Critique of Kachru’s Concentric Circles Model of World Englishes: From Power Structure to Variety Autonomy




1 Introduction
It first introduces Braj B. Kachru’s Concentric Circles Model of World Englishes, a foundational theoretical framework for systematically classifying global English varieties, which greatly advanced understanding of English globalization. It also notes that as a typical EC representative, China’s English is labeled an “instrumental foreign language” in the model, conflicting with its autonomous development into a legitimate variety with unique lexical, syntactic and pragmatic features over two decades.

1.1 Research Background and Model Positioning
Braj B. Kachru’s Concentric Circles Model of World Englishes is of foundational significance as the first theoretical framework to systematically classify global English varieties (Kachru, 1992). It divides English into three concentric circles: the Inner Circle (IC), comprising ENL (English as a Native Language) countries such as the UK, the US, and Australia, where English is used as a mother tongue; the Outer Circle (OC), including ESL (English as a Second Language) nations like India and Nigeria, whose English varieties emerged from colonial history; and the Expanding Circle (EC), referring to EFL (English as a Foreign Language) contexts such as China and Japan (Kachru, 1992). This trichotomy has greatly advanced academic understanding of English globalization by mapping its global distribution and laying the groundwork for discussions on linguistic diversity (Crystal, 2003).
As a typical EC representative, China has found that English has more uses in education, business, and international communication. However, the model’s positioning of Chinese English as a “instrumental foreign language” fails to reflect its autonomous development over the past two decades (Li, 2024). In reality, Chinese English has evolved into a legitimate variety with unique lexical, syntactic, and pragmatic features, shaped by cultural contact between English and Chinese (Li, W.Z., 1993; Wang et al., 2025). This discrepancy highlights the model’s inadequacy in capturing the dynamic evolution of non-IC varieties.

1.2 Critical Focus and Research Questions
This paper centers on two core critiques of the model: first, its implicit power structure of “IC centrality and OC/EC dependence,” which consolidates linguistic inequality; second, its static hierarchical framework, which neglects the fluidity and autonomy of non-IC varieties. Two research questions guide the analysis: (1) How does the model’s power hierarchy legitimize unequal relations among English varieties? (2) Have the developmental practices of non-IC varieties transcended the model’s theoretical boundaries?





2 Literature Review
It first expounds the core claims (e.g., the Inner Circle as “norm-providing”, promoting the de-monopolization of World Englishes research) and contributions of Kachru’s model. Then it focuses on key controversies and theoretical dialogues (critiques of power structure, revisions of static hierarchy, ELF Theory, and Kachru’s late reflections). Finally, it takes Chinese English as the empirical foundation to demonstrate its characteristics as a legitimate variety (distinguishing from Chinglish, lexical innovations, etc).

2.1 Core Claims and Contributions of Kachru’s Model
Kachru (1992) defines the IC as “norm-providing,” emphasizing its dual role as the birthplace of traditional English norms and the dominant source of global ELT (English Language Teaching) standards. Through education systems, media, and colonial expansion, IC countries (notably the UK and the US) have constructed “standard varieties” (e.g., Standard British English, Standard American English) that shape textbook compilation, language tests (e.g., TOEFL, IELTS), and assessment systems worldwide (Kachru, 1992). This positioning is rooted in historical, political, and economic factors rather than inherent linguistic superiority (Kachru, 1992).
Crystal (2003) commends the model for dismantling the monolithic view of English by highlighting its diverse manifestations across circles and its integration with local cultures. It provided crucial theoretical support for recognizing the legitimacy of “World Englishes” and promoted the de-monopolization of English studies (Crystal, 2003).

2.2 Key Controversies and Theoretical Dialogues
It focuses on the controversies surrounding Kachru’s model and relevant theoretical discussions. It covers four core dimensions: critiques of power structure (exposing the model’s role in naturalizing colonial history and solidifying linguistic hegemony), critiques of static hierarchy and revisions (highlighting the fluidity of English varieties via cases like Singlish), ELF Theory (going beyond native speaker norms with the Lingua Franca Core to prioritize communicative intelligibility), and Kachru’s late reflections (acknowledging the model’s limitations and advocating a linguistic ecological perspective). It addresses the model’s core flaws through diverse theoretical dialogues.

2.2.1 Critiques of Power Structure
Pennycook (2017) criticizes the model for “naturalizing colonial history and legitimizing power hierarchies,” arguing that its three-circle classification obscures the unequal power relations behind English’s global spread. He identifies three limitations: depoliticization (ignoring IC linguistic hegemony), hierarchy solidification (marginalizing OC/EC varieties), and the absence of resistance mechanisms (failing to account for localized innovations like Singlish) (Pennycook, 2017, pp.75-78).
Phillipson’s (1992; 2009) linguistic imperialism theory further explains this power dynamic: IC countries maintain cultural and political dominance by exporting ELT standards, framing Anglo-American expertise as “global norms” and marginalizing local linguistic traditions. Through institutions like the British Council and transnational publishers, a unidirectional “core-periphery” knowledge flow is constructed, reinforcing linguicism (Skutnabb-Kangas, 1988) and consolidating IC hegemony (Gray, 2010).


2.2.2 Critiques of Static Hierarchy and Revisions
Later research challenges the model’s static nature by emphasizing the fluidity of English varieties. Wee’s (2018) model frames Singlish as a dynamic “multiplicity” shaped by social context and identity negotiation. Empirical studies confirm this fluidity: Bolton and Botha (2017; 2019) find that 48%-51% of Singaporean university students’ social interactions involve code-switching, demonstrating seamless shifts between linguistic varieties.
For Chinese English, Li (2024) notes its nomenclatural shift from “China English” to “Chinese English,” aligning with global conventions for naming English varieties. Lexically, it integrates cultural-specific expressions via transliteration (e.g., “litchi”) and literal translation (e.g., “one country two systems”) (Li, W.Z., 1993), while syntactic features evolve with educational systems and extracurricular activities (Wang et al., 2025). These phenomena confirm that non-IC varieties are dynamic entities rather than fixed constructs.

2.2.3 ELF Theory: Beyond Native Speaker Norms
Jenkins’ (2000; 2007) ELF (English as a Lingua Franca) research provides a critical alternative to the model’s IC-centric norms. Her Lingua Franca Core (LFC) theory identifies key phonological features (e.g., vowel length contrast, core stress) that ensure intelligibility, excluding non-essential IC-specific features (e.g., liaison, weak forms). An empirical study by Jenkins (2000) shows that non-native speakers using LFC achieve a 92% communication success rate, proving that IC standards are functionally redundant for cross-cultural communication. Jenkins (2007) advocates redefining English as a shared global resource, with “communicative intelligibility” replacing native speaker norms as the core evaluation criterion.

2.2.4 Kachru’s Late Reflections
Kachru (2005) later acknowledged the model’s limitations, admitting that its hierarchical framework failed to capture the dynamic evolution of non-IC varieties. Using Indian English (with distinct phonetic and lexical innovations) and Chinese English (shaped by Mandarin influence) as examples, he emphasized the need to reconstruct understanding of English diversity from a linguistic ecological perspective, rather than relying on rigid classification (Kachru, 2005, Chapter 5).

2.3 Empirical Foundation: Chinese English as a Legitimate Variety
Li, W.Z. (1993) first distinguished “Chinese English” from “Chinglish”: the former is a legitimate variety based on standard English, used to convey Chinese cultural concepts (e.g., “Four Modernizations”), while the latter refers to non-standard errors caused by mother tongue interference. Xu and Tian (2016) confirm that over 5,000 Chinese-specific terms (e.g., “tuhao,” “dama”) have integrated into the global English system, demonstrating its lexical innovation vitality. Research on the Chinese Learner English Corpus (CLEC) shows that Chinese English’s localized expressions achieve effective cross-cultural communication and are increasingly accepted globally (Wang et al., 2025).




[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]3 Critical Analysis
It focuses on two core critiques: first, the Inner Circle’s “standard hegemony” causes unequal distribution of norm-making power, manifested in ELT and academic publishing, while empirical evidence proves IC standards are redundant; second, the model’s static hierarchy neglects the fluidity and autonomy of non-IC varieties, with the development of Chinese English and Singapore English transcending its theoretical boundaries.

3.1 IC “Standard Hegemony”: Unequal Distribution of Norm-Making Power
The model’s core flaw lies in positioning the IC as the sole “norm-providing” authority, binding the legitimacy of non-IC varieties to IC native speaker practices. This hegemony manifests in education, academic publishing, and language assessment, yet empirical evidence contradicts its necessity.

3.1.1 Manifestations of Standard Hegemony
In ELT, textbooks in OC/EC countries (e.g., China, South Korea, Ghana) prioritize British/American English as the “only standard,” framing non-IC accents and expressions as “errors” (Kubota, 2023). For instance, Chinese middle school English textbooks still predominantly adopt American or British pronunciation models, with exercises often marking expressions like “long time no see”—a widely accepted Chinese English collocation—as “non-standard,” ignoring its practical communicative value (Li, W.Z., 1993). Jenks (2019) finds that South Korean ELT materials marginalize non-IC varieties, reinforcing the stereotype of “IC English superiority.” Seo and Kubota (2023) document that Black female English teachers in South Korea face discrimination due to their non-British/American accents, as assessment systems prioritize IC norms over communicative effectiveness. Flores and Rosa (2015) argue that such practices stem from raciolinguistic ideologies, constructing non-IC varieties as “linguistic deficiencies.”
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]In academic publishing, non-native speakers face systemic discrimination based on “non-native linguistic style.” Amano et al. (2023) surveyed 908 environmental science researchers and found that 35.9% of low-proficiency and 38.1% of moderate-proficiency non-native speakers (including Asian scholars) were rejected due to English writing issues, compared to only 14.4% of native speakers. This discrimination often manifests in vague feedback like “unconventional expression” or “non-native tone,” even when research content is rigorous—creating unnecessary barriers to knowledge dissemination and perpetuating academic inequality.

3.1.2 Empirical Contradiction: The Redundancy of IC Standards
Jenkins’ (2000) LFC research undermines the necessity of IC standards. Her study of non-native speakers from 12 linguistic backgrounds showed that communication relying solely on LFC features achieved a 92% success rate and 91%-93% information transmission accuracy. This proves that IC-specific features (e.g., weak forms, liaison) are “functionally redundant” for cross-cultural communication. ELF users can construct “negotiated norms” independently, as seen in international academic conferences where Chinese scholars’ use of terms like “one country two systems” or “intangible cultural heritage” is seamlessly understood without adherence to IC syntactic patterns (Wang et al., 2025). Jenkins (2007) advocates redefining English as a shared global resource, with “communicative intelligibility” replacing native speaker norms as the core evaluation criterion—an argument strongly supported by the practical communication effectiveness of non-IC varieties.
The hegemony of IC standards is thus a social construct, not a linguistic necessity. It serves to maintain IC cultural and economic dominance rather than facilitating communication. Non-IC varieties like Chinese English, with their localized innovations, fully meet communicative needs and deserve equal legitimacy.

3.2 Neglect of Static Hierarchy: Fluidity and Autonomy of Non-IC Varieties
The model’s static classification freezes the development of English varieties, ignoring their inherent fluidity and autonomy. Non-IC varieties have transcended their assigned roles (OC as “norm-following,” EC as “norm-dependent”) through localized practices, challenging the model’s hierarchical boundaries.

3.2.1 Normative Autonomy of Singapore English
Gupta’s (1994) “diglossia” model reveals Singapore English’s autonomy: Standard English (high variety) and Singlish (low variety) coexist, with speakers switching dynamically based on social context. Singlish has developed a unique linguistic system: its syllable-timed rhythm and simplified consonant clusters reflect Chinese influence, while sentence-final particles (“lah,” “hor”) and article omission integrate Chinese and Malay features (Gupta, 1994; Leimgruber, 2013). Notably, Gupta’s research on Singaporean children’s language acquisition shows that Singlish is not a “degraded” form of English but a rule-governed variety shaped by multi-ethnic socialization—children naturally integrate elements from different languages to construct a communicative system that reflects their cultural identity. As a cultural identity symbol, Singlish embodies Singapore’s multi-ethnic integration, proving that non-IC varieties can break colonial linguistic norms and form localized systems.

3.2.2 Dynamic Development of Chinese English
Chinese English has achieved normative autonomy across educational, business, and cross-cultural contexts. The Ministry of Education (2022) explicitly includes “cultural communication” as a core objective of English education, encouraging the integration of Chinese cultural terms (e.g., “solar terms,” “intangible cultural heritage”) into teaching. Practical teaching cases in Shanghai and Guangzhou demonstrate that students trained with this orientation can effectively convey Chinese cultural concepts like “feng shui” or “red envelope” in cross-cultural interactions, with native speakers showing high acceptance (Xu & Tian, 2016). In business contexts, Chinese English as a Lingua Franca (ChELF) integrates Chinese pragmatic norms, such as indirect negotiation strategies expressed through English, which have proven effective in Sino-foreign trade talks by aligning with both international communication conventions and Chinese cultural values (Wang, 2023).
Li (2024) emphasizes that Chinese English follows an “adaptability principle,” using “communicative effect” as the primary criterion. Syntactically, it exhibits unique features like topic-prominent structures influenced by Mandarin (e.g., “Confucianism, we should inherit”)—expressions that deviate from IC norms but are highly intelligible in cross-cultural discussions of Chinese topics (Mufwene, 2001). The Chinese Learner English Corpus (CLEC) data further confirms that such localized syntactic adjustments do not hinder information transmission; instead, they enhance cultural specificity and communicative efficiency (Wang et al., 2025). Mufwene’s (2001) ecological perspective explains this: Chinese English evolves by selecting features from “feature pools” (global English core structures along with Chinese cultural elements), switching flexibly between exonormative (global) and endonormative (local) norms based on context.

3.2.3 Theoretical Implication: The Collapse of Static Hierarchy
The fluidity and autonomy of Singapore English and Chinese English demonstrate that the model’s static hierarchy is obsolete. Non-IC varieties are not passive recipients of IC norms but active constructors of localized systems. Kachru’s (2005) late reflection acknowledges this, advocating a shift from hierarchical classification to linguistic ecology. The model’s failure to account for such dynamics limits its explanatory power in contemporary global English contexts—where a Chinese scholar’s English in an international journal, a Singaporean professional’s code-switching in business meetings, and a Nigerian student’s academic writing all embody the creative evolution of English beyond fixed circles.




4 Conclusion
4.1 Summary of Critical Arguments
This paper critiques Kachru’s Concentric Circles Model from two perspectives: its IC-centric power structure, which consolidates linguistic inequality through standard hegemony; and its static hierarchy, which neglects the fluidity and autonomy of non-IC varieties. Empirical evidence from Chinese English, Singapore English, and ELT research shows that non-IC varieties have transcended the model’s boundaries, forming legitimate, functional systems that prioritize communicative effectiveness over IC norms.
4.2 Constructive Reflections and Theoretical Revisions
To address the model’s limitations, this paper proposes a “dynamic ecological framework” for World Englishes: (1) Abandon IC-centric norm-making power, recognizing the legitimacy of multiple norms (e.g., ELF’s intelligibility-based norms, localized norms of Chinese English); (2) Emphasize the fluidity of varieties, replacing fixed circles with a continuum of English use shaped by context, identity, and communication needs; (3) Integrate ELF theory and linguistic ecology, viewing English as a global resource co-constructed by all users.
In ELT practice, this framework advocates “pluralistic standard education,” introducing diverse varieties (e.g., Chinese English, Singlish) and training learners in communicative strategies rather than IC accent imitation. In academic publishing, it calls for reducing language-based discrimination, adopting inclusive review practices that prioritize research quality over linguistic style.

4.3 Research Limitations and Future Directions
This study has limitations. Its focus on Asian varieties (Chinese English, Singapore English) may limit generalizability to African or Latin American English. Future research could expand to other non-IC varieties to test the dynamic ecological framework. Additionally, qualitative studies (e.g., interviews with ELT practitioners, corpus analysis of global business English) could further explore the practical implications of abandoning static hierarchy.
In conclusion, Kachru’s model made foundational contributions to World Englishes research, but its power structure and static hierarchy are incompatible with contemporary linguistic realities. The evolution of non-IC varieties demands a more inclusive, dynamic theoretical framework that recognizes the co-construction of English by global users, promoting linguistic diversity and social justice in global.
