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Abstract

“May I ask?” gradually solidifies into a discourse marker in people’s daily communication, indicating
the speaker’s negative stance. “May I ask?” is often used as a trigger at the beginning of a turn, indicating
a negative stance. It can be placed at the middle or end of the turn to reinforce the negative stance, or it
can independently form a turn to directly express the negative stance. The phrase “May I ask?” has
the function of expressing negative evaluations and emotional attitudes and dynamically manifests
three different degrees of negative emotional attitudes: complaint, blame, and reprimand in specific
contexts. The use of rhetorical context, subjectification, politeness principles, and pragmatic omission
are important reasons for the formation of the discourse marker “May I ask?”.
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