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The analysis of zenme questions from the perspective of sequence
Zhang Wenxian

Abstract This paper investigates the usage of zenme ( ) questions which inquire
about manner and reason in Chinese conversational discourse. It is found that zenme sentence
is purely to ask a question when it inquires about manner. It initiates a sequence and forces
the listener to respond. The preferred response is to give an answer. When zenme inquires
about the reason, it implements multi-action which combines inquiry and other actions emer-
ging in the context because of the need of interaction. The response to it is non-mandatory.
The preferred response is not an answer but to respond to the emerging action. Zenme sen-
tences are often regarded as rhetorical questions because actions such as refutation and bla-
ming are conventionalized. The subjects of different types of multi-action zenme sentences
are different, and it indicates that language forms are in correspondence with functions.

Keywords zenme; question; social action; sequence; Interactional Linguistics
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