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Abstract 

 
There are many forces that are working in the direction of the English language (EL) and are 
setting global standards for English, one of them being the popular culture and the most powerful 
one being the internet. Considering how readily available pop culture is across different speech 
communities thanks to the internet, and how routinely it is consumed by so many people on a 
daily basis, Lee and Moody (2013) stated that “it has become crucial to engage in systematic 
interpretation of everyday cultural and linguistic practices of EL so many participate in”. 
This paper has the main objective to review a whole new aesthetic development in which the 
usage of EL in a pop culture domain on the internet enforces the penetration of the Asian world 
into the West, as well as to draw attention to a shift of EL from a global, virtual lingua franca to 
an eye-catcher or simply a cash-cow. In addition, a recent example of a Korean pop- culture 
phenomenon Gangnam Style (PSY, 2012) is provided and examined; According to a term “soft 
power” defined by Nye (2004), EL is used as such power to enforce the Asian culture via the 
internet and ensure its instant success which seems to be happening within a click of the mouse. 
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From Lingua Franca to Gangnam Style 
 

  The internet is regarded by many as the electronic flagship of global English and as a 
technological innovation. It causes great cultural changes as well as virtual immigrations. In the 
words of Iyer (2000): 

 „These days a whole new realm of exotica arises out of the way one culture colors and 
appropriates the products of another…And technology, too, compounds this… sense of 
availability”.  

The internet makes the popular culture readily available and brings on the change of 
perception about the Asian regions that used to be viewed as foreign or exotic in the Western 
discourse and are, according to Lee and Moody (2013) still believed to be under-researched due 
to sociolinguistic component of culture. 

When saying Asian, we are often associated with Japan and the Japanese cultural 
products that are increasingly visible around the world, ranging from anime, manga, karaoke, 
and sushi to fashion and marshal arts, and at best “to the representations associated with Japan’s 
corporate culture that reflected the nation’s rise as an economic superpower during the 1970s and 
80s”, as explained by Norris (2009). Even the ELT textbooks supplement the safe-zone content 
of tradition rather than culture, referring to stereotypical images of the pre-modern symbols of 
cherry blossoms, samurai spirit, geisha, drinking tea, or Japanese theatre (Strutt, 2007).   

This paper discusses a new concept of promotion of culture by the Asian expanding circle 
(Kachru, 1982) relying on the Japanese model in the times when the culture becomes global, 
networked and digital. In this respect, the EL changes are by some referred to as “a dog's 
breakfast of new and confusing concepts, due to true but  also misleading facts and some 
otherwise guided attempts to make sense of many related, but distinct, trends in English on the 
internet” (“The internet and language change”, 2012). 
  The aim of this paper is to review the relevant literature implemented in this paper in 
order to tackle the subject of more up-to-date contents brought to us by Asian pop culture via the 
internet; On the one hand, the Anglo-American mainstream monopoly that has been enforcing 
EL as a global lingua-franca has now been transformed by the change of trends set by the 
internet-induced appetites for the constant clicking. What is more, the clear distinction between 
the Western and the Eastern mainstream has been blurred out and some elements of cultural 
assimilation and adaption from one culture (East borrowing from West) to another (West 
borrowing back from the East) are being emphasized to extreme. On the other hand, however 
fast-growing and tremendously unpredictable the trends are, EL is firmly rooted and thus may be 
reviewed as a dependable element involved in Asian pop-culture in a form of a new soft power 
(Nye, 2004) that indicates the approval of a popular cultural product and keeps EL in the public 
eye.  
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 A New Godzilla  
 

The something borrowed-something new system describes the mechanisms by which new 
words in EL are established, the most productive being the combination of existing words (Dent, 
2008). Similar to this and due to technologies and the rise of a new cultural nationalism, Asia has 
undergone an interactive process of assuming Western culture and perpetuating the stereotypes 
about its own. A number of mixed-and- matched compounds are created by borrowing the 
aesthetics but hardly respecting the authenticity. First, in the words of Grgic (2013), Asia tends 
to avoid stereotypical Asian cultural ingredients and exports images that have been transformed 
over the past few decades into the hybrids with no significant differences with other, especially 
Western countries. Second, Sugimoto et al. (2009) argued that the new Japanese composition 
conspicuous since the 1990s reflects the images which include the elements of Japaneseness 
which are - absent. Japan is described as almost “non-Japanese” and places no uniquely Japanese 
attributes (Sugimoto et al, 2009).   
  This further proves that there are no fixed trends any longer, and the versatility of both 
cultures makes the number of possible combination infinite; as a result, you get the bizarre, 
almost fandome pop-culture blends such as the rockabilly break dancers or cowboy robots.  
The internet ruled for Asian culture to come closer with their compilations of the Western 
cultural elements due to the constant clicking and the appetite for new trends. Thus, EL is not 
only perceived as the tool or lingua-franca, but is more and more used as a bearer of  
the utter significance that bridges not only the linguistic, but also cultural barriers. It does it in 
the same way as an eye-catcher bears the significance of a scene or illustration used at the 
beginning or end of a commercial break in a TV programme, especially in anime and tokusatsu 
shows. Tokusatsu is a live-action genre in Japan and the term tokusatsu means special effect 
(“Tokusatsu”). Godzilla, Ultraman, and Kamen Rider are all considered tokusatsu.  It is the 
internet that made English that striking element, the eye-catching Godzilla which proves EL to 
be successful in the realm of the cultural businesses.  
  After the primary Japanese economic boom, a proud heir Korea emerges with the recent 
example of the Gangnam Style (PSY, 2012) pop hit. The reception of the song in the Western 
world via the social media networks such as YouTube, Facebook and Twitter have given the way 
for K-pop musicians to reach a wider audience in the West. The website http://en.wikipedia.org 
is a very good source of information about the popularity of this hit; According to the news 
agency Agence France-Presse, the success of the song may be considered as part of the Korean 
Wave, a term coined by Chinese journalists to refer to the significant increase in the popularity 
of South Korean entertainment and culture since the late 1990s. Gangnam Style is a 
Korean neologism which refers to a lifestyle associated with the Gangnam District of Seoul, 
where people are trendy and hip (“Gangnam Style, 2012). The template for this Californian-style 
video is far from exuding a supposed "class”. It is much closer to a mish-mash parody of both 
worlds, with the eye-catching EL phrase, a sentence that makes the song intelligible to the rest of 
the world: Hey, sexy lady.  

       

.  
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The Soft Superpower  
 
  As indicated by Norris (2009), though Japan may not be an industrial superpower 
anymore in terms of Gross National Product, “it has developed into a powerhouse in terms of 
what might be called Gross Cultural Cool, an index that measures the overall level of cool pop 
culture products”. What is important is that Douglas McGray (2002) defined a soft power 
through the global success of anime such as Pokemon, which projects a soft and friendly image 
and by which a country can influence another country's values. The English language may be 
viewed as such power if we perceive the soft power according to the concept of Nye (2004) who 
coined the term as something immediately recognized and widely admired everywhere. What a 
country specifically needs to be a cultural superpower is a youth market with consumer clout and 
the EL as the eye-catching bridge to establish the product’s googleability (Dent, 2008). In the 
words of Talbot (2002), Japanese pop culture already has certain aesthetic hallmarks such as 
techno-obsession, warp-speed trend cycles and infatuation with childhood. In her article 
significantly called Pokemon Hegemon, Talbot (2002) simply and effectively defined the 
expansion of Asian pop-culture product to the West by giving yet another example of the eye-
catching EL word in a phrase of a popular Asian product Hello Kitty, and expanding it to - hello 
world.    
          The example of Gangnam Style follows the soft power concept in relation to the popularity 
of Japan’s visual culture. Although this song conveys the narrow image of a culture, it still plays 
an important role in bringing the Korean culture, language, and lifestyle to the rest of the world. 
Apart from the obvious marketing tricks featuring elements such as the rocking content, the 
intention to be outrageous and do the unexpected, or media and celebrity endorsements, there is 
the category of the readiness to expand where EL steps in with the Hey, sexy lady as one of the 
main references of its resounding success. Being a linguistic supertanker travelling at its normal 
speed through modern times, it may be stated that EL has arrived to a technological endorsement 
contract in the fast-forwarded internet campaign that brings an instant success to the pop-cultural 
products of the Asian world in a very specific way and via the more and more internet instant 
hits.  
 
Turning the Tables for Freedom 
 
          There are apparently contradictory trends in the evolution of English, whereby on the one 
hand global technologies promote a uniform language, and on the other non-native speakers use 
the technologies and the language to promote themselves. The method of putting the elements of 
EL in every song or commercial to make it more popular is ancient; English not only distributes 
a cross-cultural diversity, but also assumes a role of a marketing cash cow. What is new is the 
sense of not being able to ignore this transformation of EL from a lingua-franca to a blockbuster 
of all times: when everything is just a click away, the new trends in language cannot be ignored. 
Asia uses EL in its pop-culture products as a bridge to reach other foreign markets and enforce 
the popularity and accessibility of it. 
  However, the West seems to have come to its terms with the Asian success and decides to 
use it back for its own promotion. In other words, the Western world turns the tables on the 
borrowed (Asian) compilations and steals them back .The applicability of such sociolinguistic 
and cultural twist is seen in the Crackin’ Gangnam Style (PSY, 2013) version of the song 
featuring in the Wonderful Pistachios Get Crackin’ Commercial at Super Bowl 2013 (PSY, 
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2013). Various online data is provided by the http://en.wikipedia.org and further proves the 
reception and the assimilation of the Gangnam Style hit in the West: more than one million 
people witnessed a live Gangnam Style performance in Times Square on a 2012 New Year's 
celebration; London's mayor Boris Johnson considered the song to be the greatest cultural 
masterpiece of 2012 and United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon hailed it as a force for 
world peace. As the song continued to rapidly gain popularity, its signature dance moves were 
attempted by many notable political leaders such as the British Prime Minister David Cameron 
and the USA President Barack Obama. Its influence on political activism was exemplified by the 
short film Gangnam for Freedom produced by the British sculptor Anish Kapoor to advocate 
the freedom of expression with the support of various human rights organisations such as Index 
on Censorship and Amnesty International (“Gangnam for Freedom”, 2012).     
It seems as if it would be out of place to question the (void in the) sociolinguistic cultural content 
of such international sensation and simply dismiss it as Mayers (2012) did by describing at as 
simply as an inspired piece of silliness. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
           Ugresic (2010) discusses Woody Allen's entertaining short story  Kugelmass Episode 
(Allen, 1977) which neither questions the meaning of interaction, nor what was later named as 
the participatory culture, but rather shows how in the pre-internet postmodern artistic practices 
the task of the film, literature and visual arts was to examine the concepts of the existing artistic 
canon. According to Ugresic (2010) in those times when the canon still existed, the subversion of 
them was expected and perceived as the legitimate process of the artistic practices. Ugresic 
(2012) draws the analogy to the times we live in and argues that today, thirty years later, the 
internet vacuums completely everything, including the canon. The complex dynamics of the shift 
and turn happens on the level of interaction between the internet and the user. In this reciprocity, 
neither is the market simply the producer of goods, nor are the users only passive consumers – 
one is being fed on the other (Ugresic, 2010).   

It is crucial to engage in systematic observation studies, description and interpretation of 
everyday cultural and linguistic practices so many participate in. Envisioning cultural and 
linguistic changes of EL nowadays without raising the awareness of the need to envision the 
subject of EL on the internet and in the popular culture of the (Asian) expanding circle users 
would be at least careless; What once used to be distant and unknown nowadays sets standards of 
newly created hybrids which are rarely deeply examined or questioned, but rather just - 
absorbed..  
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