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English in the Expanding Circle is conventionally considered limited in range and depth and is
therefore called “performance varieties” with heavy dependence on the exonormative standard.
This may still hold true compared to the Inner and Outer Circle varieties; however, the range and
depth of English in the Expanding Circle is expanding exponentially today. It now serves not just
in international transactions, but also as a de facto working language in certain domestic domains.
While growing attention is paid to the expanding circle given this situation, varieties in this circle
are typically treated as monolithic entities and the studies on their linguistic description centre
around deviant features. This study, taking Japanese English as a test case, aims to explore register
variation in the Expanding Circle. A corpus of roughly 230,000 words with six genres (both spoken
and written) will be used for the investigation.

Register variation refers to systematic differences in linguistic structure depending on situational
contexts and communicative purposes. Since language patterns in all linguistic levels, be it lexical
or grammatical, differ greatly depending on registers, describing language in use with regard to
different registers is advocated as best practice (Biber 2012). In measuring development of new
Englishes, stylistic heterogeneity (cf. Hundt 2011) and embracing non-standard usages (cf. Collins
2025) are proposed as signs of a well-developed variety. As such, the present study investigates the
grammatical elements that are usually stylistically marked (e.g. use of complementiser #hat-
retention/deletion, contractions, 1st and 2nd person pronouns, and possibility modals) as well as
proportion of non-standard features across different registers. In addition to written/spoken and
formal/informal contrasts, compatison between ‘agile’ and ‘uptight” genres (Hundt & Mair 1999)
in the use of innovative forms (e.g. use of progressives, proportion of help + bare infinitive) is also
attempted. By doing so, the study sheds light on a less explored micro-sociolinguistic aspect of
English in the Expanding Circle, giving a more nuanced account of the forms being used and the
functions that they serve in different speech settings. It also highlights the importance of taking
register into account when providing linguistic description, even for emerging varieties.
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