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Abstract: 

     This study concerns with rhetorical questions in English and Arabic. It sheds 

light on the functions and uses of rhetorical questions in the two languages, and 

comparing them in order to find out aspects of similarity and difference in this 

topic. The researchers in this study start it with an introduction on the topic, 

provide its aims and hypotheses, discuss the topic thoroughly in English and Arabic 

respectively, and then conduct a comparison between them to reach out the aims 

for which this study has been made. 
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 دراسخ ٍقبرّخ ىلاسئيخ اىجلاغٍخ فً اىيغزٍِ الاّنيٍزٌخ ٗاىعزثٍخ

 ٕفٍكو. نًٍس يذًٍ انذٌٍ ج

 لسى انهغة الاَكهٍضٌة/كهٍة انحشبٍة الاسبسٍة

 جبيعة انًٕصم

 و. ْبنة فبسٔق محمد

 جبيعة انًٕصم- لسى انهغة الاَكهٍضٌة/كهٍة انحشبٍة الاسبسٍة

 ٍيخص اىجحث:

جٓحى ْزِ انذساسة بًٕضٕع الاسئهة انبلاغٍة ) الاسحفٓبو انًجبصي( فً انهغحٍٍ الاَكهٍضٌة ٔانعشبٍة، ار جسهظ     

انضٕء عهى ٔظبئف ٔاسحخذايبت الاسئهة انبلاغٍة فً ْبجٍٍ انهغحٍٍ ٔيمبسَحًٓب لاكحشبف أجّ انحشببّ 

ٔالاخحلاف بًٍُٓب. جبذأ انببدثحبٌ ْزِ انذساسة بًمذية دٕل انًٕضٕع ٔجعشضبٌ اْذافٓب ٔفشضٍبجٓب ٔجُحملاٌ 

ا انًٕضٕع يٍ اجم انٕصٕل انى اعطبء ششح يسحفٍض نهًٕضٕع ثى ججشٌبٌ يمبسَة بٍٍ انهغحٍٍ ضًٍ ْز

 انى الاْذاف انحً يٍ اجهٓب اجشٌث ْزِ انذساسة.

 أسئهة بلاغٍة ، اسحجٕاة ، إَجهٍضي ، عشبًاىنيَبد اىَفزبحٍخ: 
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1. Introduction: 

    In everyday life, people usually use numerous types of sentence in their 

communication with each other, such as declarative sentences, interrogative 

sentences, imperative sentences, and exclamatory sentences; and each of these 

sentences has a function different from that of the others. Thus, people use 

declaratives to convey their thoughts and ideas, interrogatives to inquire about 

something, someone, etc., imperatives to give orders or to make requests, and they 

use exclamatory sentences, less frequently, to express their strong emotions or 

attitudes. As this study concerns with rhetorical question which is a specific form 

of questions, a little focus will be given here to the interrogative sentence. 

Interrogative sentences are typically questions used for the purpose of finding out 

information, people normally ask questions when they need to know or explore 

something, and thus, they expect answers or responds from whoever they are 

asking. However, people in certain occasions produce questions to achieve specific 

purposes other than seeking information (i.e. they need no answers or responds), 

and such purposes are mainly rhetorical. When an utterance is intended to be 

rhetorical it means that it is made for some effective or stylistic purposes. 

    Rhetorical question are undoubtedly common in all human languages including 

English and Arabic. This study, however, is an attempt to explore the rhetorical 

purposes of questions in both English and Arabic, and to know to what extent the 

two languages are similar and different in this concern. 

2. Aims of the Study: 

     This study aims at the following: 

1- Looking deeply into the topic of rhetorical questions in English and Arabic 

respectively, shedding light on their purposes and uses in both languages. 

2- Conducting a comparison between English and Arabic in order to find out 

aspects of similarity and difference concerning the uses of rhetorical questions. 

3. Hypotheses: 

     The present study is a contrastive one, it compares between English and Arabic 

in dealing with rhetorical questions. Hence, it hypothesizes that there must be some 

similarities and differences between the two languages as far as this topic is 

concerned. 

4. Rhetorical Questions in English: 

4.1 What is a Rhetorical Question? 
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    It seems to be important to provide some definitions of the rhetorical question 

before starting with how it works. However, there is an agreement among 

grammarians about the nature of the rhetorical question. Quirk et al, (1985:825) 

state that “the rhetorical question is interrogative in structure, but has the force of a 

strong assertion. It does not expect an answer”. A more detailed definition is 

provided by Biber et al (1999:206) claiming that a rhetorical question is 

“expressing an opinion rather than asking a question.” They add that “by choosing 

an interrogative form, the speaker appears to let the addressee be the judge, but no 

overt response is expected”. In the same way, Biber et al (2002:252) deal with the 

rhetorical questions by saying that “when questions are used in news or academic 

prose, they have rhetorical purposes, since there can be no expectation that readers 

will actually respond” they continued “these questions do help to involve the reader 

in the discussion.” 

     To sum up these definitions, it could be claimed that a rhetorical question is a 

figure of speech that is made up in a form of a question with an effect of a strong 

statement to give a certain opinion rather to get an answer. 

4.2 Types of Rhetorical Question: 

   Quirk et al (1973:200) suggest three types of rhetorical questions: positive, 

negative, and wh- questions. 

1- Positive Rhetorical Questions: 

   The question here is formed in the affirmative case 

         1. Can anyone doubt the wisdom of this action? 

Functionally, the rhetorical question acts as “forceful statement”. Thus, a positive 

rhetorical question has the same effect of a negative assertion (surely no one can 

doubt). (ibid) 

2- Negative Rhetorical Questions: 

    The question is in the non-affirmative case 

        2. Isn’t the answer obvious? 

  As with the effect of the positive rhetorical question, the negative one is the same 

as a positive assertion (surely the answer is obvious). (Quirk et al 1985:826) 

3- Wh- Rhetorical Questions: 

   It has a form of a wh-question which implies a negative statement 

          3. Who cares?  
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       The Q –element in this question can be replaced by a negative element, and 

thus it could be equivalent to the statement (nobody cares). (ibid) 

     Another category of rhetorical questions is suggested in 

https://www.acethepresentation.com/rhetorical-questios/. According to this 

category, rhetorical questions are classified into three types: 

 1- “Anthypophora or Hypophora” : 

    Anthypophora originally refers to the Greek words „against + allegation‟. In this 

type the speaker gives a question himself and immediately provides an answer to it. 

“According to the dictionary of Poetic Terms (2003) Jack Myers and Don Charles 

Wukasch classify anthypophora as a „figure of argumentation‟ whereby the speaker 

is arguing with himself”. (for this reason the researchers in this study see that it 

would be better to call this type „argumentative rhetorical question‟). The following 

example illustrates this type: 

      4. “…… Can we say that we’re truly doing enough to give all the children of 

this country the chance they deserve to live out their lives in happiness and with 

purpose?....... the answer’s no.”  

                                                                                                   Barak Obama 

2- “Erotesis” (emotional interrogation): 

     This type of rhetorical questions conveys a strong or passionate affirmation or 

denial. 

    5. “Was I an Irishman on that day that I boldly withstood our pride? Or on the 

day that I hung down my head and wept in shame and silence over the 

humiliation of Great Britain?” 

                                                                                                   Edmund Bruke 

3- “Epiplexis or Epitimesis” (rebuking interrogation): 

      In this type, questions are asked as a way of rebuking or blaming rather to 

evoke answers. The speaker tries to stir the listener‟s feeling of shame on certain 

point of view. 

      6. ….. Is an Israeli teardrop worth more than a drop of Lebanese blood? 

                                            Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, July 2006 

 

4.3 Benefits of Using Rhetorical Questions: 

https://www.acethepresentation.com/rhetorical-questios/
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     It has been mentioned in this study that rhetorical questions are used by the 

speaker to make certain point of view forceful or to stir the listener‟s feeling or 

draw attention towards certain idea. However, the following benefits of rhetorical 

questions are claimed in 

https://www.grammar-monster.com/glossary/rhetorical_questions.htm  

1- Rhetorical questions are engaging and make good titles: 

      In writing, a rhetorical question is useful for suggesting titles for paragraphs. In 

addition to make what follows clear, it makes the readers engage and encourages 

them to think about the answer before reading. For example 

      7. Who murdered Samantha? 

      Introducing a paragraph or a story with such a title makes it more engaging and 

interesting than a title like „The Murder of Samantha‟.  

      However, there is an argument that a question introducing an idea is not 

actually a rhetorical one since the answer might be provided either immediately 

after the question or later. This seems a bit logical, but if it is considered that such a 

question does not expect an answer from the readers themselves, it will be 

rhetorical. 

 

2- Rhetorical questions can be diplomatic: 

      A rhetorical question can have the effect of soft statement; when some 

diplomacy is required, rhetorical questions would be a good option. For example 

       8. Sara did the puzzle in a very short time, but who did it first? 

     The rhetorical question here makes the speech more diplomatic than saying 

„Sara was the second one who did the puzzle‟. 

       As a summary, it can be stated that rhetorical questions – although they are not 

a basic component of a speech or writing – they can be employed in various ways 

to achieve different purposes like: influencing and persuading the listeners or 

readers, stirring the addressees‟ feeling or thinking about certain idea, topic, etc., 

presenting topics in interesting ways, and engaging the addressees in what they 

listen to or read. 

 

5. Rhetorical Questions in Arabic 

https://www.grammar-monster.com/glossary/rhetorical_questions.htm
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5.1 Defining Rhetorical Question: 

      Interrogation in Arabic is classified into two types: 

  1- Real interrogation; which involves asking about something unknown and 

requires an answer. 

  2- Rhetorical interrogation; which involves asking questions not for getting 

knowledge about something, but for evoking the addressees‟ feeling and achieving 

certain rhetorical purposes. Thus it does not require answers.  

(Al-Jarim and Ameen, w.d.:213, 227) 

   5.2 Types of Rhetorical Questions: 

       As it has been mentioned above, rhetorical questions in Arabic are used to 

achieve a number of purposes. According to these purposes, rhetorical questions 

are classified into many types: 

1- Rhetorical Question of Negation: 

    Arab grammarians relate this type to negation because the interrogation particle 

must be replaced by a negative particle. They claim that if such replacement is done 

easily without affecting the meaning of the context, then this question is a 

rhetorical one. (Ibn Faris, w.d.: 295). 

      9. (  60)سوٕس  انوشدًٍ  "ٕلو زلزاا الاحنلبُ الا الاحنلبُ"                                        “Shall 

the reward of goodness be anything but good?” ( Dawood, 1974: 21) 

2- Declarative Rhetorical Question: 

    In this type, the question has a negative form and a positive forceful meaning,  

(   1) سٕس  انششح "أ ىٌ ّشزح ىل صذرك"   .10      

“Have We not lifted up your heart?” (Dawood, 1974: 26) 

3- Rhetorical Question of Condemnation: 

     This type is used for condemning or blaming the addressee on doing something, 

(  28)سٕس  الاعشاف  "أ رق٘ىُ٘ عيى الله ٍب لا رعيَُ٘"    .11         

“Would you tell of Allah what you do not know?” (Dawood, 1974: 248) 

 4- Rhetorical Question of Wishing: 

The speaker expresses his wish in a form of a question, 

(53)سٕس  الاعشاف  "فٖو ىْب ٍِ شفعبا فٍشفع٘ا ىْب"     .12        
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“Will no one plead on our behalf?” (Dawood, 1974: 250) 

5- Rhetorical Question of Suspense: 

The speaker is attempting to draw the addressee‟s attention to a certain point of 

view by using a rhetorical question in a motivating way, 

(10انصف  )سٕس  "ٕو أدىنٌ عيى رجبرح رْجٍنٌ ٍِ عذاة أىٌٍ"      .13        

“Shall I point out to you a profitable course that will save you from a woeful 

scourge?” ( Dawood, 1974: 106) 

6- Rhetorical Question Expressing Mockery: 

     14. ( 87)سٕس  ْٕد  "أ صلارل رأٍزك أُ ّززك ٍب ٌعجذ آثبؤّب"      

“Did your prayers teach you that we should renounce the gods of our fathers” 

(Dawood, 1974: 140) 

7- Rhetorical Question Expressing Exclamation: 

       15. (7)سٕس  انفشلبٌ  ىٖذا اىزس٘ه ٌأمو اىطعبً ٌَٗشً فً الاس٘اق"    ٍب"    

“How is it that this apostle eats and walks about the market-squares?”  (Dawood, 

1974: 209) 

8- Rhetorical Question Expressing Commendation and Magnification: 

(13)سٕس  انشدًٍ "فجأي آلاا رثنَب رنذثبُ"     .16        

“Which of your Lord‟s blessings would you deny?” (Dawood, 1974: 19) 

9- Rhetorical Questions Expressing Urgency: 

The speaker uses a rhetorical question to show his eagerness towards something 

which seems far or slow in coming up 

(214)سٕس  انبمش        "حزى ٌق٘ه اىزس٘ه ٗاىذٌِ آٍْ٘ا ٍعٔ ٍزى ّصز الله" .17        

“that each apostle, and those who shared his faith, cried out: „When will the help of 

Allah come?‟” (Dawood, 1974:354) 

10- Rhetorical Question Expressing Command: 

(80)سٕس  الاَبٍبء  "ٗعيَْبٓ صْعخ ىج٘س ىنٌ ىزحصْنٌ ٍِ ثأسنٌ فٖو أّزٌ شبمزُٗ"  .18        

“We taught him the armorer‟s craft, so you might have protection in your wars. 

Will you then give thanks?” (Dawood, 1974: 301) 

11- Motivating Rhetorical Question: 
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The speaker motivates the addressee towards doing something by using a rhetorical 

question 

(22)سٕس  انمًش  "ٗىقذ ٌنزّب اىقزآُ ىيذمز فٖو ٍِ ٍذمز"     .19        

“We have made the Koran easy to remember: but, will any take heed?” (Dawood, 

1974: 113) 

12- Rhetorical Question Expressing Exclusion: 

(101)سٕس  الاَعبو  "أّى ٌنُ٘ ىٔ ٗىذ ٗىٌ رنِ ىٔ صبحجخ"     .20        

“How should He have a son when He had no consort?” (Dawood, 1974: 435) 

13- Rhetorical Question Expressing Threat: 

(1)سٕس  انفٍم  أ ىٌ رز مٍف فعو رثل ثأصحبة اىفٍو"     " .21        

“Have you not considered how Allah dealt with the Army of the Elephant?” 

(Dawood, 1974: 264) 

14- Rhetorical Question Expressing Equation: 

(86)سٕس  طّ  "أ فطبه عيٍنٌ اىعٖذ أً أردرٌ أُ ٌحو عيٍنٌ غضت ٍِ رثنٌ فأخيفزٌ ٍ٘عذي"   .22         

“Did my absence seem too long to you, or was it to incur your Lord‟s anger that 

you failed me?” (Dawood, 1974: 230) 

15- Rhetorical Questions Expressing Rebuke: 

(101)سٕس  آل عًشاٌ  "ٗمٍف رنفزُٗ ٗأّزٌ رزيى عيٍنٌ آٌبد الله ٗفٍنٌ رس٘ىٔ"     .23        

“But how can you disbelieve when Allah‟s revelations are recited to you and His 

own apostle is in your midst?” (Dawood, 1974: 416) 

(Al-Jarim and Ameen, w.d.: 227-9) 

https://www.faouaid.com/2020/03/aghrad-istifham.html  

       Thus, rhetorical questions in Arabic are used for fulfilling various purposes 

rather than getting answers, and these purposes vary according to the addresser‟s 

attitude towards certain ideas or towards certain behavior done by the addressee.   

       

5.3 Benefits of Using Rhetorical Questions: 

      None of the Arab grammarians and linguists talked directly and explicitly about 

the benefit of using rhetorical questions in speaking and writing. However, the 

https://www.faouaid.com/2020/03/aghrad-istifham.html
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researchers in this study – while investigating the topic – found out certain 

characteristics of rhetorical questions that could make their use beneficial. 

1- Using rhetorical questions makes discourse (speaking or writing) forceful and 

more convincing: sometimes, conveying an idea in a form of a question seems to be 

better than conveying it by using a statement. For example 

 أ رزنيٌ ٗاّذ رأمو؟                                     .24       

             (Are you talking while you are eating?) 

The addresser here draws the addressee‟ attention to the idea that what the latter is 

doing is not appropriate, and indirectly gives him an order that 

جحكهى ٔاَث جأكم()لا  =(don‟t talk while you are eating). 

 

2- Using rhetorical questions makes certain contexts, such as requests, more polite 

and effective: for example 

ٕلا فزحذ اىجبة؟                                  .25       

          (Would you open the door?) 

This request seems more polite and effective than saying  

 .(open the door)=)افحخ انببة(

6. Comparison of Rhetorical Questions in English and Arabic: 

     After the topic of rhetorical questions has been wholly discussed in English and 

Arabic, comparison will be conducted between the two languages in order to 

explore to what extent they are similar or different in dealing with this topic. 

6.1 Definitions: 

     A rhetorical question in both English and Arabic is defined as being that 

question which does not demand an answer, and is asked not for getting 

information about something but for achieving certain stylistic purposes. 

 

6.2 Types: 

    Concerning the types, it has been found out that rhetorical questions in English 

are mainly classified into three types: positive, negative, and wh-questions. This 

classification seems to be made according to the form of rhetorical questions. 

Another classification was found while searching on the topic in the web sites, 
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which puts rhetorical questions in three types with Greek titles: “anthypophora or 

hypophora”, “erotesis”, and “Epiplexis or Epitimesis”, and the researchers in this 

study suggested suitable English titles; they are respectively: argumentative, 

emotional, and rebuking interrogations. These types are apparently classified 

depending on the function of the rhetorical question or the purpose it is intended to 

achieve.  

      In Arabic, on the other hand, rhetorical questions are classified into various 

types depending basically on their purposes. Such purposes are: negation, 

declaration, condemnation, wish, suspense, mockery, exclamation, commendation 

and magnification, urgency, motivation, command, exclusion, threat, equation, and 

rebuke.  

      However, there is a slight similarity between English positive rhetorical 

question and Arabic negative one, the similarity is involved in their implied 

meaning: 

        1. Can anyone doubt the wisdom of this action? 

(06حنلبُ"   وسل٘رح اىلزحَِ: ٕلو زلزاا الاحنلبُ الا الا" .9                                              “Shall 

the reward of goodness be anything but good?” ( Dawood, 1974: 21) 

Both examples imply the effect of a negative statement: (no one can doubt the 

wisdom of this action) and الا الادسبٌ()يب جضاء الادسب ٌ   

The same thing happens with the negative rhetorical question in English and the 

declarative one in Arabic: 

     2. Isn’t the answer obvious? 

(1أ ىٌ ّشزح ىل صذرك"  و س٘رح اىشزح:" .10          

“Have We not lifted up your heart?” (Dawood, 1974: 26) 

The two examples have positive forceful meanings. 

Another similarity has been reached out when comparing purpose classification of 

rhetorical questions in English with their purposes in Arabic: 

both languages employ rhetorical questions to express rebuke 

   6. ….. Is an Israeli teardrop worth more than a drop of Lebanese blood? 

                                            Lebanese Prime Minister Fouad Siniora, July 2006 

(161ٗمٍف رنفزُٗ ٗأّزٌ رزيى عيٍنٌ آٌبد الله ٗفٍنٌ رس٘ىٔ"    وس٘رح آه عَزاُ: " .23     
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“But how can you disbelieve when Allah‟s revelations are recited to you and His 

own apostle is in your midst?” (Dawood, 1974: 416) 

   As for the rest of the types or purposes, none is registered as to be common in 

both English and Arabic, i.e. the remaining types in English are restricted to 

English, and those remaining in Arabic are restricted to Arabic. This could be an 

aspect of difference between English and Arabic concerning rhetorical questions. 

 

7. Conclusions: 

     Investigating and comparing rhetorical questions in English and Arabic lead to 

some conclusions. First of all, a rhetorical question in both languages is identified 

as a figure of speech in a form of a question but it is not a real question since it 

does not require an answer. The importance of the question form lies in the fact that 

such a form makes speech forceful and effective. An idea can sometimes be 

conveyed better and more effectively by means of a question form than a normal 

statement, and by using the question form the speaker/writer draws the attention of 

the audience towards the idea he wants to express and may make them engage in 

thinking about it.  

     Functionally, rhetorical questions are basically used to achieve a variety of 

purposes which are typically stylistic and rhetorical purposes. Such purposes are 

more explicitly focused on in Arabic than in English, and according to these 

purposes types of Arabic rhetorical questions are identified. In English, however, 

grammarians identify types of rhetorical questions according to their structures 

with indirect hints to their functions. On the other hand, there has been found a 

minor classification of rhetorical questions in English which focuses on their 

purposes or functions.  

    Finally, the comparison of the types of rhetorical questions between English an 

Arabic reveals that the two languages are alike in only three types, while the rest 

are restricted to one language rather than the other, I.e., a type that appears in one 

language does not appear in the other. 
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