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A Study on the Chinese Phrases “Zenme V(p)”

That Inquires about Views or Prices
Wang Canlong

Abstract In modern Chinese, certain verbs can be used with zenme ([E 4 ) as an ad-
verbial before them to inquire about the views of the listener(s) or the prices of the goods
in oral communication, which is very different from the usual usage of zenme inquiring a-
bout the manner or reason. This paper chooses xiang () and mai (32) as two typical ca-
ses, and makes a detailed investigation and analysis of the usage of the phrase to inquire a-
bout views or prices. At present. how people think on their own is so poorly understood
that the way of thinking is still a “black box”. That is, there is no need to inquire about
the manner of the thinking. In this case . zenme in zenme xriang can only be interpreted as
inquiring about the views of the listener(s). As to the verb mai, there are a variety of
ways of selling, but most of them are shared knowledge on the part of the buyer and the
seller, which renders it unnecessary to ask for such information. Then price becomes the
most important information for the buyer in the trade. When the buyer asks the seller the
question zenme mai, the seller will infer that the buyer wants to know the price, not the
manner of selling, because the manner is so obvious. In essence, however, the view- and
price-inquiring zenme is actually based on its manner-inquiring function.

Keywords zenme, manner., view-inquiring, price-inquiring, semantic analysis, prag-

matic interpretation
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