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The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the Japanese
word nanka functions in conversation. Nanka is a word which both
speaker and listener employ in natural conversation almost without
being conscious of its existence, and very few studies have
described and discussed the way it is actually used. This study,
therefore, collects spontaneous conversation and analyzes the word
in relation to the stance the speaker takes towards his/her own
utterances and the knowledge the participants share, as well as the
text which precedes and follows the utterance in which nanka is
embedded. The approach employed is an interactional sociolinguis-
tic framework, with key concepts such as “production format”
(Goffman 1981), “information state” (Schiffrin 1987), and “turn-
taking system” (Sacks et al. 1974) applied. The data consists of
transcripts of 15-minute tape-recorded conversation between 18
pairs of Japanese university students who are in the same grade but
do not know each other.

910 instances of nanka were observed in the data. Analysis of
the instances shows that nanka performs more various functions
than previously identified. These functions can be divided into
three groups; semantic function, pragmatic function and communica-
tive function. The semantic function directly affects the proposi-
tional content of the utterance. Nanka as a pronoun or an
interrogative refers to uncertain and indefinite things or events;

this is the core meaning of the word. Nanka, while performing this
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function, also works as a particle. The pragmatic function makes
the speaker evade responsibilities for his/her own utterances and
conveys a metamessage to the listener by indicating a shift in the
production format. It is also used to avoid stating a speaker’s
negative opinions, especially in cases where the listener seems to
share enough knowledge with the speaker to infer the speaker’s
intention. The communicative function encourages smooth com-
munication between the participants when they try to take or
maintain their turn in conversation. The pragmatic and the
communicative functions may be derived from the core meaning of
the word as an indicator of uncertainty or indefiniteness. As these
three functions are closely associated with each other, two or more
can be performed simultaneously. That is, nanke is a multi-

functional word.
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