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Improvisation: From the Use of Nanka in Self-disclosure
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[Abstract] This paper attempts to show how the speaker uses the word nanka, which
is one of the most frequently occurring words in Japanese conversation. By focusing on
self-disclosure, a process of communication in which one person reveals information
about oneself to another, nanka is analyzed from the point of view as a function in
communication. The data used in this study is collected from “Mister O Corpus,” a
cross-linguistic video corpus about conversations. 26 pairs of female participants talk
about the topic, “what surprised you most?” for about five minutes. This data includes
395 examples of nanka, and these examples are analyzed based on co-occurrence
expressions. Most examples reveal that nanka works as a marker to introduce “new
information (Chafe 1994)” and spontaneous expressions such as speakers’ inner speech,
onomatopoeia, and citing third party utterances. In addition, nanka shows a variety of
speakers’ meanings such as hesitation and uncertainty, depending on the context,
because these spontaneous expressions that nanka introduces are not necessarily
accurate. Therefore, the speaker tends to show her concern over whether her own
speech meets the requirements of the task or satisfies the listener by using nanka.
Moreover, disfluencies, such as various pauses or unclear pronunciation, often occur
when the speaker narrates past events with nanka. The speaker expresses her
pragmatic meanings by including some type of improvisations in her utterances.
Consequently, nanka, which has been depicted as a mere filler, introduces on-going
interactions in an improvisational way and works as a cue to show the speaker’s
cognitive mode, such as hesitation or uncertainty, to the listener in social interactions.
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