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Guessing Behaviour in Chinese

and the Epistemic Stance Marker Wocai

Qingming Fang' and Yu Chen""

South China Normal University', Guangxi College for Preschool Education”

Abstract

The article argues that “guessing” is an important cognitive act on a par with reasoning
and judgment, and the act of guessing is characterized by uncertainty, subjectivity, rapid
automaticity, and error-proneness. Chinese conjecture verbs bear such semantic features
as [+uncertainty], [+result-directedness], and [+insufficiency of evidence]. Syntactically,
they generally resist negative characterization and exhibit no gradability; they can co-occur
with both low-certainty and high-certainty modal elements. Drawing on 200 conversational
examples, we examine the wocai-type epistemic stance marker and show that its function
varies across sequential positions. In initial position, wocai responds to and continues the
ongoing topic, expressing an inferential finding or conclusion. In medial position, it inserts
into or expands the topic to introduce a new speculative conclusion. In final position, wocai
acts as an afterthought that supplements the preceding discourse and explicitly signals turn
completion. The clauses following wocai are primarily event clauses expressing probability.
Overall, wocai serves a mitigating function, whereas nicai and nicai zenmezhao serve an
intersubjective function. The article concludes that epistemic stance markers are not ready-
made; rather, they are constructed in the sequential organization of discourse and emerge

from the interweaving of intersubjective dialogue.
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guessing, epistemic inference, wocai, markers of epistemic stance, discourse organization
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