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Speaker Intention and Context in the Choice of Double Negation:
An Analysis of Several Common Japanese Expressions

Ruchira Palihawadana

Abstract

This study attempts to reveal various usages of commonly used double negation expressions: naku wa/
mo nai, nai demo/wa nai, nai koto wa/mo nai, nai mono dewa/mo nai, focusing specifically on the purpose of
usage and context in which they appear. All four expressions share the function of 1) avoidance of assertion
and softening expressions, 2) metalinguistically negating a preceding statement or implicature triggered by
it, with the purpose of indicating an exception or supplementing information, and 3) denying that there is
no probability left at all. The two usages of concession and acknowledgment call for volitional predicates
and therefore some semantic restrictions are seen in the case of Naku wa/mo nai which does not frequently
co-appear with volitional predicates. Restrictions are seen in 1) the usage of showing understanding and
sympathy towards the interlocutor; limited to the Naku wa/mo nai and Nai demo/wa nai expressions, 2)
the usage of negating a universal negative in order to express a partial negative reading; restricted to the
Nai demo/wa nai and Nai koto wa/mo nai expressions, and 3) the usage of expressing total affirmation
by canceling the negative assertion; limited to the Nai koto wa nai expression. Thus this study shows how
Japanese double negation expressions serve as a linguistic measure to avoid assertion and thereby leave room
for the interlocutor to express his opinion and participate in the conversation, a feature highly valued in the

Japanese language as an essential element of smooth conversation.

(Professor, The International Center, Kyoto University)

59



