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Wish Expression and Volitional Force in Chinese
CAO Xiu-ling & GU Jian-shen
(International College of Chinese Studies, Shanghai Normal University, Shanghai 200234)

Abstract: A wish is a mental projection of a desired outcome, reflecting an individual’s
subjective ideal vision of a non-realized future. In human language, wish verbs serve as the
primary linguistic means for expressing wishes. This study investigates the structural
components, linguistic realizations, and affective tendencies of wish expressions in Chinese, with
wish verbs as the analytical entry point. Based on semantic distinctions, wish verbs are classified
into four hierarchical levels of will-force intensity, ranging from weak to strong. Due to their
inherently low transitivity, the actualization of wishes is determined not solely by the verb itself,
but also by factors such as the wish initiator, the agent responsible for realization, and the
objective attainability of the wish. Speakers dynamically modulate will-force levels in
accordance with both subjective and contextual conditions. Notably, wish expressions may also
function as directive speech acts, constituting a pragmatic phenomenon worthy of attention.

Key words: wish verbs; will-force; pragmatic modulation; speech acts
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