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Abstract  

In South Korea English as an International Language (EIL) is neither neutral, imperialistic 
nor democratic but rather functional and pragmatic and inherently linked to the country’s 
development. It is not a language being used internally for communicative purposes. Rather, 
it is an additional linguistic skill being learnt for the purposes of international business 
communication and academic advancement both contributing to South Korea’s rising 
presence in the international arena. This paper examines the role of English as an 
International Language in South Korea and the roles played by language in society and 
culture. It looks at the implications that this has for teaching English in South Korea and the 
need to focus on interpretability to expose students to as many varieties of English as possible 
to prepare for the linguistic diversity that they are likely to encounter in their own locale.  

Keywords: English International Language, Culture, Society, Concentric Circles, Neutral, 
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1. Introduction 

The role that English plays in the world today carries with it many contradictions as both the 
language of opportunity and oppression, and the effects that it has on local identities and 
societies as they strive to be included in an increasingly globalized world has yet to be fully 
understood.  What is clear is that English is the most common language in the world with a 
projected number of “over 3 billion speakers by 2050” (British Council 2004; cited in 
Wardhaugh, 2006: 379). Additionally, Crystal asserts: 

English is now spoken by more people (as a first, second, or foreign language) than 
any other language and is recognized by more countries as a desirable lingua franca 
than any other language. (2001: 54)  

This has not only led to an increase in the number of its speakers but also a widespread 
geographical switch in the location of those who speak it, which in turn has led to the 
development of World English varieties. Yano observes that English:  

…has transformed itself into varieties of Englishes and in fact communication 
between non-native speakers of English is now far greater in frequency, amount, and 
significance as well as the number of speakers today. (Crystal 1997, Graddol 1997; 
cited in Yano 2003: 78)  

The implications of this are not only far reaching for the role of English as an International 
Language (EIL) in the world, but are of considerable importance to English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) professionals.  

To further examine these issues, this paper will first explore the neutral, democratic and 
imperialist opinions regarding the role of EIL in its current global context. The author will 
then identify the function of language in relationship to society before considering the 
specific position of EIL in regards to the maintenance and development of Korean society. 
The paper will then propose that in South Korea EIL is neither neutral, imperialistic nor 
democratic but rather functional and pragmatic and inherently linked to the country’s 
development. The writer will then discuss the implications that this has for teaching English 
in South Korea. 

2. English as an International Language 

The term EIL was first proposed by Smith (1976) and is defined as a language that is used 
between members who come from different ‘linguacultures’.  It is a language used for 
international communication in contexts “between speakers coming from different cultural 
and national backgrounds” (Sharifan, 2009: 3). It therefore plays a specific function in any 
non-English speaking country: to facilitate communication in international contexts between 
speakers who do not share the same common language. However, the role that English plays 
in any given society or culture varies considerably. To better understand these differences it 
is helpful to make reference to Kachru’s concentric circles of English, as they will be referred 
to throughout this paper. 
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3. Concentric Circles of English  

Braj Kachru (1982) distinguishes the different ways that countries use English by placing 
them into the following three concentric circles: 

 Inner-Circle countries, where English is used as the primary language, such as in the 
United Kingdom, the United States, Australia and Canada.  

 Outer-Circle countries, where the users are multilingual and its use is as a second 
language, such as India and Singapore.  

 Expanding-Circle countries, the largest circle, where English is learned as a foreign 
language, such as in China, Japan, Korea and Egypt. 

Although a useful distinction regarding how the English language is used in these countries 
(and one that will be applied throughout the paper), it is somewhat irrelevant to view EIL in 
this context given that EIL is used between speakers coming from different cultural 
backgrounds and we are not so much concerned with how the language is used inside 
countries of any given circle, but with its use between different countries in different circles 
and between different countries within the same circles as a tool of communication.  

4. The Role of English as an International Language 

The following section will give a brief outline of each of the arguments and 
counter-arguments prominent in the literature for the role of EIL in the world today. 

4.1 English is Neutral 

World English (Bolton, 2004; Kachru, 1986, 1992) is central to the argument that English is 
neutral in its role as an international language because by definition it recognizes that EIL 
users are not centered on any single culture and therefore the language attains a degree of 
neutrality. McKay states, “the very nature of English has changed in terms of how many of its 
speakers make use of English and how English relates to culture” (2003: 2). With English 
now being spoken by more people in the outer and expanding circles than those in the inner 
circle, the language seems no longer culturally tied to inner circle countries as every speaker 
of English, regardless of culture, has ownership of the language. As Wardhaugh notes,  
“since no cultural requirements are tied to the learning of English, you can learn it and use it 
without having to subscribe to another set of values” (Wardaugh, 1987: 14-15; cited in 
Holland 2002: 5). This implies that because the language is not occupied by any specific 
culture it therefore carries a degree of neutrality as “once a language comes to be so 
widespread it ceases to have a single linguistic superpower” (Patil, 2006: 102). 

However, counter to the claim that the acquisition and use of the English language is not 
bound to any specific culture or political system and therefore neutral are those that subscribe 
to the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis who believe that “you perceive only what your language 
allows you, or predisposes you, to perceive” (Wardhaugh, 2006: 224). This hypothesis runs 
counter to the role of EIL as being neutral and holds that “your language controls your 
‘world-view.’ Speakers of different languages will, therefore, have different world-views” 
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(Wardhaugh, 2006: 224). Language therefore influences thought and EIL should not be seen 
as an exception to this hypothesis as even in a bilingual setting it has the effect of altering the 
thought process of an individual.  

I do not support the argument that EIL is totally neutral as no language can be truly neutral. 
Whether or not a language is bound to any single culture is however a different matter. 

4.2 English is Imperialist 

For some (Phillipson, 1992, Muhlhausler, 1996, and Pennycook, 1998) there is a view that 
English is “a clear expression of political, cultural, and economic imperialism” (Wardhaugh, 
2006: 380). While the English language does have a history of being linked to colonialism, 
oppression, racism and cultural imperialism (Crystal 2003) so to has it been the language of 
opposition to these exact things (McCrum, 2010). As Widdowson argues: 

There is a fundamental contradiction in the idea that the language of itself exerts 
hegemonic control: namely that if this were the case, you would never be able to 
challenge such control. (1998: 398) 

English might have arrived at its current position of lingua franca through an imperialist past, 
but this does not mean that its current position in the world is imperialist. However, that EIL 
threatens minority languages and serves class interests are additional arguments that 
supporters of the imperialist role hold. 

Cook (1988) and Judd (1983) talk about the threat EIL poses to indigenous languages while 
Muhlhausler (1996) goes as far as to call it a ‘killer language’. Day (1985) refers to EIL’s 
influence in local cultures as ‘linguistic genocide’ while Nettle and Romaine (2000) echo this 
sentiment by stating that, “as many as 60 percent of all languages are already endangered” 
(cited in Wardhaugh, 2006: 379). Their argument is that “as national languages of 
modernization, education, and development they [World Englishes] stifle and eventually kill 
local languages” (Wardhaugh, 2006: 380).  

In support of these claims Pennycook raises the argument that English “is constantly 
replacing other languages in daily use and school curricula” (2001: 81). However, to counter 
these claims is the argument that EIL is not a monolingual but rather a bilingual choice, and 
one that serves as an additional linguistic tool to the mother tongue (Bisong, 1995).  

A second issue worth considering is that EIL serves particular class interests and prevents 
equal access to wealth and education. Pennycook (2001) considers English to have a central 
role in creating global inequalities. He states: 

[W]ith English taking up such an important position in many educational systems 
around the world, it has become one of the most powerful means of inclusion into or 
exclusion from further education, employment or social positions. (2001: 81) 

While this may be partially true, it is naïve to think that these global inequalities are purely a 
result of EIL. More likely than not, they are inequalities that were already long in place 
within the social structure.  
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4.3 English is Democratic 

Contrary to the claim that those who acquire the language are victims of linguistic 
imperialism (Phillipson, 1992), Kachru states that, “whatever the reasons for the earlier 
spread of English, we should now consider it a positive development in the twentieth century 
world context” (1983: 51). EIL helps to open up opportunities both domestically and 
internationally that might not necessarily exist by providing access to economic, 
technological and educational possibilities.  With an estimated 84 percent of the world's 
electronic information stored in English (Graddol, 1997: 51) and a 1980 study showing that 
85 percent of papers in biology and physics, 73 per cent of medical papers, 69 percent for 
mathematics and 67 percent of chemistry papers are written in English (Large 1983: 18; cited 
in Crystal 2003: 111), EIL offers access to much of the world’s educational knowledge. 
Furthermore: 

English is the dominant language of the U.S., the UN, the World Bank, the 
International Monetary Fund, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, many other world policy organizations, and most of the world's big 
businesses and elites in many countries worldwide. (Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 
1996: 441)  

It is clear that English plays a vital role in the participation of larger political and educational 
institutions. Thus, there are clear pragmatic reasons for acquiring English through which its 
users acquire access to education, information, technology and a larger global community.  

The democratic nature of EIL is manifested through the opportunities and resources it 
provides to people that would not necessarily be available without a working knowledge of 
English. It therefore “continues to provide unprecedented power for mobility and 
advancement to those native and non-native users who possess it as a linguistic tool” (Kachru, 
1986: 14).  

5. The Roles Played by Language in Society and Culture 

The simplest role of language in any society or culture is that of communicating and sharing 
ideas and information. Likewise, it is also the identity of any society and culture as it sets 
those who are from outside a particular society apart from those who are not. Language 
identifies where people are from, therefore one can conclude that language and society are 
not independent of each other (Wardhaugh, 2006). What then is the relationship between 
them? Wardhaugh (2006: 10) gives a multifaceted view of this relationship based on the 
works of various scholars as follows: 

1. Society influences the linguistic structure (Bernstein) - the varieties of language that 
speakers use reflect such matters as their regional, social, or ethnic origin and that 
particular ways of speaking, choices of words, and even rules for conversing are in 
fact highly determined by certain social requirements.  

2. Linguistic structure influences society (Whorf) 
3. Language and society influence each other (Marx) - speech behavior and social 

behavior are in a state of constant interaction 
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4. Society and language do not influence the linguistic phenomena at all (Chomsky) 

What is seen is that the relationship between language and society is a complex network of 
influences that one has upon the other. That said, the role that a language has in any given 
society or culture is more to do with a question of the function that it plays in society and 
culture. To understand that role a functional view of language needs to be applied. Kachru 
breaks these functions down into depth and range:  

[T]he term range refers to the contexts or domains in which [language] functions (law, 
education, business, and popular culture), and depth refers to the extent of use of 
[language] in the various levels of society. (Kachru & Nelson, 2001: 15) 

In many cultures and societies it is seen that use of the indigenous tongue has a wide range of 
functions and considerable depth and is connected to the maintenance of society while the 
role of EIL carries fewer functions and a limited degree of depth while being linked to its 
development.  In the next section I will explore this further while examining the specific 
roles that EIL plays in both the development and maintenance of South Korean society.  

6. EIL in the Maintenance and Development of South Korean Society 

As seen above (section 5), language, society and culture are linked and each plays an 
influential role on the other.  This is clear in the context of South Korea where both Hangul 
and English have distinct roles in the maintenance and development of culture and society. 
By looking at the function of each language it becomes easier to identify these roles. In 
regards to EIL, its function is that of a global language “providing access to the world 
community” (Crystal, 2001: 22) while Hangul “is a well-resourced regional language, 
providing access to a local community” (Crystal, 2001: 22). The two languages can be seen 
as working in tandem to respond to different needs: EIL functions on an international level, 
as a voice in global affairs, attracting international business and giving access to a wealth of 
academic knowledge where as Hangul, on the other hand, is an expression of local identity.  

6.1 Maintenance 

What is the role of EIL in the development and maintenance of South Korean society? South 
Korea spends considerable sums of money on English education. The size of the English 
education market in South Korea according to a recent report estimated that the “amount 
spent on ‘English education' in 2005 reached up to 15 trillion won (nearly $ 15 billion), 
including the money spent for tests of English” (H-C. Chun & H-S. Choi, 2006 cited in Park, 
Jin-Kyu 2009: 51). That said, many have no use for the language in their daily lives and, as is 
the case in Hong-Kong, “white-collar workers expend a lot of energy on English learning, 
despite having few opportunities to use it”(Lai, 1999 cited in Qiang & Wolff, 2005: 56). In 
South Korea, this is because Hangul is the functioning language; it maintains Korean society 
and reflects its culture. For students studying English, EIL plays very little importance in 
their lives beyond the purposes of the classroom since “South Korea basically is a 
monolingual nation, where the majority of her population use Korean and no other languages 
in their everyday communication” (Song, 2011: 35). EIL is not needed, or appropriate, for 
communicative purposes within South Korean society.  



Journal for the Study of English Linguistics 
ISSN 2329-7034 

2015, Vol. 3, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/jsel 19

Given that there is no communicative need of English inside South Korean society and that 
the language fails to fulfill the language requirements of its culture, what then is its role? The 
role of English is linked to the development of South Korean society and culture, which in 
turn is linked in some regard to its maintenance as a society that does not develop risks the 
possibility of stagnation. Therefore, it is considered that EIL does play a role in the 
maintenance of South Korean society, albeit, an indirect one.   

6.2 Development 

At the developmental level, EIL plays a functional role as a means for “specific purposes, for 
[international] business negotiations, collaborative research, academic discussions, and not 
for everyday life nor for socializing events” (Yano 2003: 80). At the business level, English is 
recognized as an important tool for international communication. Economic growth and 
prosperity in South Korea are strongly linked to foreign markets and the need to do business 
in international settings and the language skills necessary to do that puts EIL in a very 
favorable functional position. The figures below show that business with other expanding 
circle countries “have become increasingly important in [South] Korean foreign trade” 
(Chang, unpublished: 3) and in 2007 accounted for over 70% of its exports and nearly 80% of 
its imports (Imports and Exports in Korea: KOISIS cited in Chang: unpublished). This 
indicates that in business contexts, “ [South] Koreans use English to communicate with other 
people whose mother tongue is not English” (Chang, unpublished: 3). EIL therefore plays a 
functional role and is linked to the development of South Korea's economy in an increasingly 
globalized world. 

 
Figure 1. Value of Korean Exports by Country of Destination 1965 to 2007 (KOSIS) 

 

 



Journal for the Study of English Linguistics 
ISSN 2329-7034 

2015, Vol. 3, No. 1 

www.macrothink.org/jsel 20

 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Value of Korean Import by Country of Origin from 1965 to 2007(KOSIS) 

 

The above figures, based on (Chang, unpublished: 3) suggest that for international business 
purposes there exists a considerable range and depth for English in South Korea. It serves an 
EIL function for communication to other expanding circle countries and supports the 
observation that “a vast majority of Asians… do not learn it with the intention to 
communicate with native speakers but to communicate with other non-native speakers 
(Kirpatrick, 2004; cited in Patil, 2006: 117).  

Academically, English assumes another functional role as the key to unlocking a wealth of 
knowledge, especially in the fields of science and technology. Through English, students are 
able to access knowledge that may otherwise be unavailable to them. This knowledge is used 
for innovative solutions that are beneficial to the development of society. 

What is evident is that in South Korea English is being used for pragmatic reasons, and these 
reasons are beneficial to the development of society in an increasingly globalized 
environment. EIL is not a language that is being used internally for communicative purposes. 
Rather, it is an additional linguistic skill being learnt for the purposes of international 
business communication and academic advancement both contributing to South Korea’s 
rising presence in the international arena. 
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7. EIL in South Korea: Neutral, Imperialist or Democratic? 

Having discussed the functional and pragmatic role for EIL in South Korean society and 
culture, let us now look at whether or not it can be considered as neutral, imperialistic or 
democratic.  

7.1 Neutral 

The author believes that EIL in South Korea cannot be considered neutral (see section 4.1) 
because “each language encapsulates the world-view of its speakers” (Wardhaugh, 2006: 
379) and it is “the imposition of new ‘mental structures’ through English” (Phillipson, 1992: 
166) that translates into an understanding that even though English is being learnt in South 
Korea for specific purposes linked with the development of South Korean society in a way 
that does not threaten Hangul, the effect is still one that adds to an existing linguistic resource 
and this alters and changes perceptions. Wardhaugh further states that: 

[W]e are thus introduced to a new principle of relativity, which holds that all 
observers are not led by the same physical evidence to the same picture of the 
universe, unless their linguistic backgrounds are similar, or can in some way be 
calibrated. (2006: 223) 

Here in South Korea words and meanings now exist that did not before the acquisition of 
English. An increase in a persons linguistic capabilities means that no language can ever be 
considered neutral. In addition, the use of English in South Korean culture is seen throughout 
society, from K-pop songs, business English signs to domestically manufactured products in 
the store. So while English is no longer dominated by the culture of inner-circle countries it 
still cannot be considered neutral as it is having an effect upon South Korean society.  

A further argument against the neutrality of English in South Korea is the integration of 
English loan words into the Hangul language. Although these loan words have been adapted 
to the Korean phonological system in South Korea, in the North they have been substituted 
through translation to Hangul words. The table below, which is based on (Lee et al, 2010: 350) 
shows the difference of South and North Korean incorporation of English loan words. That 
there exists such internalization of English in South Korean everyday language use is further 
support to the argument that the role of English in South Korea cannot be considered neutral. 
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Table 1. Integration of English loan words into the Hangul language  

 

7.2 Imperialist 

The main thread to the argument that English is imperialist is that it is imposed and 
successfully displaces indigenous languages (Judd, 1983; Day, 1985; Cook, 1988; Phillipson 
1992; Muhlhausler 1996). Is EIL in South Korea imperialist? I don’t believe it is. In South 
Korea, English is a bilingual choice and one that is undertaken knowing full well that the 
mother tongue (Hangul) is not in anyway threatened.  

While supporters of the imperialist role argue that because it is a compulsory subject this 
equates to an imperialistic imposition of the language upon its learners, they fail to recognize 
the realism of the situation. While it is true that English is a compulsory subject in South 
Korea, Jo points out that: 

 “Elementary school English is only an hour or 2-hour lesson a week, a total of only 
34-68 hours a year. The lessons in middle and high school consume 3-5 hours a week 
[or] 102-170 a year. (2008: 375)  
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This is clearly not enough to supplant the mother tongue.  These sentiments are shared by 
Bisong who states: 

There is no way three or four hours of exposure to English in a formal school situation 
could possibly compete with, let alone threaten to supplant, the non-stop process of 
acquiring competence in the mother tongue. (1995: 125) 

Although English has had some influence in the language used in South Korean society 
domestically, it plays a role that has limited range and has therefore not attained a large 
degree of depth. Here in South Korea, the use of English is a choice that is made for 
pragmatic reasons and is used as a language for specific purposes from expressing South 
Korean culture to the world, accessing a wealth of knowledge to securing international 
business connections. That it is used for international rather than intra-national purposes and 
alongside Hangul, which is the functioning language of South Korean society, it is in no way 
threatening nor does it appear be playing an imperialist role here in South Korea.   

7.3 Democratic 

EIL in South Korea is neither neutral nor imperialist, but is it democratic? I don’t believe that 
it is. Whilst it does serve a functional role in giving access to knowledge and opening up 
opportunities that did not exist before for travel and employment it also actively maintains a 
class system. For example, access to prestigious universities is based on English fluency tests 
in addition to which, English is considered a necessary condition for employment and 
promotion. It is a “continuation of the reward system that gives a great advantage to those 
with ‘good education' over those without”(Song, 2011: 47).  

That considerable inequity seems to exists in terms of access to effective English language 
instruction, with some parents spending “one million won (nearly $1,000) a month to 
English-immersion schools where their 5- to 6-year-old children learn English from native 
speakers of English” (Park 2009: 51), it is clear that although English “remains a gatekeeper 
to higher education, better jobs and social position” (Lai, 1999; cited in Qiang & Wolff 2005: 
56) that access to these benefits are more accessible to the elite classes.  

It is evident that the role of English in South Korea should not be seen as neutral, imperialist 
or democratic, but rather as functional and pragmatic. These days, “English plays an 
important role in the fields of politics, economics, trade, commerce, sightseeing, study abroad 
and other activities” (Jo, 2008: 380) and is spoken for EIL purposes. Throughout this paper it 
has been determined that the role English plays in South Korea is functional and pragmatic. 
Acquisition of EFL in South Korea is for EIL purposes, implying that the function it plays is 
to facilitate communication in international contexts between other non-native as well as 
native speakers of English, but increasingly between members from outside the inner-circle. 
This has implications for teaching English in South Korea and will be discussed in the 
following section. 

8. Implications for Teaching English in South Korea 

Given that “the ratio of native to non-native is around 1:3” (Crystal 2003: 69) and that the 
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purposes of EIL are now increasingly to facilitate communication between non-native 
speakers, it seems somewhat outdated to believe “that someone who wants to learn English as 
a second or a foreign language does so in order to be able to communicate with the so-called 
native speakers of English”(Rajagopalan, 2004:114). 

This has implications for the teaching of English in South Korea as, “more and more people 
across the globe will be using the language for communication between non-English speakers 
than for linguistic encounters involving at least one native speaker” (Rajagopalan, 2004:115). 
Teaching should therefore be less about “learning …the concerns and cultures of what 
Kachru (1985) terms Inner Circle countries” (McKay, 2003: 2). This implies that there is a 
need to prepare students in South Korea to speak with other non-native speakers and equip 
them for the more responsible global need for the language. 

The implications are that EFL teachers need to expose their students “to as many varieties of 
English as possible, especially those which they are most likely to encounter in their own 
locale” (Crystal, 2001: 60). In order to do that that there is a need to focus on World English 
by bringing it into our language classrooms and showing that even though “there are 
differences [this] does not automatically imply that someone is wrong” (Krachu and Nelson, 
2001: 12). In addition, there is a call to center on interpretability to better prepare students for 
the types of English they need to use in the future.  

Furthermore, there is a necessity to recognize that “teaching methods and materials, and 
educational policies, need to be adapted for local contexts” (Graddol, 2001: 36) as “the 
educational goal of learning an international language is to enable learners to communicate 
their ideas and culture to others” (McKay 2003: 3) and not regurgitate the cultures of the 
inner circle countries. As McKay (2002: 129) rightly points out, “the concept of thinking 
globally but acting locally is highly relevant to the teaching of EIL”. To adopt these practices 
will also ensure that EFL professionals will help to make English more democratic because 
there would be less of a focus on the West in terms of standards and culture.  

9. Conclusions 

In conclusion, I do not believe EIL is neutral in South Korea though I do think that it is 
significantly divorced from any specific culture. Likewise, EIL does not play a democratic or 
imperialist role in South Korea, as it still serves to maintain existing class structures but is 
also a language choice that does not threaten the Hangul mother tongue. Instead, I subscribe 
to the notion that EIL is functional and that its role is to do with the development of South 
Korean society and that this development is tied to its maintenance. The function that it 
performs alongside the native tongue brings many visible benefits to its society.  

Furthermore, what is clear is that EFL is being used for EIL purposes to facilitate 
communication between non-native speakers. This implies there is a need to focus on 
interpretability to prepare students for the vast range of linguistic diversity that they are likely 
to encounter outside the EFL classroom. It is with this in mind that EFL teachers should 
approach their classroom pedagogy. 
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