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REGISTERS

UNIT–2
REGISTERS

2·0 Objective :
In this unit, you will be able to understand
 language variation
 types of register
 levels of register
 variations of register
 utilize these registers for more effective communication

2·1 Introduction :
Dialect variation is known as language variation. Because of its semi-permanent

quality, it helps to distinguish one person, or group of people from others. All of us are
also involved in another kind of language variation, which is much more rapid. In the
same manner, the English we use when we write is different from the English we use when
we speak. The language students who write literature essays is very different from the
language we use to write biology essays. Sumilarly the English which we use in formal
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situations like lectures and seminars is different from the English we use when chatting to
friends in the coffee bar. This kind of language variation, which can vary from minute to
minute in the same day is usually called register.

Registers are infact ‘stylistic-functional variaties of a dialect on language’. In simple
language, registers are the varieties of language according to use. R.M.W. Dixan & A. L.
M in ‘On formal and Contexual Meaning’ describe registers as those “Variaties of language
which correspond to different situations, different speakers and listeners, or readers and
writers, and so on.”

Thus, by registers we mean a variety of a performer’s social role. Every normal
adult plays a series of different social roles-one man, may function at different times as
head of a family, motorist, member of a religious group, a professor of English and so on.
He has varieties of ediolect shared by other persons and other idiolects appropriate to
these roles. So, when a professor’s wife tells him to ‘stop talking like a professor’, she is
protesting at a misuse of register.
2·2 Types of Register :

Registers can be seperated into four categories :
(i) Familiar
(ii) Informal
(iii) Formal
(iv) Ceremonial
(i) Familiar : This register is normally used between people who know each other

well. Features of this register show a lack of grammar, spelling, punctuation and usually
contains slang and jargon.

For example :
Hey.
Will arrive morning. Did not catch train.
Later.
Mary.
(ii) Informal : Generally journalism and occasionally academic writing use this

register. When using an informal register, there is usually a close relationship between
the writer, audience and topic with a degree of casualness. The features of informal
register are different from the familiar register as more care is taken with grammar
etc. However, the tone is conversational, using colloquial language, compared to the
formal register.
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For Example :
While I was on my way to the language lab, a thought struck me that perhaps all that

we think is possible, may not be. For example, a friends and I were contemplating the
prospect dumping our classes and hanging out in our favourite cafe instead. We found
that what we thought was possible, actually wasn’t as our lecturer intervened on our way,
ending up that we attended class anyway. Does this mean that what we originally thought
was possible, can’t be, as something will always intervene. How does this affect prediction
and planning ?

(iii) Formal : A fromal register is neither colloquial nor personal and is the register
that is mostly used in academic writing. It is a register where strong opinions can be
expressed objectively, it does not feed any of the rules of written grammar and often has
a set of rules of what not to do when using this register.

For Example :
Several stages of development have been distinguished in the first year of a child’s

life when it develops the skills necessary to produce a successful first word. Primitive
vocal sounds are displayed within the first two months with basic features of speech such
as the ability to control air flow and produce rhythmic utterance. Sounds such as cooing,
quieter sounds with a lower pitch and more musical develop between six and eight weeks
of age. Cooing dies away around three and four months and then a period called vocal
play develops, an experimental stage, where a baby has more control and experiments
with vocal practise

(iv) Ceremonial : Modern academic writing rarely use this register. Sometimes, it
may be encountered when reading transcripts of speeches or historical documents. Often,
misunderstandings in recognising the difference between ceremonial and formal regesters
occur when writers are experimenting with new vocabulary. A dictionany will help you
make the right choices and reading academic texts will help you become more familiar
with the appropriate choices.

For Example :
I stand on this rostrum with a sense of deep humility and great pride–humility in

the wake of those great architects of our history who have stood here before me, pride
in the reflection that this home of legislative debate represents human liberty in the
purest from yet devised. Here are centred the hopes and aspirations and faith of the
entire human race.
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2·3 Levels of Register :
There are five language registers or styles Each level has an appropriate use that is

determined by differing situations. It would certainly be inappropriate to use language
and vocabulary reserved for friends when speaking in the classroom. Thus the appropriate
language register depends upon the audience (who), the topic (what), purpose (why) and
location (where).

One must know how to control the use of language registers in order to enjoy sucesss
in every aspect and situation you encounter.

(i) Static Register : This style of communication rarely or never changes. It is
‘frozen’ in time and content eg. the pledge of Allegiance, the Preamble to the US
Constitution, the Lord’s Prayer, a bibliographic reference etc.

(ii) Formal Register : This language is used in formal settings and is one-way in
nature. This use of language usually follows a commonly accepted format. It is usually
impersonal and formal. A common format for this register are speeches eg. sermons,
rhetorical statements and questions, speeches, pronouncements made by judges,
announcements.

(iii) Consultative Register : This is a standard form of communication. Users engage
in a mutually accepted structure of communication. It is formal and societal expectation
accompany the uses of this speech. It is professional discourse eg. when strangers meet,
communications between a superior and a subordinnate, doctor & patient, lawyer & client,
lawyer & judge, teacher & student, counselor & client.

(iv) Casual Register : This is informal language used by peers and friends. Slang,
vulgarities and colloquialisms are normal. This is also known as ‘group language’ . One
must be a member to engage in this register eg. buddies, chats and emaits, letter to friends,
teammates etc.

(v) Intimate Register : This communication is private. It is reserved for close family
members or intimate people. eg. husband & wife, boyfriend & girlfriend, siblings, parent
& children.

One can usually transition from one language register to an adjacent one without
encountering repercussions. However, skipping one or more levels is usually considered
inappropriate and even offensive.
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2·4 Variations of Register :
Register can vary according to Medium, Domain or Tenor. Register variation is

motivated by these :
(i) Medium : Your language changes according to the medium used like for eg. ‘the

language of speech’, ‘the language of writing’ etc. It is sometimes also called ‘mode’.
(ii) Domain : Your language changes according to the domain that the language is

ralated to. This includes
(a) subject matter being spoken or writter about for eg. ‘the language of science’,

‘the language of law’ and
(b) the function that the language is being used for eg. ‘the language of advertising’,

‘the language of government’. It is sometimes also called ‘field’, reregisteration or register
borrowing.

(iii) Tenor : The tenor of your language (eg. haw politely or formally you speak)
changes according to (a) who you are talking or writing to for eg. the language we use when
talking to strargers or people who are socially distant with that when talking to close friends
and (b) the social situation you find yourself in eg. a child whose mother is a teacher will
talk to her in different ways, depending on whether they are at home or at school.
2·5 Let us Sum Up :

Thus, is this unit, you have been able to understand about, language variation, which
keeps on changing from minute to minute and is known as registers. Registers are infact
describied as those variations of language which keeps on varing from one situation to
another, from one speaker to another and from one listener to another and so on and so
forth. It all depends on a person’s social interaction in the different situations which he
experiences in his day to day life.
2·6 Exercise :

1. What are the different types of Register ?
2. Discuss the levele of Register
3. What do you understand by variations of register ? Discuss.




