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Abstract

This book is intended to provide a pragmatic framework for
a consistent and systematic analysis of Chinese rhetorical ques-
tions.

The first part of the study proposes a theoretical frame of
analysis in order to account for the distinctive features, interpre-
tation process and the response system of rhetorical questions. In
the second part, the proposed theoretical frame of analysis is
applied to the interpretation of the discursive and argumentative
functions of rhetorical questions in talk shows.

The major claims made in this study are that rhetorical ques-
tions are a special use of questions instead of a special category of
questions, They are basically interpreted as indirect statements
and can be used to perform various assertives and directives with
the purpose of inducing the addressee’s acceptance of or compli-
ance with their implications. They are neither answerless nor un-
answerable questions. They can be used not only as discursive
acts but also as argumentative acts.

The results of the study support the hypothesis that the
distinctive features and functions of rhetorical questions can be
accounted {or by pragmatic factors which mainly include the type

of discourse, the sequential position in discourse, the addresser
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and the addressee’ s mutual knowledge and beliefs, the relation
between the addresser and the addressee, the specific roles
assumed and the goals pursued by each of them, the addresser’s
intentions and the addressee’ s expectations, and the sort of
response provided by the addressee or by the addresser him/her-

self.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1. 0 Introduction

Chinese utterances which are marked as interrogatives but
not understood as questions are called fanwenju (Alleton 1988,
281). Sharing the basic definition with rhetorical questions:*“in-
terrogative form with assertive meaning and inversion of the
negation”(ibid), fanwenju are termed Chinese rhetorical ques-
tions for the sake of convenience in our discussion of the use of
rhetorical questions as a whole. Though we specify the rhetorical
questions in our framework as Chinese ones, we do not aim to
establish a contrast between rhetorical questions in Chinese and
those in other languages, though they may differ one way or
another, A comparison between Chinese rhetorical questions and
rhetorical questions used in other languages is beyond the scope
of the present research. The current study is particularly focused
on the pragmatic analyses of rhetorical questions used in Chinese
contexts, which are based on the data we collected in oral and
written interactions among native speakers of mandarin Chinese.

Chinese rhetorical questions have captured the interest of
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rhetoricians, grammarians and pragmaticians alike. Rhetoricians
focus on the persuasive effect of rhetorical questions in argumen-
tation since they first emerged as one of the rhetorical figures;
grammarians are interested in describing their formal regulari-
ties; pragmaticians focus their attention on the interpretation of
rhetorical questions as a linguistic product of communicators
under the influence of diversified contextual factors.

With these approaches, various aspects of Chinese rhetorical
questions have been addressed and profound f{indings have been
obtained. Whatever interest the researchers have displayed and
whatever conclusions they have reached, all the existing studies
have evidenced that Chinese rhetorical questions are an inviting
and valuable topic worth probing into.

Although many contributions have been made to the explo-
ration of Chinese rhetorical questions, there are many questions
awaiting answers. For example, the framework for analyzing
Chinese rhetorical questions has not been established yet. There
is still a great deal of vagueness and inconsistency about the
definition and interpretation of these rhetorical questions. As a
result, a systematic study of Chinese rhetorical questions is
needed.

Among all the candidate approaches, a pragmatic approach
with its focus on the dynamic aspects of language communication
has proved to be very promising. It has offered the most recent
and exciting findings in the research on Chinese rhetorical
questions. The present study, therefore, attempts a pragmatic
perspective and endeavors to contribute to setting up a frame-

work for a systematic and consistent analysis of the questions.
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The f{ollowing are the main research topics we aim to pin
down in this study: firstly, to identify rhetorical questions, we
would like to specify the distinctive features of rhetorical
questions which distinguish rhetorical questions from other types
ol questions; secondly, the cognitive process of interpreting
rhetorical questions is to be explored; thirdly, responses to
rhetorical questions are to be categorized and their functions are
to be analyzed; fourthly, the discursive features and argumenta-
tive functions of rhetorical questions in talk shows are to be
examined as an application of the framework established in the

current research.
1.1 The rationale of the present study

The importance and significance of a systematic study of
Chinese rhetorical questions from the pragmatic perspective can
be described on such dimensions as indirectness of language use,
the function of questions, cross-cultural studies, and the current
research situation.

Firstly, sounding like questions but used to perform other
illocutionary acts, rhetorical questions are an important topic for
the research on indirect speech acts, Without an understanding of
how rhetorical questions are used, the study of indirect language use
may not be complete since they are a most frequen_tly used type of
indirect language in our oral and written interactions. By exploring
the interpretation process of rhetorical questions and their response
system, such a research may bring to light the cognitive process
involved in the perception of the indirectness of language use and the

perlocutionary effects that such indirect language use may achieve.



