts – attitudinal, creative, formal, functional, historical, and sociocultural – in 
which English was used. More specifically, Kachru argued that “Asia’s English 
must be viewed in terms of that [functional] nativeness,” which includes uses of 
English (i) “across distinctive linguistic and cultural groups”; (ii) “as a medium for 
articulating local identities”; (iii) “as one of the pan‐Asian languages of creativity”; 
(iv) as a language with “its own subvarieties indicating penetration at various 
levels”; and (v) as a language “that continues to elicit a unique love‐hate rela-
tionship that, nevertheless, has not seriously impeded its spread, functions, and 
prestige” (Kachru, 1998, p. 103).

Kachru also makes the case for English as a “liberating language,” highlighting 
the importance of literary creativity, and the “multi canons” of English literature 
visible in the Asian context, so much so that:

The architects of each tradition, each strand, have moulded, reshaped, acculturated, 
redesigned, and – by doing so – enriched what was a Western medium. The result is 
a liberated English which contains vitality, innovation, linguistic mix, and cultural 
identity. And, it is not the creativity of the monolingual and the monocultural – this 
creativity has rejuvenated the medium from ‘exhaustion’ and has ‘liberated’ it in 
many ways. (Kachru, 1998, p. 106)

In a later book‐length study, Kachru discussed the Asian experience of English 
in its full complexity, in the Hong Kong University Press volume on Asian 
Englishes: Beyond the canon (2005). In this important publication, Kachru 
tackles a wide range of subtopics linked to the issue of the English language 
in the Asian region, and the volume has a total of 10 substantive chapters 
dealing with multiple aspects in this context. These include the description of 
Asian Englishes, South Asian Englishes, English in Japan (“The Japanese 
agony”), the Englishization of Asian languages, language policies, creativity 
and standards, English as a “killer language,” issues of pedagogy and identity, 
and the future prospects for English in Asia. Ultimately, in the Asian context, 
Kachru argues, one has to understand the centrality of the pluralism of 
English worldwide, which can be seen in the metalanguage of our discussion, 
so that:

[T]he appropriate modifier‐noun relationship is Asian Englishes, not Asian English, 
and world Englishes, not world English, or global English, or international English. 
This contextually appropriate hybridization and adaptation has been the fate of most 
human languages, particularly those that have crossed their historical boundaries 
and were planted in other linguistic and cultural ecologies. The English language, as 
any other present or earlier transplanted language, is facing its ecological karma, and 
is woven into the nativized webs of language structure and its functional appropriateness. 
(Kachru, 2005, pp. 255–256, our emphasis)
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Asian Englishes today

Since the 1980s, the study of English in the Asian region has developed and 
expanded, and linguists have been very active in describing the status, functions, 
and features of various Asian Englishes, including Indian English(es), Malaysian 
English, Singapore English, Brunei English, Hong Kong English, and Philippine 
English. At a linguistic level, much of the descriptive work of linguists has been 
concerned to identify and to highlight the distinctive features of individual vari-
eties in terms of phonology (accent), lexis (vocabulary), and grammar (morphology 
and syntax), and today there is a considerable body of published research on the 
phonology, lexis, and grammars of Asian Englishes (Bolton, 2012). However, as 
indicated earlier, “areal” or “features‐based” studies of Asian Englishes account 
for only part of the agenda. Many of the research articles in the field are concerned 
with such other topics as applied linguistics, bilingual creativity, code‐switching 
and mixing, critical linguistics, discourse analysis, intelligibility, language atti-
tudes, lexicography, linguistic landscapes, popular culture, sociolinguistics, and 
much else (Bolton & Davis, 2006; Bolton, 2017, 2018). In the case of Outer Circle 
Asian societies, it is notable that all of these are former colonies of Anglophone 
powers (either the UK or the US), and in many senses, these may be regarded as 
“postcolonial Englishes” (Schneider, 2007). At the same time, however, the spread 
of English in the Asian region in recent years – in both Outer and Expanding Circle 
contexts  –  has been shaped by a number of sociopolitical dynamics, including 
economic, educational, historical, social, and technological factors (Graddol, 2006). 
Interestingly, with reference to historical factors, Graddol also highlights the role 
of “modernity,” which typically involves the shift from village to town, from illit-
eracy to literacy and education, and to “modern life,” however defined. Indeed, in 
recent years, Asia has seen an astonishing growth of the middle classes in China, 
India, and elsewhere, together with growing urbanization and the emergence of 
the new Asian middle classes. In this context, English also plays a role, as Graddol 
has noted, given that “[t]he world is rapidly becoming more urban and more mid-
dle class – both of which are encouraging the adoption of English […] an increas-
ingly urban language, associated with growing middle classes, metropolitan 
workplaces and city lifestyles” (Graddol, 2006, p. 50).

With reference to a number of these factors, one is struck by the immense variation 
across the Asian region. Societies such as Hong Kong, Macau, and Singapore might 
be judged, in percentage terms, to be 100% urban, whereas, at the other end of the 
scale, urbanization is clearly much lower for societies such as Sri Lanka (18.5%), 
Nepal (19.4%), Cambodia (21.2%), India (33.5%), Vietnam (34.9%), and Myanmar 
(35.2%), based on the analyses of The World Factbook (2018) and Worldometers 
(2018). Similarly, there is a great variation in the wealth of societies across the Asian 
region, with Macau registering a gross domestic product (GDP) of around US$114,400, 
Singapore US$90,500, and Brunei US$76,700, compared with the three poorest soci-
eties in the region, with a GDP per capita income of US$4,000 for Cambodia, US$2,700 
for Nepal, and US$1,700 for North Korea (World Factbook, 2018). A third and final 
point relates directly to languages, and the distinctively multilingual character of 
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many Asian societies. If we examine data from Ethnologue (2019), which is generally 
believed to be one of the most reliable sources for this type of information, one is 
impressed by the remarkable multilingualism of many Asian societies. Based on this 
data, we can see that eight of the societies in the region (Indonesia, India, China, the 
Philippines, Malaysia, Nepal, Myanmar, and Vietnam) currently have more than 100 
recognized languages; while 11 societies have between 15 and 83 languages (Brunei, 
Japan, East Timor, Bhutan, Singapore, Taiwan, Cambodia, Bangladesh, Thailand, 
Pakistan, and Laos); and that only five societies have fewer than 10 languages (Hong 
Kong, Sri Lanka, Macau, South Korea, and North Korea).

Given these and many other differences between individual Asian societies, it 
might be appreciated that the task of compiling a handbook detailing the spread of 
English and the status, functions, and features of Asian Englishes is one of considerable 
complexity, where, in the final analysis, one needs to give careful consideration to the 
particular linguistic ecologies and specific sociolinguistic realities of individual soci-
eties throughout the region. However, some generalizations may be useful, and in 
this context, we have drawn on Kachru’s model of the Three Circles of English in 
order to organize our discussion throughout the volume. This model is illustrated by 
Figure 1.1. Here, however, it is important to note that, at least in a number of cases, 
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there is a somewhat blurred status between the category of Outer and Expanding 
Circle, as with the cases of Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar, and Nepal, which might 
all be regarded as societies where English has traditionally been a “foreign language” 
rather than “second language.” Our argument here, however, is that all three of these 
societies came under the influence of British colonialism in South Asia, and from this 
perspective, have had a long history of contact with English, and thus can be regarded 
as Outer Circle societies from an historical perspective.

Our use of the Three Circles model throughout the volume, however, does not 
imply that we would argue that all Outer Circle societies are overwhelmingly sim-
ilar, or, conversely, that all Expanding Circle societies are all the same. Quite the 
opposite, given that what has become very obvious in compiling this volume is the 
striking differences between individual societies, where particular and often 
unique linguistic ecologies have determined the precise details of English acquisi-
tion and use within such societies. Nevertheless, we would argue, at least in 
moderate terms, that the Outer versus Expanding Circle distinction is broadly use-
ful in distinguishing between these two broad types of jurisdictions, where English 
is acquired and used. At the same time, however, it should also be noted that our 
approach to Asian Englishes is not only restricted to a geographically based 
approach. Whereas Parts II and III of this Handbook are concerned with areal 
studies of Asian Englishes, grouped according to the Outer Circle versus Expanding 
Circle distinction, Parts I and IV of the Handbook are concerned with sociolin-
guistic issues that traverse the Asian region. With reference to the areal coverage of 
the volume, we must admit, from the outset, that we have not been able to cover 
all areas and regions of Asia, and obvious omissions include the ‘‐stan’ countries 
of Central Asia, including Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and 
Uzbekistan, as well as such lesser‐known contexts as Bhutan, Mongolia, Tibet, and 
Timor‐Leste. Hopefully, some of these omissions will be remedied in later editions 
of the Handbook, but we would hope that the current volume succeeds at least in 
opening up some new areas for research among interested scholars in the field.

The Handbook of Asian Englishes

The volume is divided into four main parts, and each section comprises themati-
cally appropriate chapters relevant to each section. Part I contains chapters 
focusing on “the history and the development of Asian Englishes.” Part II includes 
chapters dealing with Englishes in Outer Circle Asian societies, and Part III deals 
with Englishes in Expanding Circle Asian societies. Finally, Part IV deals with 
“new frontiers of research,” with chapters on a wide range of topics of relevance to 
many English‐using societies.

Part I: The History and Development Asian Englishes
The eight chapters that make up Part I (chapters 2–9) discuss various aspects of the 
macro‐sociolinguistic dynamics of English across the Asian region. Chapter 2 from 
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Coupe and Kratochvíl provides an historical account of the Asian linguistic 
landscape before the arrival of English (and other European languages), by 
describing the linguistic history of the region prior to the arrival of European 
traders and missionaries in the sixteenth century. Chapter 3 by Bolton and Bacon‐
Shone attempts to answer questions relating to the numbers of English speakers/
users in the Asian region, as well as questions relating to the comparative profi-
ciency levels of English language users from different Asian societies. Chapter 4 by 
Kirkpatrick and Liddicoat discusses the official language policies across the region, 
with particular reference to language and education. Chapter 5 by Low focuses on 
the status and teaching of English in primary and secondary schools across Asia. 
Chapter 6 from Bolton and Botha provides an overview of the use of English in 
Asian higher education, and the increasing spread of English‐medium instruction 
(or EMI) throughout the region. In Chapter  7, Botha and Bernaisch adopt a 
functional‐typological approach in describing the morphosyntactical features of 
Asian Englishes, with reference to both Outer and Expanding Circle varieties of 
the language. In Chapter 8, Gardiner and Deterding describe the phonological fea-
tures of Outer and Expanding Circle Englishes in the region, while, finally in Part 
I, Chapter 9, by Lambert, discusses the lexicography of Asian Englishes with refer-
ence to the history of dictionaries covering Asian varieties of English.

Part II: English in Outer Circle Asian Societies
The selection of 11 chapters (10–20) that comprise the second section of this volume 
provide areal descriptions of English in the Outer Circle societies of the Asian 
region. Chapter 10 by S. N. Sridhar provides an account of the development of 
Indian English, while Chapter 11 from Rahman discusses the status and functions 
of English in Pakistan society. Chapter  12 by Hamid and Hasan discusses 
Bangladeshi English, followed by Chapter  13 from Giri on Nepali English, 
Chapter  14 by Ekanayaka on English in Sri Lanka, and Chapter  15 by Aye on 
English in Myanmar. Chapter  16 by Azirah discusses Malaysian English, while 
Chapter 17 by McLellan provides an overview of English in Brunei. Chapter 18 by 
Cavallaro, Ng, and Tan discusses standardized versus colloquial Englishes in the 
Singapore context, while Chapter  19 from Bolton, Bacon‐Shone, and Luke dis-
cusses contemporary Hong Kong English. Finally in Part II, Chapter  20 from 
Martin provides an overview of the sociolinguistics of Philippine English in the 
context of a diverse multilingual society.

Part III: English in Asia’s Expanding Circle Societies
The chapters in Part III comprise reports on 10 Asian Expanding Circle contexts, 
where we have clustered the chapters according to the categories of East (21–25) 
and Southeast Asia (26–30). Chapter  21 by Bolton, Botha, and Zhang discusses 
English in contemporary China, while Chapter 22 by Botha and Moody surveys 
the status and functions of English in Macau, and Chapter  23 by Kobayashi 
describes the use of English in contemporary Taiwan. Chapter 24 from Seargeant 
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reviews the role of English in Japan, and Chapter 25 by Lee considers the issue of 
English in Korea. Chapter 26 by Lauder surveys the status and functions of English 
in Indonesia, while Chapter  27 by Pechapan-Hammond deals with English in 
Thailand, followed by Chapter  28 from Moore and Bounchan on English in 
Cambodia, Chapter  29 by Achren and Kittiphanh on Laos, and Chapter  30 by 
Sundkvist and Nguyen on Vietnam.

Part IV: New Frontiers of Research
The final section of the volume comprises eight chapters (31–38) on various aspects 
of current research on English in the Asian region. Chapter 31 by Saraceni tackles 
the issue of globalization and Asian Englishes, while Chapter 32 from Kirkpatrick 
discusses English as a lingua franca in the Asian region. Chapter 33 from Mukherjee 
and Bernaisch deals with corpus linguistics and Asian Englishes, followed by 
Chapter 34 on English and popular culture by Moody, and a detailed and theoret-
ically rich account of Asian literature in English by Lim, Patterson, Troeung, and 
Gui in Chapter 35. This is followed by Chapter 36 on English and Asian religions 
by Chew, Chapter 37 on English in Asian linguistic landscapes by Bolton, Botha, 
and Lee, and Chapter 38 on English in Asian legal systems by Powell.

Future directions in the study of Asian Englishes

In many respects the spread of English across the Asian region over recent 
decades has been quite remarkable. One might have expected that with the end 
of British colonialism in South and Southeast Asia, there might have been a reac-
tion against, and a rejection of the language of the former colonial power. 
However, as McArthur noted in a 2003 article on English in Asia, the language 
has spread rapidly in the region, partly because education systems in Asia have 
retained English‐medium education and/or strengthened English language 
teaching programs, and partly because of the high level of demand for the lan-
guage from Asian parents on behalf of their children. In addition, McArthur 
commented that “[i]n at least eleven South and South‐East Asian territories 
(Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, Brunei, Indonesia, 
Singapore, the Philippines, and Hong Kong), English may not be a mother 
tongue for more than a tiny minority, but it has long been the key ‘other tongue’ 
of millions” (McArthur, 2003, p. 21). After surveying the growing use of English 
in a number of other Asian societies, McArthur concluded that:

English is the lingua franca that Asians now share with one another and with the rest 
of the world. One should add however that this English is now also manifestly an 
Asian language in its own right. It has been thoroughly indigenised. One might 
consequently say that whereas the centre of gravity of English as a native language 
continues to be the North Atlantic (in insular Europe and continental North America), 
the centre of gravity of English as a second language or lingua franca is manifestly 
Asian (especially in the South and East). (McArthur, 2003, p. 22)
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Some 15 years later, McArthur’s predictions about the spread of English as an 
Asian language appear to have been justified. As many of the chapters in this 
Handbook testify, a command of the English language is now a sought‐after 
skill in many societies throughout the Asian region, although it should also be 
acknowledged that the spread of the language has not been unproblematic, and 
in many Asian societies there are concerns about the impact of the language on 
public education systems as well as the wider ecology of languages within such 
communities.

In an even earlier article on the “agony and ecstasy” of world Englishes, Kachru 
(1996) commented on the “ecstasy” of the language operating on multiple dimen-
sions, including the attitudinal, demographic, ideological, and societal, but also 
pointedly noted that:

Whatever reactions one might have toward the diffusion and uses of English, one 
must, however, admit that we now have a cross‐cultural and cross‐linguistic universal 
language. […] This demographic distribution of English surpasses that of Latin in the 
medieval period, that of Sanskrit in what was traditional South Asia, and of Spanish, 
Arabic, and French. And now no competing languages are in the field – not French, 
and not artificial languages such as Esperanto. In other words, English continues to 
alter the linguistic behavior of people across the globe, and it is now the major instru-
ment of initiating large‐scale bilingualism around the world – being a bilingual now 
essentially means knowing English and using English as an additional language, as a 
language of wider communication, with one or more languages from one’s region. 
(Kachru, 1996, p. 138)

Once again, Kachru’s description of the global vitality of English is as true now as 
it was more than 20 years ago. Today, the forces propelling English worldwide 
have intensified not diminished if one considers the effects of the digital media, 
global connectivity, the Internet, popular culture, and so on, trends which were in 
their infancy in the mid‐1990s.

The “agony” of English in Kachru’s (1996) discussion was essentially concerned 
with its imperialist legacy, and concerns about the power and politics of the lan-
guage. The emotional response to such agony was illustrated by a quotation from 
Ngũgĩ, who described the English language as a “cultural bomb,” whose effect 
was “to annihilate a people’s belief in their names, in their languages, in their envi-
ronment,” and “makes them want to identify with that which is farthest removed 
from themselves, for instance, with other people’s languages, rather than their 
own” (Ngũgĩ, 1986, cited in Kachru, 1996, p. 144). For many critical linguists, the 
power of English worldwide is associated with the worst aspects of Anglo‐
American politics, neoliberalism, the threat of English to cultural and linguistic 
diversity, and the perceived inequality of languages and Englishes worldwide 
(Tupas, 2014).

One recurrent issue in this context is whether “globalization” is primarily a 
euphemism for “Americanization,” given the economic and political power of 
the US. Globalization has also been a factor in the spread of particular forms of 
English in the Asian region in recent years. For example, in the BPO (business 
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process outsourcing) industries of India and the Philippines, there has often 
been a heavy emphasis on training call center agents to speak with an 
Americanized pronunciation, and the effects of American media and pop 
culture have been felt in almost all Asian societies. It is not clear that British 
English still serves as the major reference variety for former British colonies 
across Asia, given the current popularity of US media, and one might expect an 
increasing popularity of US‐inflected (or at least US‐influenced) Englishes in 
the coming years across all such societies. What does seem clear in this context, 
however, is that whatever the diverse forms Asian Englishes may take in future, 
the popularity of English is unlikely to diminish in the foreseeable future. 
Various factors are at play here, related to both globalization and regionaliza-
tion, given the adoption by ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations) of English as its official language (Kirkpatrick, 2012). Another impor-
tant dynamic in this context is the internationalization of global education and 
the growing popularity of EMI, particularly within higher education systems 
across Asia. The current trend toward EMI is visible at multiple levels of 
education, not least including higher education, where many of the regions’ 
universities are promoting English‐medium courses in order to increase their 
position in world university rankings. Research on the spread of EMI has 
implications not only for language in education, but also for many other issues 
as well, including code‐mixing and code‐switching in educational settings, the 
language practices of university students inside and outside the classroom, 
and the use of languages on the Internet for academic purposes as well as 
entertainment, global contact, and recreation (Bolton, 2019).

The chapters in this Handbook attempt to come to grips with both the agony 
and the ecstasy of Asian Englishes in the discussion of what are very often com-
plex multilingual settings. Once again, however, it might be emphasized that the 
sociolinguistic realities of English in Asian societies differ greatly from one society 
to the next; whatever the similarities and differences that may be identified across 
the Asian region, the dynamics of Asian languages, and languages in contact, vary 
greatly from country to country. The academic interest in Asian Englishes has 
grown substantially over the past three decades, and it is sincerely hoped that this 
volume will serve as an important benchmark reference for future research on the 
Englishes of the region for many years to come.
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