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Forty years ago, Kachru (1985: 29) raised scholarly attention to the linguistic challenge posed by
the diffusion of English and expansion of its functional range. These developments have since
accelerated, not least due to social media platforms, with wide-ranging effects for the use of
English, and its linguistic description. While calls for bridging paradigm gaps and complementary
approaches to ESL, EFL, ELF have repeatedly been voiced (Mukherjee & Hundt 2011; Schneider
2012; Jenkins 2018), models of and studies on World Englishes continue to distinguish variety
types and to outline systematic structural differences between them. However, the use of English
in the Expanding Circle is not necessarily bound to a political entity, e.g. a nation, but encompasses
vast populations of users dispersed over geographical regions (Kachru 1986: 13) who may build
multiple (transnational) networks with English as a shared repertoire. Their motivation for using
English thus depends on many individual and global factors and the lack of a unifying local driving
force, such as a collective identity, complexifies how variation in their language is structured.

To disentangle some of these complexities, we explore geolocated social media data from 29 cities
around the world posted around New Year’s Eve 2021. The proportion of English per location is
a first indication of its role in the linguistic ecology. Using NLP methods, we are able to study
correlations of topic and language choice and thereby detect potential domain-specific reasons for
using English on social media. By zooming in on global and local English discourses, we assess
whether systematic differences between places traditionally categorised as belonging to the inner,
outer and Expanding Circle can be detected in the virtual space. While we find traces of local
linguistic and cultural constructions, the question arises to what extent these constitute variety-
specific features.
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