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Abstract: This article provides a detailed overview of the modal verbs used to express modality in rhetorical

guestions in the Chinese language.
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Introduction: The main modal verbs used to express
modality in Chinese rhetorical questions include: BE
néng “can” (physically able to), & hui “can”
(mentally/skill-based), Bl gidn “dare to,” B kén “be
willing to,”

"

N1Z yinggai “should,” and similar forms.
Below, we will examine their use in rhetorical questions

in detail.

Modal verbs related to BE néng “can” (physically able
to)

Among modal verbs expressing modality in Chinese, &
néng “can” (physically able to) is one of the most
frequently used. Rhetorical questions expressed with
BE néng can appear in general, special, affirmative, and
negative forms.

Examples:

a) «EXMER NHBEEALIEE?»  zai  zheége
gingkuang xia wo néng bu gongzudo ma — In such a
situation, could | possibly not work?

b) «1ERE,]J_EEL/,LRK§H\ ?‘Z/L,\ "%CHE?»

Hénjit de lishi nin bu zhidao, wd zénme néng zhidao?
— You don’t even know ancient history, so how could |
possibly know?

The modal verb RE néng “can” (physically able to) is
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v vy

% dé (auxiliary for “able to do”), AT LA kéyi “may,’

%% dé (auxiliary for “able to do”), BT LA kéyi

" N1Z yinggai “should,” and others.

usually not used alone in rhetorical questions. It is
typically combined with interrogative pronouns and
adverbs, carrying a subjective nuance.

Modal verbs related to & hui “can” (mentally/skill-

based)

The modal verb & hui “can” (mentally/skill-based) is
also widely used in Chinese rhetorical questions, similar
to HE néng “can” (physically able to). This modal verb is
rarely used alone in rhetorical questions and appears in
both affirmative and negative forms.

Examples:

a) “FW B =B XEHREE?” WS nali hui ydu zhéyang
de xiangfa? — How could | possibly have such an idea?

b) “HKBHECH - HEHEEIIt—EERD -

HEALAASRBBBEC ?” WO hui zhaogl ziji de, wd
lian da mao tamen yé yiqi zhaogl, wd zénme bu hui
zhaogu ziji? — | can take care of myself; | even take care

of the giant pandas, so how could | not be able to take
care of myself?

Although the modal verb & hui “can” (mentally/skill-
based) appears frequently in Chinese rhetorical
guestions, its forms are quite simple. The following
table shows the functional patterns of & hui “can”
(mentally/skill-based) in sentences.
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Form

Affirmative Form

Negative Form

b2« still knows?”

h2= <. still knows?”

A .. might not know?”

MR(E)2  “...how
(someone) know?”

could|| MR (H)<

“...how
(someone) know?”’

could () A2 1 ME(E)=A “...how

could (someone) not know?”’

B2 “How could [y
know?”; “How could you

know?””; “How could he/she
know?”

B4 “How could I know?”;

“How could you know?”;
“How could he/she know?”

BANE | BAEA “How could 1
not know?”’; “How could you not
know?”’; “How could he/she not
know?”

Gan B “to dare” Modal Verbs Modal verbs in the form
of gan EX (“to dare”) usually express the affirmative
form. To express the negative form with this modal
verb, it is necessary to use additional components. At
the same time, rhetorical questions using this modal
verb tend to have a slightly stronger tone.

For example: a) “B§ EBIAN—DEE—E - HEURIE
JRZE ?” Lushang de rén yige bi yige &, wo gén gén shéi
hén qu? — The people on the road are each more
vicious than the other; who would | dare to side with?

b) “RERENE, FTFIBARECREZ ?” Ni dou gan lai,

.....

so why wouldn’t | dare to come and compete?

Modal verbs in the form of gan B (“to dare”) cannot
generally be used independently in rhetorical
questions. Their usage most often follows the structure
“interrogative pronoun/adverb + question particle” as
in example (a). In cases like example (b), the structure
is “adverb + question particle.” The meaning conveyed
by the accompanying components is essentially the
same as that of gan B (“to dare”). The negative form
bu gan AEX (“to not dare”) expresses a subjective
improbability.

Kén B “to be willing” Modal Verbs Modal verbs in the
form of kén B (“to be willing”) are generally not used
independently but occur together with other words to
create a rhetorical effect. Often, adverbs such as you X

(“again”) and hai #& (“still, yet”) precede it, intensifying
the rhetorical tone. Both affirmative and negative
forms exist in sentences using this modal verb.

For example: a) “BIAAREENE - #thiE A5 ? 7 Biérén
blU bangzhu wo, ta hai bu kén? — When others aren’t
helping me, would he still be unwilling?

b) “BAEXILNZERZ - X218 - N2k - 1

BZE ?” Kérénmen zai zhé’er you shi chi, you shi hé,
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you shi wan de, shéi kén z6u? — The guests are here
eating, drinking, and enjoying themselves; who would
want to leave?

Dé % “to manage to, to be able to” Modal Verbs The
modal verb dé 1F (“to manage to, to be able to”)
expresses subjective possibility or ability and is usually
used in negative rhetorical sentences. In rhetorical
guestions, this verb often takes the form of ordinary
interrogatives while implicitly expressing negation. The
negatives bu dé A~ 15 and féi d&i JE4F can also be used
to form negative rhetorical structures.

For example: a) “AEMAER, FhEMTHEIR -

XASRIRZF A RLSHEIMOEIS 27 Bu qu jiu bu
qu ba, déng ta chang liang sui zaishuo, dui gé méi nidng
de haizi bu jiu dé géwai xinténg ma? — If you don’t go,
then don’t go. Let’s talk when he is two years older;

shouldn’t one feel especially sorry for a child without a
mother?

b) “MEE LSBT RSEZENIG ?”  Nandao bu dé
“xiexié” daomaizhé ma? — Isn’t it necessary to say
“thank you” to the trafficker?

Rhetorical questions with dé & often convey meanings
of obligation or necessity similar to the modal verbs

yinggai M 1Z (“should, ought to”) or bixd #4771 (“must”).
Kéyi AILL “may, can” Modal Verbs The modal verb
kéyi AT LA (“may, can”) frequently appears in rhetorical
guestions, taking both ordinary and special

interrogative forms. Both affirmative and negative
rhetorical forms exist.

For example: “X NG - BIO] IBEEHMT ? 7 zhe
shijiayéu zhan, na kéyi suibian chouyan? — This is a gas
station; where could it possibly be okay to smoke?

a) “IRELALEERIEZHEE ?” Ni z8nme kéyi
tou wo weihlingt de putdo? — How could you possibly
steal my fiancée’s grapes?

As can be seen from the examples, kéyi AJLL (“may,
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can”) rarely appears alone in rhetorical questions and
is usually accompanied by interrogative pronouns and
other components to enhance the rhetorical effect.

Yinggai N/iZ “should, ought to” Modal Verbs The

modal verb yinggai N/1Z (“should, ought to”) often

appears in ordinary and special interrogatives in
Chinese. However, in rhetorical sentences, it is rarely
used alone; instead, it is combined with other
components to create the rhetorical tone.

For example: a) “IREHFEETRTR - ANIZRFF
[RMNS ? 7 Ni shi Zhonggud Gongchanddng dangyuan,

bl yinggai jianchi yuanzé ma? — You are a member of
the Chinese Communist Party; shouldn’t you adhere to
principles?

b) “&TIANERRLEF  BEARZERNS
- EFHAIE ?” Quan ching de rén shéi bu réxin
zéngchan, wo zénme bu gai maidian ligi, qu xué xin x1
ne? — Everyone in the factory is eager to increase

production; why shouldn’t | put in some effort to learn
new things from the West?

In general, the use of modal verbs in Chinese rhetorical
guestions has two main characteristics:

1. These modal verbs are usually not used
independently but in combination with other
components to create rhetorical style;

2. In rhetorical questions using these modal verbs
(except for hui & “can, be able to” and kéyi A] LA “may,
can”), the sentence is in an objective form, while the
meaning understood from it is subjective.
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