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Expansion of the Meaning and Usage of "Nanto": Between Adverb and Interjection
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7 Abstract N

This paper examines the uses of "nanto" in modern Japanese, classifying them into four types: the "independent
use" as an interjection, the "interrogative use," the "attribute-modifying use," and the "event-modifying use" as an
adverb.

The core meaning of "nanto" is the "difficulty in accepting information" arising from unexpectedness, which
can be inferred from its original interrogative form "nani + to."

Among the adverbial uses, the interrogative use of "nanto" is not a lexical adverb, but indicates a state in which
the speaker is unable to process or verbalize the situation, as it is indefinite or unknown. In its attribute-modifying
use, "nanto" modifies adjectives and adjectival nouns (na-adjectives), expressing “difficulty in degree assess-
ment,” which means the degree of the attribute cannot be assessed by a degree scale. It emphasizes the
unexpectedness by exclamatorily presenting the attribute’s degree as so high as to be affectively hard to accept.

Similarly, when "nanto" modifies an event, it emphasizes the sense of unexpectedness because of the event’s
difficulty of acceptance for the speaker. This characteristic is also shared with the independent use of "nanto" as
an interjection, which was examined earlier.

Furthermore, when the event-modifying "nanto" detaches from the sentence and is used alone at the beginning
of an utterance, or when it extends into an other-directed quasi-exclamatory use, its interjectional nature becomes
even stronger. Such developments suggest that "nanto" is a word that exhibits continuity across parts of speech,
both in its syntactic characteristics and its pragmatic functions.
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