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QUESTIONS AND RHETORICAL QUESTIONS. 
A THEORETICAL SYNTHESIS 

LILIANA IONESCU-RUXĂNDOIU1 

Abstract. This article represents a concise critical discussion of some basic 
theoretical approaches to questions and rhetorical questions, arguing for an 
interactional and discursive pragmatic approach. 

Keywords: question, rhetorical question, speech act, felicity conditions, 
presuppositions, adjacency pair, communicative strategy. 

1. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

In the following, I intend to give a bird’s-eye view of some basic theoretical 
approaches to questions and, in particular, rhetorical questions. I bring forward the idea that 
pragmatics offers essential clues for solving the basic problems connected with questions, 
irrespective of the scholarly background and targets of the specialists tackling them.  

What can be surprising is the complete lack of language samples, which – in my 
opinion – can be largely amended resorting to some monographic researches (for example, 
Şerbănescu 2002 – for Romanian, or Ilie 1994 – for English), to descriptive grammars (for 
example, GA II 2005: 31–44), as well as to some analyses of particular aspects (for 
example, Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu 2013) or even to readers’ personal experience as native 
speakers of a certain language. 

2. APPROACHES TO QUESTIONS 

Questions are mainly identified as a particular class of utterances on the basis of 
their grammatical form. A closer examination of this class, using the theoretical and 
methodological apparatus of various scholarly disciplines, reveals the fact that its formal 
unity hides a strong heterogeneity at some deeper levels. 

Grammarians noticed that interrogative syntactic structures do not fulfil a unique 
communicative goal. At the same time, one can perform questions using non-interrogative 
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syntactic structures. Accordingly, the distinction between interrogative utterances and 
questions, proposed by the functionalists, became largely adopted in the last decades (see, 
for example, the last version of the Romanian academic grammar, GA II: 32). J. Wilson 
(1981: 95) claims that “interrogatives are abstract grammatical structures, questions are 
discourse acts; interrogatives do not expect answers, questions do”. In other words, the 
form is not enough to account for questions; semantic and pragmatic aspects should also be 
taken into consideration. 

Important difficulties arise when trying to describe the meaning of different kinds of 
questions. In a synthetic survey of the logical literature, F. Kiefer (2016) critically examines 
the three basic approaches to the semantics of questions: propositional, categorial and 
epistemic-imperative, concluding that “the contribution of semantics is restricted to some 
fundamental properties” (Kiefer 2016: 147). One can hardly predict from the semantics of 
the question what the questioner wants to know (ibid.: 144). The interpretation of a simple 
question depends on a set of parameters, as the questioner’s assumptions about the 
addressee’s knowledge state, the relationships between the two, and the extra-linguistic 
context in which the question is being asked (ibid.: 144). All these aspects belong to 
pragmatics, as Kiefer convincingly demonstrates.  

One can notice that both linguists and logicians arrive at the same conclusion: the 
basic problems connected with questions are pragmatic in nature.  

Still, actional pragmatics provides only partial solutions to these problems. Viewed 
as speech acts, their felicity conditions were defined by J. Searle (1969) as follows:  

–  preparatory conditions: S (speaker) does not know the answer and it is not 
obvious that H (hearer) would provide the answer without being asked; 

–  sincerity condition: S really wants to get that information; 
–  essential condition: counts as an attempt of S to get H to provide a certain 

information;  
– propositional content: future act (of providing a certain information) of H. 
 

On closer examination, it is quite clear that only the so-called information questions 
fully meet the above-mentioned conditions. They are meant “to eliminate a knowledge 
deficit” (Kiefer 2016: 144). Other types of questions (for the typology of questions, see Ilie 
1994: 35; Kiefer 2016: 144–145) plainly violate one or more of these conditions. Consider, 
for example, the so-called examination and didactic / expository questions (the questioner 
knows the answer, but wants to check the knowledge state of the addressee, or in the second 
case to state the topic which will be approached), conducive / leading questions (meant to get 
the confirmation of some information or hypothesis of the questioner), problem formulating 
questions (neither the questioner nor the addressee know the answer), and finally rhetorical 
questions (the questioner does not want to elicit information from the addressee, but to 
express a personal opinion or position and to persuade him / her to adopt it). 

Problems appear too when it comes to the classification of questions as speech acts. 
The solutions proposed by pragmaticians are quite different. Austin (1962) assigns them to 
the class of expositives, Searle (1969) as well as Bach and Harnish (1979), to the class of 
directives, Allan (1986) to the class of invitationals; Vendler (1972) puts them into a special 
class, called interrogatives (see Allan 1998: 925). These differences are determined not 
only by the classification criteria used by the above-mentioned authors (starting with 
Austin’s criterion of performative verbs and continuing with the 12-criteria system 
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proposed by Searle), but also by the high diversity of meanings expressed in an 
interrogative form in different communicative situations (see the previous discussion 
concerning the felicity conditions of questions). The acts performed in an interrogative 
form seem to have in common that they are hearer-oriented, which seems to bring them 
closer to directives. Still, this orientation means different things. The hearer is expected to 
give different kinds of answers, in a verbal or non-verbal form (manifestations of interest 
and curiosity for speaker’s performance, signs of approval for his / her opinions, signs of 
concern for solving some critical problems, etc.). 

As previously noted, actional pragmatics leaves open some problems. Interactional 
pragmatics, its necessary complement, may bring us closer to a better solution.  

Questions are the first member of the most usual adjacency pair, which involves 
answers as a second part. As Levinson (1983: 274) puts it, the interrogative sentence-type 
functions “as an open proposition, closed by a set of appropriate answers” or it may denote 
“the set of its true answers”, which, as previously stated, can take different forms. 
Questions have an inherently dialogic nature, even when they occur in monologic 
discursive forms or are actualized through sentences which do not have an interrogative 
form (Ilie 1994: 48).  

The nature and use of questions depend mainly on some parameters defining a 
particular communicative situation and accordingly on the discursive form. Examination 
questions are specific to didactic discourse, expository questions – to didactic and scholarly 
discourse, conducive questions – to judicial discourse, rhetorical questions – to political 
discourse, etc. They are sort of routines, correlated with these discursive types, triggering 
the “right” sort of situational answers. 

 
 
3. RHETORICAL QUESTIONS 
 
In the following, a particular case will be discussed: the case of rhetorical questions. 

The general remarks under 2 on approaching speech acts, as well as some considerations 
from a previous analysis of this type of acts (Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu 2013: 476-484) will be 
taken into account. 

Rhetorical questions represent a non-canonical group of speech acts, which are 
characterized by a specific inconsistency between their form and function. J.M. Sadock 
(1974) suggestively termed them queclaratives (apud Levinson 1983: 373), as they 
combine the interrogative form (question) with an assertive function (typical of 
declaratives). From the viewpoint of actional pragmatics, they do not comply with the 
felicity conditions of questions, as the questioner knows the answer and does not expect to 
get it from a knowledgeable receiver, but provides him/herself a certain piece of information.  

Still, when considered from an interactional perspective, these acts preserve an 
important feature of questions: they are not complete without a certain type of reaction – at 
least mental – from the receivers: their agreement with speaker’s opinion. They are quite 
similar to tag questions, which initially exhibit an affirmative sequence followed by the 
question isn’t it? This isn’t it? is implicit in the deep structure of rhetorical questions, 
necessarily involving hearer’s agreement as a preferred second. Some authors noticed that, 
in a modal perspective, rhetorical questions restrict the dialogic space available for 
expressing an alternative position (see Simon-Vandenbergen, White and Aijmer 2007: 34–36): 
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assertions which are indirectly expressed by rhetorical questions can always be prefaced by 
modals of certainty, anticipating the agreement of the hearer(s).  

Leaving apart literary genres, where rhetorical questions play a special role as 
figures of speech, and considering only the oral discursive forms, one can agree that 
rhetorical questions have a higher frequency in some types of institutional discourse than in 
daily current communication. Political discourse is one of them.  

Rhetorical questions have an inherent strategic potential, given that any interrogative 
utterance form is directed towards a hearer and, at the same time, is a trigger of structural 
presuppositions, which are always true. These characteristics are currently exploited in 
political discourse, in connection with its typical persuasive goals. Speaker’s opinions are 
transferred to the audience via the exploitation of the similarities between the rhetorical 
questions and the conductive questions, whose aim is to get confirmation of certain information 
or hypothesis from the hearer. Moreover, structural presuppositions are quite frequently 
manipulated. Speakers either assign their opinions a larger validity, sometimes presenting 
them as axioms, or distort others’ opinions adding or skipping some aspects or details.  

The persuasive function of the rhetorical questions is also connected with one of 
their inherent features: a particular splitting of the speaker’s voice into an asserting and an 
interpreting voice. These two resulting voices are discursively staged in a specific way: 
only the first voice is heard, the other (attributable to any person in the audience) tacitly 
doubles it, as the mutual alignment of stances on the issue at stake between the speaker and 
the audience is implicitly claimed (for a more detailed discussion, see Ionescu-Ruxăndoiu 
2012). Speaker’s role is only to make the others fully aware of their position and opinions.  

Claiming common ground between the speaker and the audience represents a basic 
strategy of positive politeness too, which is meant to create and continuously enhance 
group solidarity. At the same time, as rhetorical questions are reactive acts avoiding the 
direct expression of a critical attitude towards different (or even opposed) positions, they 
are also connected with the negative politeness strategies, based on indirection.  

Beside the discursive functions involving the manipulation of audience’s opinions, 
which sometimes includes irony and humour as a means of criticizing different or opposed 
views, rhetorical questions fulfil important argumentative functions. Quite frequently, they 
provide arguments, most of them fallacious, or the conclusion of a reasoning process; 
stating the topic of a following argumentation activity is quite rare (for a synthesis on the 
functions of rhetorical questions, see Ilie 1994: 145–152). 

 
 
4. CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 
Questions are a non-homogeneous class of utterances, considering their form and 

function. On the one hand, interrogative sentences are their prototypical but not exclusive 
form of linguistic actualization, on the other hand, only the so-called information questions 
are connected with speaker’s intention to eliminate a knowledge deficit. 

Given the lack of homogeneity of the class of questions, actional pragmatics can 
offer only partial solutions to their problems. There are types of questions (examination, 
expository, conducive, and rhetorical questions) which do not comply with the felicity 
conditions described by Searle. Accordingly, it is hard to include them in the same speech 
act class. 
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Considering the inherent dialogic nature of questions, interactional pragmatics is 
able to provide a more efficient approach to questions. 

The nature and use of questions mainly depends on the specific configuration of the 
communicative situation in which they are performed; in its turn, this situation is correlated 
with a certain discursive form. 

There is a particular distribution of different types of questions, depending on the 
discursive form. Prototypical questions (the so-called information questions) are the only 
type lacking discursive distributional restrictions.  

Rhetorical questions are specific to political discourse, having a persuasive function. 
Their strategic potential is based on the exploitation of the main features of the interrogative 
form: the orientation towards the hearer and the capacity to trigger presuppositions. 
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