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Introduction: The Main Interrogative Pronouns Used in
Rhetorical Questions in Chinese

In Chinese, the main interrogative pronouns used in
rhetorical questions are: &% z&me “how?”, {+4

shénme “what?”, I shéi “who?”, BB na “which?”, and

FM3 ganma “in what way, in what manner?”. In

rhetorical questions, these pronouns not only function
as core components but also eliminate the speaker’s
uncertainty typically found in ordinary interrogative
sentences [1, p. 12].

The Pronoun /&%, z&nme (“how”)

The pronoun ;&% z&nme “how” is the most frequently
used component in Chinese rhetorical questions to
express the interrogative meaning. While it loses the
functional basis of asking for information, in rhetorical
usage it carries both affirmative and negative forms,
enabling the entire sentence structure to encapsulate
pragmatic meanings through this single component.

Examples:
a) “BEEXENEIT - HNTBEASAENRM - EARE
BRAIMEEIAE ? 7 Xiang zhéyang de l3oshi, wdmen

zénme hui bu xihuan ta, z€énme bu yuanyi hé ta jiejin ne?
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— How could we possibly not like such a teacher? How
could we not want to be close to her?

b) “IF, XEFRTRELEIRBL  BEXIAEMH
- BMAARZE ?” héng, zhé wiizi chile zoshang jian
dian ritou, zhéngtian jian buzhao yangguang, zénme bu
héi? — Hmph, this room only gets a bit of sunlight in

the morning, and for the rest of the day it sees no
sunshine at all—how could it not be dark?

In both examples, although expressed in a negative
form, the sentences convey an affirmative meaning. In
(a), the underlying meaning is “we do want to be close
to such a good, knowledgeable teacher,” whereas in
(b) the statement points to the fact that “this room is
indeed dark all day.”

The Pronoun f+4%. shénme (“what”)

The pronoun ft4. shénme “what” functions as an
interrogative marker, and when used independently, it
emphasizes a certain idea. In rhetorical questions, it
often conveys a generalization of a situation or event.
Furthermore, it may appear in combinations such as &
4. you shénme (“what is there?”), F4t4% gan
shénme (“what did I/you do?” — meaning “what could
I/you possibly have done?”), {14 ping shénme (“on
what grounds?”), N1t 4 weishéme (“why?”), B4
suan shénme (“what is the value of that?”), etc. These
combinations often intensify the rhetorical tone.

Examples:

a) “REAME, FHiAHL 2?7 Dijia bupa, wd pa
shénme? — Everyone else isn’t afraid, so why should |
be?

b) “BRBTAHKIR/NER ?” Zisha ydu shénme
hao dajingxidoguai de? — What is so surprising about
suicide?

“BIEHRZAE 7 - AEGSE/NMTHA?”
WO xianzai gidn yé méiyoule, hai yong dézhdo xidoxin
gan shénme? — | don’t even have any money now, so
why should | be cautious?

d) “BEHLIEBAKERIXMTIE ?” Ping shénme
ba rén giwl dao zhége diblu ne? — On what grounds
can a person be humiliated to such an extent?

“MLEBHEER, ATLAHAREIRIE?”
Shénme dou gailidng, weishéme wo bl génzhe gailiang
ne? — Everything has been improved—why shouldn’t
| improve myself too?

f) “GEAEIIEIL, SEEHLIE?” Ming ji ki
daodi er, shénti suan shénme ne? — If fate itself is
filled with suffering, what importance does the body
have?

c)

e)
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In (a), the pronoun {14 functions as the object after the
verb “fear,” implying there is no reason to be afraid. In
(d) and (e), the sentence structures are similar—though
they take a negative form, they convey an affirmative
meaning. In (d), the tone expresses dissatisfaction,
while in (e), the structure Nt A + & emphasizes the
speaker’s firm stance.

The Pronoun ¥ shéi (“who”)

The pronoun I shéi “who” is used to denote an
interrogative subject. In rhetorical questions, it
generalizes a situation or event. When converting a

rhetorical question with ¥ into a declarative sentence,

1 can be replaced with & A méiydu rén (“no one”).
Affirmative rhetorical questions often become negative
statements when rephrased in a non-rhetorical form.

Examples:
a) “BH, HFERAEBCMIILTRIETE—NMIERN
&) - ERNMEEHXW E TI0E ? 7 Shi de,

dangnidn yong ziji de xiéhan baoweéi gud di y1 gé héngsé
zhéngquan de zhanshimen, shéi bu jidé Jinggangshan
shang qingqing cui zhd ne? — Yes, back in the day, the
soldiers who defended the first Red government with
their own blood and sweat—who among them could
forget the lush green bamboo of Jinggang Mountain?

b) “IRAEZ—FPEE - WEBEIRAZNE ? 7 Liangjié shiyi
zhéng meéidé, shéi néng shuo bu shi ne?
Understanding is a virtue—who could possibly say it
isn’t?

BERFPERIRI 27

“shéi hui bu xingfén bu huanhG?”

==33
BBR%

— Who wouldn’t be excited or happy?

o) “WEFIBMBE LR TZ RN ?” shéi zhidao ta
sixiang shang shoule dudda de wiran? — Who knows
how deeply his thoughts have been contaminated?

=h
TR

As mentioned above, the interrogative pronoun ¥ shéi
“who?” in rhetorical questions expresses the general
tone of the sentence and conveys the overall meaning
precisely through this component. The meaning derived
from the sentence once again emphasizes the speaker’s
confidence.

M8 nd — “which”, “where?” (interrogative pronoun)
When used alone in rhetorical questions, B n3
transforms the entire sentence into a negative
structure. Notably, in rhetorical sentences, B2 nali
“where?” and BBJL nd’er “where?” do not indicate a
specific location; instead, they serve as markers of a
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rhetorical question. These interrogative pronouns may
also appear with a modifier, in which case B n3
(“which”, “where?”) generalizes the meaning of the
sentence by functioning as a demonstrative pronoun.

Examples:

a) “HRENE L EMEANLEENNE ?” nd zhidao
dangnian na yangrén giya zanmen de kii? — Who could
have known the suffering caused by those foreigners
in those years?

b) “MITNEFBTBERRNFELZY - IWEEMNE
RE=\AE - WEALBMEITFZAINA 2”7

tamen de shénghud gingqu bénldi jiu féngfu duocai,
xianzai xiangbi geng gandao xingfu héxié, nali hui you
Xinsi guji xilduo bié de rén? — Their lives had always
been rich and colorful; now they must feel even

happier and more harmonious. Who would still have
the mind to care about so many other people?

o) “BEMBEARERMRAL - B LEFERXFAN
X ?” mUgin de shénti bénlai jiu bu hdo, nd’er jing dé
gi zheyang de youchéu? — My mother’s health was
already poor; how could she possibly endure such
sorrow?

d) “BNFERBRALEEZIE?” nige nidnging rén bu ai
piaoliang ne? — What young man doesn’t love beauty?
e) “BE S AZIIERERS ? 7 nd hai mai bu dao Béijing

kdoya? — Where could you possibly fail to buy Peking
duck?

f) “BERZELFZROLFHAN, BREIR WEHH—

ML AHIEGH 2?7 wo liangliang bushi méi xingan de
rén, méiydu ni, nd hui ydu wo yigé niirén de jinri? — |,
Liangliang, am not a heartless person. Without you, how
could a woman like me have the life | have today?

FIY ganma — “in what way?”, “for what reason?”

(interrogative pronoun) The interrogative 15 ganma

may sometimes be written as FWf ganma with the
same meaning. In rhetorical questions, sentences
containing this word often appear in a negative form
using FI5-A ganma bu / FHEA ganma bu, meaning
“how could (it) not...?” or “why wouldn’t...?”. Sentences
with this pronoun occur more often in the negative form
than in the affirmative.

Examples:

a) RFIEBARELREZIRHE ?” ni ganma bl ziodiin
gaosl wo? — Why didn’t you tell me earlier?

b) “—AEEZFR, BXENFRTE?” yige ni
haizi jia, zhéng tian wi dao nong giang ganma? — What
business does a young woman have practicing
swordplay (here referring to military drills) all day long?
As can be seen from the examples above, in Chinese

rhetorical questions, 0I5 ganma can be used in two

positions: at the end of the sentence or in the middle.
This positioning does not affect the meaning of the
sentence; it merely points to the speaker’s rhetorical
intent.

The following table shows the rules for using F015
ganma in the middle and at the end of a sentence:

Positi Differen Synta Semanti Pragmati Cogniti
on ce X cs cs ve State
In the middle of a Subje Express The Importa
sentence ct + -1, + | es the reason | reason IS | nt
Predicate asked
At the end of a sentence Subje Express Sense of Not
ct + | es negation | guilt IS | important
Predicate + expressed
T

In general, there are two ways to use this type of
interrogative pronouns (apart from &% z&nme

“how?” and FI5 ganma “in what situation?”, “in what
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manner?”). The cases we examined above belong to
rhetorical stylistics, and the rules for their use within the
system of ordinary interrogative sentences differ from

28 https://eipublication.com/index.php/eijps




European International Journal of Philological Sciences

these. We can become acquainted with these rules

through the following table:

Interrogative

Pronoun Question Forms  [Semantics Function
Requests information
Ordinary  question|Person, object, time,labout a person, object,
4 shénme|forms place, reason, purpose |time, place, reason, or
What? purpose

Rhetorical question
forms

Person,
place, reason, purpose

object, time,

Expresses negation

Ordinary  question

. ,. forms
#E shéi Who?

Person

Asks about a person, which
can be one or more
individuals

Rhetorical question
forms

Someone

Expresses a rhetorical form

Ordinary  question

Bk niWhich?,|[forms

place

Person, type of object,
specific time, specific

Asks about a person,
object, time, or place

Where? - -
Rhetorical question

forms

Any person, any object,
any time, any place

Expresses a rhetorical form

The demonstrative pronoun 3} na (“that”) The
demonstrative pronoun #F na (“that”) also includes
forms such as #B & na dian (“that little amount”) and
BRFH na zhong (“that kind of”).

Examples:

a) “MRUANFERZBAFIT RN ?”
Lidnying shi name hao dafa de? — Do you think Li
Lianying is that easy to deal with?

b) “—HFMTMREILEHFERT ?” Yigong jiu
zuole na dian shir hdi haoyisi shu6? — You only did that

little bit of work in total, and you still have the nerve to
talk about it?

NI yiwéi L

c) “UREICBHBF 4 ? 7 Ni hai jidé wd mingzi me? “
MWAEBE=
remember my name? — How could | possibly forget?

?” Na hai néng wang? — Do you still

The above demonstrative components do not express
rhetorical style when used alone, and it is generally
inappropriate to use them in isolation. As seen from
the examples, the speaker uses the demonstrative
pronoun to refer to a previously occurring event or
situation, thereby expressing their attitude toward it.
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