
A STUDY OF EQUIVALENCE AND NON-EQUIVALENCE IN 

SELECTED AREAS ·OF ENGLISH AND CHINESE LEXIS 

By 

ZHANG SHIM-IN 

A Field Study Report submitted in Partial Fulfilment 

of the Requirements for the Degree of Master of 

Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages in 

the Canberra College of Advanced Education. 

October 1983 



ABSTRACT 

p 

This study aims to discuss equivalence and non-equivalince in 

some selected areas of English and Chinese lexis and their impact upon 

teaching, learning and translating. Attempts have been made to state 

the causes of lexical equivalence and non-equivalence and raise and 

solve some difficulties and problems arising particularly from non

equivalent lexemes between English and Chinese. 

As a subdiscipline of linguistics, contrastive linguistics is 

concerned with the comparison of two or more languages or subsystems 

of languages in order to determine the differences and similarities 

between them. Based on a practical aim this study tries to provide a 

model for the comparison and determine how and which lexemes are 

comparable so as to explore the notion of equivalence and non-equivalence. 

It is hoped to provide as much information as is possible in a 

limited study of this kind on lexical comparison between the two 

languages. It compares differences with examples, analyses some of the 

problems arising from the errors made by the Chinese students, and 

analyses their causes in the areas of noun, verb, preposition, compound 

lexemes, reduplicative words and phrases, negation, polysemy, idiomatic 

expressions and lexemes derived directly from the cultural background. 

Finally some suggestions and considerations are made for those who 

might have responsibility for designing courses to train interpreters, 

translators or teachers. 
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A. 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 General 

In recent years, particularly after the Cultural 

Revolution, the study and learning of the English language has 

been gaining momentum in China. It is getting equally popular 

among children, the young and the old and is quite often 

attempted by people in all walks of life, particularly 

hospitals, banks, factories, airports and the army. Due to its 

importance as an international and scientific language, it is 

not only taught as a compulsory subject at some primary schools, 

all secondary schools and universities, but English prograrrnnes 

feature in radio and television broadcasts. The people are 

eager to learn English and wish to acquire it at an early 

stage. 

In order to speed up the realization of China's four 

modernizations (modernization of industry, agriculture, science 

and technology and national defence), it is necessary for 

scientists and technicians in particular, to learn and acquire 
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English as soon as possible, so as to keep themselves up to date 

with the latest developments in technology taking place 

elsewhere in the world. Apart from this, it is quite an 

important language for those who are engaged in foreign trade, 

the public service etc. Due to China's valuable and important 

cultural heritage and archaeological sites, more and more tourists 

are attracted to visit China and the tourist industry has 

flourished in recent years. In order to make this industry more 

effective, quite a substantial number of guides and interpreters 

are required who must have full command of the English language. 

At the same time more and more people in the world are 

getting interested in the Chinese language as it is the language 

of more than one fourth of the population of the world. It is

also the key to an understanding of the East, in whose 

civilization and collective wisdom - from compass to acupuncture, 

from ancient philosophy to contemporary thought - China occupies 

an indisputably unique position. 

Apart from this, people in third world countries are eager 

to learn about China's successful · development so as to adopt 

it fully or partially and for this, knowledge of the Chinese 

language will be of immense help. Again due to attractive prices 

and high quality, Chinese articles are becoming more popular 

throughout the world; businessmen from many countries are 

competing in promoting the sale of goods in China. Hence more 

businessmen visit China and they are keen to learn Chinese so as 



to maximize their profits. Tourists, historians and artists 

etc, on the other hand want to learn the language so that 

they can enhance their knowledge of China. In short, more and 

more people want to learn the Chinese language and more Chinese 

are getting interested in learning the English language. 

1.2 Purpose and scope 

The learning and teaching of any foreign language or 

translating any material from a foreign language into Chinese 

at vice versa, always create some difficulties arising 

particularly because of non-equivalence of lexemes in the two 

languages, Chinese and English. Both languages have their own 

semantic structure, just as they have their own grammatical 

and phonological structure. The Chinese language is one of the 

few languages in the world that uses a script in which 

pictographs play a part. It is uninflected and logographic 

and the terseness of the Chinese literary style often has 

little in common with the verbosity of English. The English 

language on the contrary is a phonetic, inflected, alphabetic 

ind polysyllabic language. There are large differences in 

phonology, vocabulary and graITmar. In order to learn or teach 

better and achieve better translation from one language to the 

other, it is important to solve the difficulties which arise 

from the differences between the two languages, particularly in 
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the lexical field. One task of the theory of teaching and 

translating is exploring the aspects of interrelation between 

the two languages. Therefore this study aims at examining some 

of these areas, and it is hoped that it will be of some use 

to the Chinese who are learning English as well as to foreigners 

who are interested in learning the Chinese language. 

It is impossible for a thesis to cover every aspect in 

language theory and practice. It is not within the scope of 

this study to analyse all the differences and similarities in 

phonological or syntactical structure. It does not analyse the 

semantic structure either. Much emphasis is given to 

applicability in the two languages. In this study an attempt 

-will be made to throw some light on work already done and discuss 

the problems of equivalence and non-equivalence in vocabulary 

between the two languages; looking at different equivalent and 

non-equivalent lexemes and suggestingreasons for their 

occurrence. 

1.3 Why lexis is selected for comparison 

The lexis is a vital part of a foreign language learner's 

task. Without a good vocabulary range, one would have great 

difficulties in understanding and using a foreign 1anguage. 

It affects the expression of one's thought, actions and 
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communications. It is an essential means for people to exchange 

ideas and to acquire new experience. There is no need to 

examine and evaluate the special relationship of vocabulary to 

comprehension, to critical listening, reading, observing, 

thinking, writing and speaking skills. Vocabulary development 

must be seen as an organic part of a language system. Also we 

must remember that the aim of learning a foreign language is to 

use it, not merely to learn about it. And the lexis is the 

most fundamental part of a language. 

Lack of words and incorrect use of words are big problems 

that many Chinese learners have. Some students and even 

teachers do not realize, or neglect, the importance of 

vocabulary development. Much emphasis is given to grammatical 

structural analysis. It has been said that the Chinese students 

are good at analysing grammatical structure but weak when it 

comes to communicating. As a matter of fact, this is one 

obstacle to Chinese learners mastering English though they know 

the structure of a particular sentence very well. It often 

occurs that an unfamiliar word may ruin their understanding. 

This is partially because of the lack of the necessary 

environment practice, but a more important factor is their 

lack of words and incorrect use of words. Therefore in order 

to help learners to acquire this skill, this study will 

provide a comparison of vocabularies of Chinese and English. 
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1.4 The range and source of comparison 

My comparison, pertaining to the entire study, will be one 

of the detailed and comprehensive non-equivalence in vocabulary 

of the two languages. But it will not be as broad and involved 

as that normally undertaken by a linguist or grammarian. Instead 

it will · be confined to an examination of the most common and 

frequently made errors arising from differences in the vocabulary 

of the two languages. Out of this research we hope to present 

some solutions to the problems of non-equivalence. 

Since this study involves a fairly large amount of lexemes 

of a wide range, needed particularly for translation from 

English to Chinese which is supposed to be the main part of the 

comparison, it is suitable for advanced learners, young 

teachers and translators rather than elementary readers. 

This discussion is based not only on the work already done 

by linguists, teachers and translators, but also the author's 

thirteen years teaching experience in the Peking No.2 Foreign 

Language Institute. 

Finally, on the basis of the discussion and conclusions, 

some suggestions will be proposed. 
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1.5 Background Study 

The pedagogical application of contrastive linguistics 

has been the subject of numerous controversies since the 

mid-sixties. Despite strong critical voices a large number of 

applied linguists and language teachers have found applied 

contrastive linguistics useful in language teaching, material 

development and the analysis of errors. Contrastive linguistics 

and the. language Teacher edited by Jacek Fisiak is a collection 

of fourteen papers and a select bibliography which is intended 

to indicate the direction in which applied contrastive 

linguistics has been developing in recent years and to suggest 

further areas of research. 

Richard Newnham in his book About Chinese gives a general 

account of the history of Chinese, its sounds, script, 

morphology, reforms and present state. In spite of the emphasis 

on Chinese, Newnham does make some comparisons between the 

Chinese and English languages which could be beneficial to 

teachers or translators. Chapter 6 in particular would help to 

get a better understanding of words:. and their meanings in 

numbers, verbal attributes, measures, directionals, aspect, 

relatives, verb compounds, etc. These would provide a good 

idea in the field of semantics. 

Peng Qiliang, a Chinese writer and translator in his book 

Fanyi yu bijiao - 'Translation and Comparison', discusses the 

difference between the Chinese and English languages in nine 
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chapters and studies translation from Chinese to English and 

English to Chinese as well. He thinks the problems in carrying 

out the two kinds of translation are different. The differences 

between the two languages bring about difficulties in understanding 

and translating. The problems lie in determining equivalence 

and non-equivalence. His suggestion is to try to unify the 

translated form and the original content; that is, to try being 

faithful to the origtnal content by finding an equivalent. If 

this cannot be found, then a relative equivalent as close in 

meaning as possible must be found. 

Zhung Shukong, a Chinese teacher and translator, has good 

experience in translation, since he has done such work for over 

twenty years. He holds that two steps must be gone through in 

translating. First, it is necessary to have a correct 

understanding of the original. Second, on the basis of precise 

understanding, reproduction (representation) in the other 

language is required. To guide young teachers of English and 

translators to achieve the above aims, he has designed and 

compiled over three hundred typical sentences which he has 

analysed expertly, and gives fifty passages for use as 

exercises. 

By following his analysis of typical sentences, a learner 

of English can (1) find a correct approach to understanding and 

representation, (2) enlarge his vocabulary, (3) have a better 

understanding of English in some specific lexical field such as 

in nouns, articles or idioms. 
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Yuen Ren Chao, the president of Harvard College, has done 

a great deal of work on the Chinese language and provides a 

good reference for learners of Chinese and Chinese teachers 

teaching English. His Mandarin Primer may be used as a text

book of Chinese for the classroom or for self-teaching. But 

many examples may be taken to illustrate the different usage of 

words in English and Chinese. Besides, in Section III of Part 

One, under the title of grall111ar, the discussion of morphology, 

compounds, parts of speech, etc. helps one to acquire a correct 

and comprehensive vocabulary of the second language. 

In another book A Grammar of Spoken Chinese by the same 

author, Yuen Ren Chao makes an overall study of Chinese grarrmar 

and presents a lot of examples. For comparisons of vocabulary 

items Chapter 3 - Word and Morpheme; Chapter 6 - Compounds; 

Chapter 7 - Parts of Speech: Substantives; and Chapter 8 -

Verbs and Other Parts of Speech, may be useful. 

Volume 1 of Semantics by J Lyons provides a general and 

comprehensive introduction, synthesizing work on meaning and 

communication from many disciplines and setting semantics 

in the larger framework of semiotics. Little technical 

knowledge is presupposed, and all the relevant terms and 

concepts are carefully explained as they are used. Jonathan 

Cohen in The Times Literary Su pp lement writes that Lyons's 

Volume 1 
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takes his readers, with impressively sustained 
clarity and thoroughness, through the 
technical apparatus that structural or 
Saussurean linguistics has gradually built up 
for dealing with semantic problems, and also 
provides students of language with an 
invaluably simplified introduction· to those 
developments in modern philosoRhY and logical 
theory which they will have to~understand if 
they are to come to grips with current 
literature in professional journals of 
linguistic inquiry. 

Volume 2 deals with more specifically linguistic problems 

in semantics and contains substantial original material. There 

are in particular important theoretical chapters on Semantics 

and Granunar, Deixis, Mood and Illocutionary Force, and 

Modality. 

These two volumes of Semantics are likely to be of 

considerable help to Chinese teachers of English. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTRASTIVE STUDY 

2.1 Some Remarks on Theoretical and Applied Contrastive Study 

Contrastive studies are not a very recent linguistic 

phenomenon. Their origins may extend as far back as the 

fifties or even the forties. Contrastive studies were 

recognized as an important part of foreign language training 

methodology. Their aim was to discover and predict learning 

difficulties by comparing the native language with the foreign 

language, but a lot of criticism has been about their value, 

validity and applications etc. Some linguists hold that the 

criticism comes from misinterpretations and misunderstanding. 

Interest in contrastive linguistics has not diminished over 

the last few years. Supporters still expect something positive 

to result from contrastive research. 

Senior university students in foreign language institutions 

in China, for example the third and fourth year students, all 

have training in oral interpretation and written translation 

which is a substantial proportion of the whole curriculum. 
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Comparative study is bound to be involved in teaching and 

translating. Besides, many Chinese advanced learners find it 

a good way to learn English. 

Contrastive linguistics may roughly be defined as a 

subdiscipline of linguistics concerned with the comparison of 

two or more languages of subsystems of languages in order to 

detennine both the differences and similarities between them. 

According to Michael Sharwood Smith, the aims of 

contrastive studies have been much discussed and will continue 

to be discussed. The discussion usually centres round two 

fundamental points of view: the theoretical and practical. 

Theoretical aims include the desire to increase present 

knowledge within the field of linguistics while practical aims 

mainly relate to teaching and the construction of teaching 

material. Most discussiorsend with the general agreement that 

contrastive studies should try to contribute to the fulfilment of 

both the theoretical and practical aims. Theoretical contrastive 

studies give an exhaustive account of the differences and 

similarities between two or more languages, provide an adequate 

model for their comparison and determine how and which elements 

are comparable, thus defining such notions as congruence, 

equivalence, correspondence, etc. Applied contrastive studies 

provide a framework for the comparison of languages, selecting 

whatever information is necessary for a specific purpose, eg. 

teaching bilingual analysis, translation etc. However, many 

linguists say that it is hard to draw the boundary between 

theoretical and applied research. 

12 



One hypothesis stated by Lee (1968: 186) is that 

contrastive analysis is based on the following assumptions: 

1. that the prime cause, or even the sole cause, 
of difficulty and error in foreign-language 
learning is interference coming from the 
learners' native language; 

2. that the difficulties are chiefly, or wholly, 
due to the differences between the two 
languages; 

3. that the greater these differences are, the 
more acute the learning difficulties will be; 

4. that the results of a comparison between the 
two languages are needed to predict the 
difficulties and. errors which will occur in 
learning the foreign language; 

5. that what there is to teach can best be found 
by comparing the two languages and then 
subtracting what is coinmon to them, so that 
'what a student has to learn equals the sum of 
the differences established by the contrastive 
analysis'. 

2.2 Contrastive Study and Teaching 

Contrastive studies are useful in foreign language teaching 

material development and the analysis of errors. They are also 

an important part of foreign language teaching methodology. 

Fries (1945: 9) pointed out that "the most efficient materials 

are those that are based upon a scientific description of the 

language to be learned, carefully compared with parallel 

description of the native language of the learner". The 

pedagogical use of contrastive studies explains and systematizes 
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our teaching experience. Another linguist, Lado (1957: 2) 

put it thus: 

the student who comes in contact with a foreign 
language will find some features of it quite 
easy and others extremely difficult. Those . 
elements that are similar to his native language 
will be simple for him, and those elements that 
are different will be difficult. The teacher 
who has made a comparison of a foreign language 
with the native language of the student will 
know better what the real learning problems are 
and can better provide for teaching them. 

Such comparisons are particularly necessary in China for 

foreign language institutes whose task is to train interpreters, 

translators and tourist guides. With a good foundation laid 

at college, they will cope well with their future work. 

This method of contrastive study, a comparison of some 

similarities in terms of equivalence and differences in terms 

of non-equivalence, as far as the lexis is concerned, will be 

dealt with in this study. Comparative work is beneficial to 

teachers and translators; it is also good practice for learners. 

When the learner practises enough comparisons of similarities 

and differences, he will (a) attain greater familiarity with 

lexis, (b) get an overall view of the target language, and 

(c) become accustomed to overcoming the difficulties that may 

be based on the differences. 

14 



2.3 Comparison of Lexis and Translation 

Contrastive analysis is mostly built upon translation 

equivalence as established by a bilingual informant. Translation 

serves as a satisfactory basis for contrasting the manner in 

which a concept is expressed in two languages. Gilbert Barth 

(1961: 9) writes: "translating is the best means for comparing 

and contrasting two languages". It does not mean that it has no 

problems. It has problems such as negative transfer, ie~ 

interference which may result in erroneous forms in the language 

performance of the learner. However contrastive study will 

play an important role as a contribution to better organization 

and guidance in foreign language teaching and learning. 

This study provides samples of a comparison of English and 

Chinese lexis. A lexical term is considered as a combination of 

three specifications: a morphological specification, a syntactic 

specification and semantic specification. This study may cover 

the three aspects, but the main emphasis will be on the last 

one - semantic specification. 

2.4 Comparison of Lexis and Context 

In comparing the vocabularies of the two languages, it is 

necessary to take into account the context in which a word or 

words occur. The meaning of a word is explained in its 
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idiomatic collocation with other words in each concrete context 

or may be achieved by looking at the whole sentence. The 

cultural context, historical context etc. also need to be 

considered. Most words are defined by dictionary entries, 

but it is important for us to ascertain the specific meaning 

referred to by specific words in relation to the specific 

context. 

2.5 Comparison of Lexis and Syntax 

Comparison of lexemes cannot be separated from the 

structural analysis of the sentence. The boundary between 

syntax and semantics has long been, and remains, the subject 

of dispute. 

Changing the distribution of words affects their meaning. 

There is an intrinsic connection between the meaning of words 

and their distribution. For example, 'boy', 'ball', 'hits', 

each has its semantic or external meaning which can be found 

in the dictionary. But only when they form a sentence in a 

certain order, do they express their structural or internal 

meaning. For instance, they could form the sentence: 'The 

boy hits the ball 1
• 

--16 



CHAPTER 3 

EQUIVALENCE 

3.1 The Definition of Equivalence and Examples 

The tenn 'equivalence• is widely used in teaching and 

translating. But how do we understand it? Technically John 

Lyons (1979:237)defines it thus: 

If a lexeme from language A (in one of its 
senses) is judged to have (roughly) the 
same meaning as a lexeme from language B 
(in one of its senses) by bilingual 
speakers of the two languages, we can say 
that the two lexemes (in their relevant 
senses) are (roughly) equivalent in 
applicability: they can be applied to the 
same things or in the same situations. 

According to Lyons, bilingual speakers who are sufficiently 

familiar with the cultural context in which two languages 

operate will often be in agreement about the semantic 

equivalence or non-equivalence of lexemes. Therefore they are 

considered as a consistent and reliable source for giving 

judgements on semantic equivalence, though these judgements 

are in most cases intuitive. 
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Thinking is a common characteristic of all human beings 

and their way of thinking is very similar though each language 

has features peculiar to its own nationality, (ie. each 

language has its own ways of expression), but the phenomenon 

that gives rise to the concept is the same. This provides an 

easy method of finding equivalence. When we say zhong in 

Chinese, there is definitely an equivalence to 1 clock 1 in 

English. Since there are many things common to the two 

languages, we can easily translate one word from English to 

Chinese or vice versa. There are a lot of words in the two 

languages that have basically the same meaning. Take organs 

of the human body for example - eye, nose, mouth in Chinese 

have exact equivalents in English. They can be called complete 

equivalence. A lot more lexemes in the two languages are 

basicaliy equivalent, slightly or partially non-equivalent. 

For example, English 'grill', 'roast', 'toast' all can be 

translated into one Chinese word kao. It seems that the three 

English words have a partial equivalence in Chinese. As a 

matter of fact, kao does not mean grilling steak or a lamb chop 

in the grill, or toasting bread in the toaster, or roasting 

lamb or steak in the oven; it actually means to cook over an 

open fire like a barbecue. In this case we may say kao has a 

partial equivalence in meaning with the three words 'grill', 

'roast', 'toast'. Equivalent words can be formed not only in 

nouns, but also in verbs, adjectives and adverbs and other parts 

of speech. When equivalent words are found in the two languages, 

it makes it simple and easy for the language learner when they 
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are in syntactically acceptable sentences. The analysis of the 

following four examples demonstrates that the learner ought not 

to have problems in understanding the meaning of each word. 

from English to Chinese 

a) The tarmac was almost empty. 
,. -~,. tarmac - t~ngJ~p~ng 

almost - j"ihu 

empty - kongkongde 

The Chinese translation is exactly the same even in word 

order: 

Tingjiping sha:ng jvzu kongkongde. 

b) My brother Mourad was riding on a beautiful white horse. 

my 

brother 

Mourad 

- wode 

- x?.ongdi 

- Molade 

was riding - qi, 

on 

a 

beautiful 

white 

horse 

' . - za~ sha:ng 

- yi(p"l.) 

- piao iia:ngde 

- bai 

V - ma 

The Chinese sentence is formed in exactly the same English 

word order: 

My brother Mourad was dding on a beautiful 

Wode dongdi Mola.de (aux.) qi zai y?(p?J piaoliangde 

white horse. 

I • V \ 

ba~ ma s hang. 
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from Chinese to English 

c) Ta zhengyao jia:ng zhege :ci:n shenqming yizhi dao tade jiali 

d) 

h- h ' "d - "' f' s OU uo XU uo x1,ng u. 

ta he 

zhengyao - was about to 

zhege - this 

:ci:n - new 

shengm1-ng - l if e 

' h' y1,z 1, - transplant 

dao - to 

t'ade - his 

jiali - home 

shouhuo - reap 

xuauo - much 

"' f;' X1,ng u - happiness 

In this case each word and metaphor used is almost 

completely equivalent: 

He was about to transplant this new life to 

Ta h' ' z engyao y"izh-f, h' ' z ege xrn shengmtng dao 

home, (and) reap much happiness. 

jiau shouhuo xuduo Xtngfu. 

Junzi. dong k~u budong sh~u. 

junzl - gentleman 

dong - use 

k~u - (mouth) tongue 

bu - not 

sh~u - hands 

his 

fade 
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In this case almost every word has its equivalent except 

in English where 1 tongue 1 is used instead of 1 mouth 1 as 

in Chinese. 

A gentleman uses (his) tongue not uses (his) hands. 

Junzl dong kou bu dong shou. 

The above examples show that a noun, pronoun, adjective, 

adverb, verb and preposition in English can have exact 

equivalence in Chinese and the same meaning. For example, 

horse - ma 
he - ta 
white - bai 

almost - Jwii 

reap - shouhuo 

on \ . shang - za-z, 

Sometimes by simply linking words in order a perfect sentence 

can be formed. This also suggests that all human beings have 

similar concepts in mind, the difference only lies in the way 

they are expressed. 

3.2 Borrowed Words 

A lot of equivalent words are borrowed words. Languages, 

particularly in geographical or cultural contact 1 borrow 1 words 

from one another quite freely, for words tend to travel across 

geographical and linguistic boundaries together with the object 
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or action to which they refer. Much of the resemblance in the 

vocabularies of different languages may therefore be due to 

their having been borrowed either from one another or from some 

third language. For example, many of the more obvious 

similarities in the words of different modern European languages 

are the result of borrowing from the classical languages. These 

languages have all borrowed from one another in different degrees 

and at different periods of history, and continue to do so. 

Nevertheless, one cannot always assume that borrowed words mean 

the same in two languages. In some cases the original concept 

changes in time in one or possibly both languages so that the 

meaning, though similar, cannot be said· to be exactly equivalent. 

The same thing happens in the Chinese language. Many 

Chinese words adopted from the English language are very similar, 

not only in meaning, but also in pronunciation. The Chinese 

learners find it easy to give the Chinese equivalence. See the 

following examples: 

coffee 

rifle 

sofa 

cocoa 

humour 

logic 

- kajei 

, • V 

- la-z,fu 

- shafa 

- keke 

- \ _ yowno 

Z, ·" - UOJ-Z, 

chocolate - qi~okeZI 

brandy 

whisky 

- baila:nd.1-
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flannel 

jeep 

vitamin 

- fa u5.nr6ng 

coca cola - k~k~uk~le 
l ~ ... 
.,; 

Many borrowed words are scientific words. They can be translated 

in different ways but it is easy to find their equivalents. 

a) The easiest way is to translate the words by their 

pronunciation. 

nylon - nllong 

combine - ka:ngbaiyin 

aspirin asipllln 

laser - laisai 

radar - leid/i. 

calorie - kaiuli. 
- C -r f penicillin - pann1,X1.,li.n 

vaseline - farzshtl~n 

b) Some are translated literally 

dead angle 

biplane 

saponification 

"·" - si.Ji.ao 
- \ - -

- shuangyifeiji 

- zaohuazuoyong 

' \ ' ~. the law of inertia - duoxingdinglu 

positive number 

para 11 e 1 growth 

\ \ 

- zhengshu 
, , - y 

- pingxingshengzhang 

internal indicator - n~izhishiji 
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c) Some are translated according to their shape 

T-square - cHngztchi 

I-bar - gongzttie 

Q-antenna - kui:ti"anxian 

U-shaped magnet - matixing dtie 

X-ray - X-shexian 

To summarise this chapter: 

1) Equivalence can be found in the two languages because all 

human beings have similar concepts in mind. The difference 

only lies in the way they are expressed. 

2) Equivalence may be divided into complete equivalence and 

partial equivalence. Borrowed words are the most obvious 

examples of equivalence. In many cases not only the 

meaning is the same, the form and pronunciation are also 

the same. 

3) Equivalent lexemes are easy to understand and memorise. 

They create no difficulty for learners in China. 
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CHAPTER 4 

NON-EQUIVALENCE 

4. 1 Non-equivalence and its Causes 

In the last chapter, we have seen that human beings use 

different expressions to describe similar concepts. Since the 

environment where human beings live is different, and social 

activity is different, the languages which are the medium of 

expression are bound to be different too. The language of a 

particular society is an integral part of its culture and an 

important determinant of the world in which it exists. No two 

languages are ever sufficiently alike to be considered as 

representing the same social reality. The worlds in which 

different societies live are distinct worlds, and the labels 

attached are bound to be different. Britain, America, Australia, 

Canada and New Zealand where English is spoken have greatly 

different societies and cultures from the society and culture in 

China where Chinese is spoken. Expressions concerning the 

different social realities are bound to be different in most 

cases. It is not normal to find equivalence in the two 

languages. Each language has its own usage and idioms, its own 
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grarrmar and stylistic devices, its own cultural and social 

background. That is why we have the problem of non-equivalence, 

which creates difficulties for learners. 

Native speakers of the Chinese language, who, generally 

speaking, are over twenty years old, have been exposed to a 

wide variety of linguistic experiences as far as the Chinese 

language is concerned. In other words, when we are past twenty, 

we have already acquired a good degree of competence in 

1 production 1
, ie. in expressing ideas in idiomatic Chinese. 

However, the same cannot be said of our knowledge of English. 

The people learning English need constant exposure to as wide a 

variety of linguistic experiences as possible to acquire a good 

command of English. They have to do a lot of reading, listening, 

speaking and writing. The ideal situation is in a society or a 

country where English is the native language, where one is in a 

totally English speaking environment, and where one can 

experience the many ways in which English is written and spoken 

by native speakers. In China, little chance of this is 

available for Chinese learners of English. Mostly they are 

taught by teachers in a formal course using textbooks, while 

many self-taught ones study mainly through reading. Therefore 

it is hoped that the present study will help some of these 

people to acquire competence in 1 understanding 1 and 1 production 1 

as far as English is concerned. 
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Many Chinese learners believe that it is easy to remember 

and use those English words that have Chinese translational 

equivalents but they often get stuck or find no way to express 

their ideas when they are conf~onted by non-equivalent 

lexemes. In such cases they feel embarrassed or frustrated. 

Some 1 brave 1 ones just mechanically create an equivalent word 

which may cause misunderstanding or laughter. Word-for-word 

translations also occur. Very often the translation from 

Chinese to English is done in Chinglish - Chinese English, and 

from English to Chinese in strange English Chinese which 

appears to be right but which is actually wrong due to the 

improper use of words which do not meet the constraints of the 

context. 

This problem will lead us to ask why this is so? When we 

say zhong in Chinese there is definitely an equivalence to 

1 clock 1 in English. But when we say Chinese sha:n, there will 

be two words in English 'hill I and 'mountain' for it. Which 

one do we use? As a matter of fact, one lexical item that 

occurs in one language may become two lexical items or more in 

another language. The English sentence 11 ! keep thinking without 
{ ;,,,. ~ , .. . •'_: '; 

stopping to run' is said in a negative way. Chinese speakers 

say it in a positive way - WO ytb~enpao ytb~erzxiang - 1 I 1m 

thinking while running•. In Chinese we say hiii j~n ru tu -
1 throw money about like dirt•, but in English it is 1 spend 

money like water 1
• 

11 0ne language may lexilize (ie. provide a 

word for) a meaning that is not lexilized in the other." (Lyons, 

1979: 235). 
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In the most trivial instances, this may be simply because the 

language which lacks a lexeme for a particular meaning is 

spoken in a part of the world in which a particular object or 

class of objects does not exist. It would not be surprising, 

for example, to discover that there was no word for 'snow' in 

a language of equatorial Africa. There are also cases where one 

language gives lexical recognition to some artefact, social 

institution or abstract concept for which there is no 

equivalent lexeme in another language. For example, it is hard 

to translate the Australian popular food 1 pavlova 1 into Chinese. 

In a case like this, we can say that the Chinese language lacks 

the word for that particular meaning. This is because the world 

in which Chinese is spoken does not contain anything to which 

the word would apply. 

The reason why what is called word-for-word translation is 

generally unsatisfactory and frequently impossible is that the 

boundaries between the meanings of what at first sight appear 

to be semantically equivalent words in different languages may 

be incongruent. The question of what constitutes semantic 

equiva}ence between lexemes from different languages depends 

upon the cultural equivalence of objects and institutions. 

4.2 Method of Comparison of Lexis 

In our comparison following this chapter we shall use two 

methods. One is to find the direct and concrete relevant 
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equivalent value in the two languages, which may be called 

literal translation; the other method is to find the indirect, 

generalized relevant value which may be called free 

connotational translation. The two methods are distinct and 

yet they do interact under some circumstances. The sameness 

and similarities of the two languages provide an objective 

basis of literal translation as discussed in Chapter 3. This 

does work in some cases, but, since there is a great difference 

between English and Chinese, connotational translation is bound 

to be necessary in most cases. 
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CHAPTER 5 

COMPARISON 

5.1 Nouns 

Nouns form an open class which occupies the major portion 

bf the lexis of almost every language. When learning English 

nouns or Chinese nouns we should not get into the habit of 

equating every Chinese noun with one English noun in a 

mechanical way. Some terms like yuanzi - atom, jthuaj~ngjt -

planned economy, do represent one-to-one correspondence between 

English and Chinese, but the meanings of the vast majority of 

words have to be remembered in terms of their place in English 

phrases, comparison with their opposites and correlates and 

other factors. Very often the dictionary meanings are not safe 

to use and among the several meanings of senses, one may choose 

a wrong one. For example, once an interpreter translated 

'powder room' i.e. 'the ladies' room' in a theatre into 

da:nyaoshi - 'ammunition room' which did not at all fit in the 

context. On hearing it the people present were all completely 

at a loss. When somebody murmured 'ladies' room' he realized 

his wrong interpretation and quickly corrected it. 

-
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A lot of English nouns are polysem or homonym (which will 

be discussed in 5.7). The Collins Australian Pocket Dictionary 

gives three meanings of the word 'powder': 

1) dry substance in the form of fine,dustlike particles 

2) a specific kind of powder (face powder) 

3) same as gunpowder. 

So the interpreter used the third entry which does not at all 

fit in the context. It was, of course, the second entry which 

originated the euphemism 'powder room' with which the 

interpreter was unfamiliar. We cannot just freely pick one of 

the meanings in the dictionary as an equivalent. 

The word 'tree' is translated into Chinese as shu which 

means a large, woody perennial plant with one main trunk which 

develops many branches. 'Tree' in English may refer to various 

instruments made of wood such as the gallows for hanging people 

in ancient times, but we cannot use the word shu as the Chinese 
' 

translation for each of the two things. Instead mujil and 

x=ingtai should be regarded as proper translation. Besides, 

shu is not the correct translation for 'tree' in each of the 

following English expressions all of which include the word 

'tree'. Each Chinese translation makes use of a different term: 

family tree - jiapu 

shoe tree - xi.exuan. 

boot tree - xuechen 

saddle tree - an.kuang 
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1 Black tea' is one of the many kinds of tea in China. We 

Chinese call it hangcha - red tea, because ithasa reddish brown 

colour and it is fermented. English speaking-people would not 

know what kind of tea it is if we say 'red tea', because they 

do not grow tea and presumably they do not have a proper name 

for it. People of different culturesgive different names to the 

same thing. 

The most conmonly-used Chinese words Ztshi - history, 

shtjie - world and shuiping - level are not at all as simple 

as they appear. The same Chinese word can be expressed in 

different English ways: 

Shtjie is expressed in three ways in the following English 

sentences: 

1) Workers of all countries, unite. 

shijie - all countries 

2) ·1t is always better to be prudent in everything we do. 

shijiesho:ngde shtqing - in everything we do 

3) You want the horse to run fast and you don't let it graze. 

What kind of logic is that? 

In Chinese, we say shtjiesho:ng nayou zheyangde daoZ!? Each of 

the Chinese sentences contains the word shijie whose English 

equivalent is 'world'. However, the word 'world' does not appear 

in any of the English sentences. If we pay particular attention 

to the deep meaning, 'workers' may not refer to 'workers in the 

world' in an abstract sense, rather, the emphasis is on 'workers 
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of every specific country or of all countries• . If we add 

'world' to the next sentence as 11 It is always better to be 

prudent (in the world)', it does not make much sense. Who 

and what is referred to? Communicatively it is very vague. 

And in the third sentence the word 1 world 1 is not at all 

called for. The noun 1world 1 must be used according to its 

specific and underlined meaning, connotation, the context 

and thepragmatic and communicative purpose. 

Ltshi is expressed in six ways in the following English 

sentences: 

1) Both democracy and freedom are relative, not absolute, and 

they come into being and develop in specific historical 

condition. 

zai Lish~ shang - in specific historical conditions. 

2) From the way he applied himself to the study of both of 

China 1 s past and present ... I knew he was a man with a 

receptive mind. 

L~sh? - past. 

3) ... their traditional habits are different from ours. 

itsh! - traditional 

4) All through the ages, the reactionary rulers sowed feelings 

of estrangement among our various nationalities. 

Zishi sha:ng - all through the ages. 
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5) Certain comrades remain unconvinced despite the record of 

the growth of co-operation in the last few years ... 

Lish~ - the record of growth. 

6) We must not confine our judgement to a short period or a 

single incident in a cadre's life, but should consider his 

life and work as a whole. 

Hshi - 1 ife 

The concept which the word lishl signals requires translating 

into English in six different ways: 

in specific historical condition 

past 

traditional 

all through the ages 

the record of the growth 

1 ife. 

We cannot simply use 'history' to replace every one of them in 

the sentence. It does not fit there, not only for reasons of 

grammar but also because of collocation, phrasing and lack of 

comparison with its correlates and opposites. The translation 

of a Chinese noun into English or vice versa in a sentence is 

not only a case of selecting the most appropriate of several 

dicitonary entries. It is necessary to consider all the 

factors and principles we have examined above. 
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The same principles are applicable to the word shuiplng -

level. In one case shuiplng is translated into 'art', in the 

other 'height' as follows: 

1) improve the art of leadership. 

h 
\I I s u1,,p1,,ng - art 

2) We must work hard to raise to a new hei ght the military 

and political quality of our army. 

- height. 

5.2 Verbs 

The verb is a very important part of English and Chinese. 

It is just like the steel or wooden structure of a house. The 

brick walls and the roof will be erected around this. A large 

number of verbs are expressed in very different ways in the 

two languages. 

Let's start with the beginners' problem of using 'to have', 

'there is' or 'there are' to express the Chinese you. They 

often say I The room has three peop 1 e 1 
, 

1The kitchen has some 

bread' instead of the correct way of saying 'There are three 

people in the room', 'There is some bread in the kitchen• 

In English 'to have' is often used to express possession, 
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'there is' to express existence. In Chinese you is used to 

express both the above uses. Besides, the English preposition 

'with', other verbs and even some clauses can be translated 

into Chinese by you. Chinese you covers a wide scope and has 

a different grammatical behaviour from similar English verb 

forms. This may be illustrated by the following: 

A. You is used in the sense of 'have, possess'. 

1) T'amen you sange haizi. 

They have three children. 

2) Wang Llng hen uou qian. 

Wang Ling has much money. 

3) Meigeren dou you tade changahu he duanchu. 

Every person has his strong and weak points. 

B. You is used to express existence. 

1) Zai xuex1- shang you xuduo zhang'ai he kunnan. 

There are many obstacles and difficulties in the study. 

2) Jintia:n you wu. 
There is a fog today. 
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C. Niu is expressed by the preposition 'with' 

1) .You y'ouq'"i.ng s'"i.xiangcle ren bu.fen dtwo. 

Those with a Rightist way of thinking make no distinction 

between ourselves and the enemy. 

2) .You x'in:rPi,nde haizi change hang xue cle hew. 

The children with confidence often achieve a better result. 

D. Several English verbs are used to express the Chinese idea 

" you. 

1) J'ish1.- you hend'a chengj'icle ren ye bu.yew j1.,aoao. 

Even those who have achieved very great success should 

not be arrogant. 

2) Women juebuke you aomande daguozhuyi taidu. 

We must never adopt the arrogant attitude of a great 

chauvinist nation. 

E. Sometimes English clauses are used to express you for 

emphasis. 

1) You Ze wenti women jiu taoZun. 

Whenever problems arise, we discuss them. 

2) You Ze cuowu jiuyao p-=ipa:n. 

Whenever mistakes crop up they must be criticized. 



In Chinese the same word you is used in every case, no 

matter whether it is used to express 'possession' or 

'existence'. It cannot be expressed or substituted by 

other words. Each of the above Chinese sentences contains 

the word you However, when you is translated into English, 

different words or different expressions are used to convey 

the Chinese you. As we have seen, to signal possession, 'have' 

is used; to signal existence, 'there is' or 'there are' are 

used. The English preposition 'with' and various verbs or even 

clauses can be used to express you. 

English phrasal verbs really give Chinese students a 

headache. Bruce Fraser (1974) refers to phrasal verbs as 

verb-particle combinations, such as 'look up', 'boil down', 

'break in'. A verb and particie may combine in more than one 

way. He generalizes some rules about the properties of verbs 

which combine with particles for- the purpose of predicting 

which verbs combine with which particle(s) and in which 

relationship. 

Syntactic generalization involves the stative versus 

nonstative distinction. Stative verbs such as know, want, 

see, hear, hope, resemble, rarely combine with a particle. 

Some corrnnon underlying semantic features make a group of 

verbs fall into a class, such as hunt down, track down, 

trail down and bake up, cook up, fry up, boil up and brew up. 

The phonological shape of a verb can determine to a large 

extent whether or not it can combine with a particle. Fraser 
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writes 

Kennedy (1920), Wharf (1964), and Fraser (1965 
have all independently noted that the majority 
of verbs occuring with particles are mono
syllabic and that the remainder are made up 
primarily of bisyllabic words which are 
initially stressed ... (1974: 13) 

such as rattle away, tighten up, narrow down, figure out. Yet 

he admitted that there are always exceptions and counter

examples to his definition and approach. These exceptions add 

more difficulties for Chinese learners. Verbs such as bring, 

call, come, get, give, hold, keep, make, put, run, take, and 

turn can combine with a large number of particles to express an 

astounding array of meanings. Take a commonly-used verb 'get' 

as an example. It can combine with most of the particles -

about, across, around, aside, at, away, back, by, down, for, 

forth, from, in, off, on, out, over, up, with. The following 

sentences illustrate the versatility of this verb: 

1) The cripple couldn't get about very well. 

(to move from place to place). 

2) That couple doesn't get along very well. 

(relate to each other). 

3) He gets around better these days. 

{to move around, recover from illness). 

4) The schemers got away with the plan. 

( to steal ) . 
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5) Her brother got back at her. 

(to pay back, revenge). 

6) You will get by all right without Goldwater. 

( to manage). 

7) Mondays~ me down. 

(to depress). 

8) The belligerent arguer got in the last word. 

( to say). 

9) They got off at 3 o'clock. 

(to depart, leave). 

10) We should get on with the work. 

(to go on). 

11) The woman got over her point. 

( to convi nee). 

12) The publisher just got out the extra edition. 

(to print, publish). 

13) When will you get through with this book? 

(to finish). 
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14) He can't seem to get up his energy. 

(to stir up). 

15) He .9Q! his friend~ at six. 

(to wake up). 

16) He couldn't .~ the medicine down. 

( to swa 11 ow) . 

17) He couldn't get his coat on. 

(to put on). 

18) He got the letter off just in time. 

(to send). 

19) He tried to~ his work over with. 

(to finish). 

There are some verbs occuring in different verb-particle 

combinations, each with a whole host of different meanings, 

such as take, put, go, turn, keep, make, lay, fall. Even the 

same verb-particle combination may express different meanings: 

1) Water is made up of two elements. 

(to be constituted). 

2) Make up the package neatly! 

(to wrap up). 
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3) Make up the bed. 

(to arrange). 

4) Make up the deficit. 

(to balance). 

5) Make up his face for the day. 

(to paint). 

6) The lovers made up. 

(to reconcile). 

7) Make up one's mind. 

(to decide). 

8) Make up to the attractive woman. 

(to make a play for). 

Summary 

English phrasal verbs or verb-particle combinations generally 

do not give the meaning of the root verb. The verb 1 get 1 

without a particle can mean 1 buy 1
, 

1 understand 1
, or 1 take 1 etc. 

When it is combined with particles, the meaning can be totally 

different from what the verb 'get• without combination with 

particles means. 'Get in' means 1 to insert' or 'enter•; 'get 

over' means 'to recover', 'get out of' means 1 to be released 

from'. Students should be made aware of the differences in 
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meaning which the substitution of different particles will 

occasion in English phrasal verbs. They should be learnt 

whenever they occur in context. To guess the meaning of a 

verb - particle combination according to any one sense of a 

single, unaccompanied verb does not work. It is misleading. 

5.3 Prepositions 

A preposition is a part of speech commonly used 

prepositionally, occasionally postpositionally. It governs 

an accusative case set next after it. Prepositions can be 

classified according to form as simple (one-word) such as 

at, in, for; or as phrasal (multiple-word) such as along with, 

as for, on condition that, as a result of, etc. Prepositions 

are put by grammarians into several categories: 

place: in, on, out 
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simple position and destination: at, to 

negative position: away, from, off 

dimension - type: at, on, in 

relative position: by, over, under 

relative destination: by ... 

passage: across, through, past 

movement with reference to a directional path: up, down, along . . . 

orientation: beyond, over, past ... 

pervasive meaning: all over, throughout 

duration: for ... 



English language -teachers are well aware that preposition 

usage is one of the most difficult areas for students learning 

English as a foreign language. The difficulties lie in the 

subtle differences in meaning that prepositions can express: 

eg. below the stairs, beneath the stairs, under the stairs, 

underneath the stairs, in the room, inside the room, within 

the room. Native speakers who understand these distinctions, 

rarely hesitate in selecting the right preposition for the 

occasion. For a Chinese learner, this is a great problem. It 

occurs quite often that a Chinese learner writes down a 

preposition in a certain place, but after a moment's thought, 

will change it to another one, and may then even change it back 

again. He may know which category the preposition belongs to; 

yet he may still not be sure which one to use. 

English prepositions and prepositional phrases are used in 

a much wider range than similar words in Chinese and cover so 

many meanings that it is hard for Chinese learners to memorise 

them all. Take the most familiar 'in' for example. According 

to LA Hill (1968), 'in' and 'in' phrases have one hundred 

and fifty-eight meanings altogether. A native speaker may not 

know all of them, let alone a Chinese speaker. Chinese 

learners find some meanings are easy to understand, because 

they are in corrrnon usage, while some are more difficult. The 

real difficulty is that they cannot even guess the overall 

meaning though they know the basic sense of every single word. 

Besides they cannot find all the meanings in an ordinary 
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dictionary. The following prepositions or prepositional phrases 

occur in sentences generally easy to understand and use. They 

are in fundamental and common usage. 

1) Several cars were standing .in_ our street. 

(within the limit). 

2) Put the key i.!!_ first, and then push the button. 

(towards the inside of). 

3) John is in bed with a cold. 

(show the position in space). 

4) You can see the mountains in the distance. 

(included in a directional generalisation). 

The following prepositions and prepositional phrases are 

difficult to understand and use : 

\_,,.1' 

1) I like a drink in the evening once in a way. 

(occasionally, from time to time). 

2) We are in for trouble. Here comes a policeman. 

(something is going to happen to one and one cannot 

escape it) . 
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3) Are you putting in for a rise in salary this year? 

(to apply for). 

4) John had it in him to become a great lawyer. 

(have the innate ability to). 

5) After the marathon, most of the competitors looked all 

in. 

(to be completely tired out). 

6) If you've done her in, you'll hang for it! 

(to kill somebody). 

7) We at once fell in with his suggestions. 

(to agree to something). 

8) I managed, during our conversation, to work in a few 

references to Mrs Hardy's excellent work. 

(to introduce something into the conversation). 

9) After paying all my bills, I'm in the red. 

(to have a debit balance). 

10) You'll be run in by the police if you behave like that. 

(to be arrested). 

11) John travels in brushes. 

(to be a commercial traveller trying to sell something). 
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There are more prepositions in English than in Chinese. 

According to Zhong Shukong who cites research statistics from 

the Western linguist Curme, there are two hundred 

and eighty-six prepositions (including prepositional phrases) in 
t--· 

English while in Chinese there are less than thirty among which 

quite a few are transformed verbs. Let's see the sentence: 
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'He came to school on his bicycle on Monday in spite of the rain. 1 

In this simple sentence there are three prepositions, 'to', 'on', 
y V - - -'inspite of' used in four places while in Chinese Jinguan xingqiyi 

'v-, ',,' ,, , 
xiayu ta haishi qiche dao xuexiao laile there is only one 

' preposition dao. 

Let's look a another example: 

'He (an Englishman) boasts that a slave is free the moment his 

foot touches British soil; and he sells the children of his 

poor at six years of age to work under the lash, in his 

factories for sixteen hours a day. 1 (The Man of Destiny). In 

this passage five prepositions are used, 'of' (twice), 'at', 

'under', 'in', 'for' while in the Chinese translation passage 

' there is only one preposition dao: 
- -- - ' I - \ - ' ' I V \ \ \ \ I I 

Ta chuixu. shuo rP-nhe nuli yitashang Yingguo tudi like ziyou; er 
- '_,,, - '\ ,, , ' - y ,, 

ta que chushou qiongrenjia liusui de ertong dao gongchang laodong, 
y - , ' .., , ' ' , , 

meitian shiliuge xiaoshi, beishou zhemo. 

The prepositions used before the same noun can be different 

ones with various implications according to the context. Take 

the familiar 'on' and 'in' for example. 



on the window: The frost made patterns on the window. 

(window - glass surface) 

in the window : A face appeared in the window. 

(window - framed area). 

on the field: The players were practising on the field. 

(field - surface for sports) 

in the field: Cows were grazing in the field. 

(field - enclosed area of land). 

on the island: He was marooned on a deserted island. 

(viewed as a mere space). 

in the island: He was born in Long Island. 

(viewed as an inhabited land). 

When we translate English into Chinese one characteristic 

way of dealing with English prepositions is to substitute verbs 

for them. The structure of the English sentence is also 

changed when it is put into Chinese. 

1) Father went away without supper . 

Baba meioh~ wan.fan jiu zoule (meioh~ - didn't have). 

2) We are against egalitarianism. 

Women fandu~ plngjunzhuy~ (fandu~ - to oppose). 
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3) I 1m speaking on behalf of our group 

Wo daibiao womenzu jaya:n (daibiao - to represent). 

4) The soldiers dashed foward, machine-gun l.!!_ hand. 

Zha:nshunen duanzhe j~qiang chongZe shangqu (duanzhe -to 

carry}. 

SuJ11Tiary 

In learning English prepositions, Chinese learners should 

carefully study how to distinguish the subtle differences in 

meaning. A better understanding would help to use them 

properly in spite of the large number of prepositions in the 

English language. 

5.4 Compound Lexemes 

A compound lexeme is one whose stem is fanned by combining 

two or more stems. Generally speaking, compound stems have a 

single primary stress regardless of whether they are 

conventionally hyphenated or not in the written language. Like 

completely regular derived lexemes in their meaning, they need 

not be listed in the lexicon. A compound lexeme is usually 

composed of a head-noun and a modifier that may be a noun, 

an adjective, or an adjectivalized noun such as 1 country-house 1
, 
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'public-school I or 1 washing-machine 1
• Compound lexemes acquire 

a more or less specialized meaning but sometimes cause 

ambiguity. For example, 'the London train' might refer to a 

train which is going to London or coming from London, 

additionally it could be a train manufactured in London. 

'London taxis' is normally understood to refer to taxis 

which operate in London. This ambiguity usually goes 

unnoticed because they are interpreted within a framework of 

shared ontological or contextual assumptions. 

There are several classes of compound lexemes which are 

phonologically and grammatically regular, but semantically 

ambiguous. For example, 'a French teacher' could be a teacher 

teaching French or a French-born teacher. 1 Red cap I in 

American English denotes a porter, but in British English is a 

military policeman. 'Public school' in British English is 

semantically regular with respect to its head: 'public school 

is a hyponym of 'school'. But the sense of the adjective 

'public' does not enter into the meaning of the compound lexeme 

'public school'. 'Public school' denotes a subclass of the 

class of institutions in Great Britain where high fees are 

charged. Some people call it a private school. 

Ambiguity and semantic irregularity cause even more 

trouble for Chinese learners. The meaning of semantically 

regular compounds usually can be seen from its forms such 

as grave-digger, day-break, easy-chair, flying-fish, boy

friend, screwdriver, reading lamp, gardening jacket, 
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swimming costume etc. The Chinese equivalence for each of the 

words is easy to be found. But in many cases, the form of 

the word does not give the Chinese equivalence. Take 

'public school' again for example. We Chinese think undoubtedly 

that it means schools for the public run by the government. 

But the fact is that 'public school' in Britain does not 

really mean that. 'Blackbird' is not a Chinese black-bird or 

a crow but a kind of th~ush that sings beautifully. 'Baby

doctor' does not mean short small doctor, but refers to a 

paediatrician. 'Mother's heart' refers to loving mother's 

kind heart, but 'soldiers' heart refers to a kind of heart 

disease that soldiers often have. 'Dog-days' should not 

randomly be interpreted as 'particular days for raising or 

playing with dogs' or 'popular days for dogs' or any other 

references to dogs, it refers to the hottest part of the year. 

Many English verbs are converted into nouns by adding a 

suffix '-er' or '-or' such as 'teach' - 'teacher', 'write' -

'writer', 'sing' - 'singer', 'conduct' - conductor'. Therefore 

some learners take it for granted that the addition of 'er' or 

'or' would change a verb into an animate noun. It is not so. 

'Loudspeaker' does not mean the person who speaks loudly, but 

an instrument; 'record-player' does not mean the person who 

plays records, but a gramophone. An interesting example may 

show that some people do take words with 'er' or 'or' as animate 

ones: an English journalist in Ghana put an advertisement in 

a paper for a kerosene refrigerator. Later he got a letter 
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of application for the 'job'. The applicant must have taken 

'kerosene refrigerator' as an animate lexeme - a man . 

Some compound words have double meanings, such as 

pigbed, which means pigsty and a mould for collecting 

molten iron as well. 'Black leg' means a leg that is black, 

but it also refers to a strike breaker. "Wood-burner' is a 

person who makes charcoal and it can also be a heater that 

uses! wood. 

Compounds when used metaphorically are sometimes difficult 

to interpret. 'Wet blanket' does not mean that the blanket is 

wet, but denotes someone who inhibits others in their enjoyment 

or enthusiasm. 'Live wire' does not refer to an electrified 

piece of wire, but a lively, active and dynamic person. Both 

of them are phonologically and grammatically regular. We can 

say, "He is a wet blanket' and 'He is a live wire'. Unlike 

'blanket' and 'wire', 'wet blanket' and 'live wire' belong to 

the class of animate noun. 

Summary 

A compound lexeme generally acquires a more or less 

specialized meaning and sometimes causes ambiguity. One stem 

does not necessarily give the true meaning of the compound 

lexeme. One compound lexeme in different cultures may refer 

to different things. 
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It is not safe to say that in every case the addition 

of the suffix 'er' or 'or' changes a word into an animate 

noun ('record-player; for example). Metaphorical compound 

lexemes are very idiomatic and often used to describe 

somebody or something. 

5.5 Reduplicative Words and Phrases 

Reduplicative words and phrases exist in both Chinese and 

English. The people of the two nations like to use them and 

are familiar with them. These words and phrases generally 

signal their meaning through repetition which gives the 

expression a vivid and emphatic ring. They produce a pleasing 

rhythmical and rhyming effect. They depict and set something 

off in a strong way so that readers may feel as if they were 

seeing with their own eyes and hearing with their own ears. 

Since ancient times reduplicative words and phrases were 

widely used in China. They constitute a powerful rhetorical 

way used in the language of daily life and literary works, 

particularly in poems. There are more of them in Chinese 

than in English. English has also reduplicative words and 

phrases like 

neck and neck 

miles and miles 

through and through 

again and again 

man to man 

more and more 
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by and by 

face to face 

arm in arm 

night after night 

goody-goody 

hush-hush 

step by step. 

on and on 

one by one 

out and out 

over and over again 

round and round 

so-so 

Generally we are unable to reduplicate words in English 

simply because the corresponding words are reduplicated in 

Chinese, but have to employ free connotational translation 

instead: 

zizibu.Juande xu~xi 
, , , , - y 

pengpengbobode fazhan 

V V •' • I gungunxumgq1,an 

mamahuhude gan 

ku.akuaqi tan 

Zanglangeangeang 
V y y y ( I 

duoduoshanshande hu1,da 

" " " " gu1,gu1,su1,su1,de 

Zuanp~ngpengde huzi 

retengtengde 
V I I V I -

gunangnangde shoutibao 

xiuaada 

assiduously study 

to be going ahead (developing) 

vigorously 

to surge ahead 

to be slapdash, do one's word 

slapdash 

indulge in verbiage 

stagger 

answer evasively, give an evasive 

answer 

stealthily 

unkempt (straggly) beard 

steaming hot 

a bulging handbag 

to look coy 
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q"i:ngq-:Cngde shul 
, , -

Zan Za:nde ti an 

hua:ngcancande 

, ' \ 

hongyanyande 

( y V \ -

m1.,nghua:n.ghuangde cidao 

heiq"i:q?:de 

heiyay"ad.e yun 

- - ' ' hahada:ciao 

qiqideku 

- - V y 

tuntuntutu 

henghengj°IjI 

jiejiebaba 

dudunangnang 

chichidexi'ao 

, , - ' zezeohengzan 

-r ., -. -. q1.,ngm1.,epe1,pe1., 

kongkongdongdong 

crystal-clear blue water 

azure (emerald) sky 

glittering, golden 

rich red, brilliant red 

a flashing bayonet 

pitch dark, intense dark 

heavy black clouds, masses of storm 

cloud(s), a lowering sky 

to burst into laughter, roar with 

laughter 

to sob bitterly 

to stumble over (through a speech) 

to hum 

hum and haw 

to mumble, mutter 

to giggle 

cluck of admiration 

phew! 

empty 

disjointedly 

Some onomatopoeic words in English are similar to Chinese 

reduplicative words that are onomatopoeic too. Some of them 

are nouns, some can be used as verbs: 

rumble 

howl 

ZongUmgsheng 
, , .. ' 

aoaoJ1.,ao 

sounds of thunder or trams etc. 

sounds made by wolves, dogs or wind 
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drizzle I I V 
maomaoyu 

murmur dudunangnangde 

tinkle - , - , 
dinglingdingling-

.v X1.,ang 

crackle p"lp"lpapasheng 

roar houj{;;.osheng 

bark, yelp wa:ngwa:ngdejiao 

mew 

crow 

quack 

coo 

chirp 

hiss 

-r """T • • ' m1,,m1.-J1.-ao 

gegedejiao 

- - .. , gaga;;1.,ao 

gugudejiao 

- - ' ' jijidejiao 

s?:s?:sheng 

sounds of rain falling in fine, 

mistlike drops 

a low, indistinct, continuous 

sound, as of a stream 

a series of light, clinking 

sounds like those of a small 

bell 

slight, sharp popping sounds 

such as a gun going off 

a loud, deep, rumbling sound 

such as a lion makes 

the sharp, abrupt vocal sounds 

of a dog 

the characteristic vocal sound 

made by a cat 

the shrill cry of a cock 

the sound made by a duck 

the soft, murmuring sound of 

pigeons or doves 

to make short, shrill sounds as 

some birds or insects do 

to make a sound like that of a 

prolonged 1 s 1 such as a snake 

makes 

Some English alliteration can be used to translate Chinese 

reduplicative words: 

----
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Zhidao tamen pingpinganan huiZ.ai ta cai fang:ci:n. 

He did not set his mind at rest until they returned safe and 

sound. 

English pairs of words with rhyme can also be used to 

translate Chinese reduplicative words: 

I , h' h' p~nqp~ngz engz eng 

Z.aoZ.aoZ.uZ.u 

chaochaonaonao 

huanghuangzhangzhang 

' ' ' ' popoZ.anZan 

fair and square 

near and dear 

toil and moil 

hurly-burly 

hurry-scurry 

worn and torn 

The above Chinese reduplicative words generally have 

correspondences in English. It may be seen below that the 

one Chinese tenn has different English translations depending 

on the context in which it occurs and the other words with 

which it collocates. 

Womende zuguo dnxinxiangrong zhenzhengrishang . 

Our country is flourishin g (prospering, thriving, blooming) 

Womende sh~ye zhengzhengr~sha:na. 

Our cause is making progress dail y. 

honghongZieZiede shengZ~ 

- - ' \ ' ' honghongZieZ.ie yundong 

honghongZ.ieZ.iede douzheng 

resounding victory 

dynamic drive 

fiery struggle 
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honghongZieZiede you:dngsh~wei stirring and seething 

zhazhashishi 

zhazhashishi 

zhazhashishi 

Surrvnary 

demonstration 

more solidly 

work in a down-to-earth way 

take sure steps 

Reduplicative words have long been widely used in China 

since ancient times. There is a large quantity of them which 

make the Chinese language more lively and vivid. To put them 

into English, we may use English phrases with rhyme like 'dear 

and near', alliteration like 'safe and sound'. In certain 

circumstances one Chinese reduplicative word may be put in 

several ways into English according to its collocation or 

context. Those words that imitate sounds in the two languages 

are quite similar. 

5.6 Negation 

Some linguists say that every language has its 

peculiarities in the use of negation. And there is indeed 

an important, though often neglected, difference between Chinese 

and English in the area of negation - negation of fact and 
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negation in terms of the form of language. If we study the 

matter closely, we shall not fail to notice that native 

speakers of English have their own way of thinking in the 

negative and of expressing negative implications, quite 

different from that of the Chinese. 

To begin with, the use of the two lexemes 'yes' and 1 no 1 

is a case in point. English people_ follow the rule of 

answering tag questions - yes+ affirmative, no+ negative 

while Chinese have another rule for it: yes+ negative, no+ 

affirmative. For example, 

1) In Chinese, it is quite idiomatic to carry on a 

conversation like this: 

You are not going tomorrow, are you? 

' ' , '\ Shide buqu. 

Yes, I'm not going. 

In English however, the dialogue should be: 

You are not going tomorrow, are you? 

No, I'm not. (Not, "Yes, I'm not going") 

2) N1 bu zh'ldao $hib~shi ? 

You don't know it, do you? 
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Bu, WO zh~dao ytxie. 

Yes, I know a little bit about it. (Not, 'No, I know a little 

about it 1 ). 

3) In Chinese we tend to say wo renwei ta meiqu - I think 

he did not go there; in English, however, native speakers 

tend to say 'I do not think he went there', English 

negating the verb 'think', Chinese negating the statement 

of correctness. 

4) It is idiomatic Chinese to say Wo xia:ng XiaoZI buhut Zaile -

I think Xiaoli will not come, in line with English idiom, 

we should render this into, 'I don't think Xiaoli will come'. 

Furthermore, we shall be aware of the fact that affirmative 

lexemes in one language may become negative ones in another 

language. The following examples will show that the Chinese 

affirmative (CA) in form may mean the English negative (EN) or 

vice versa. 

1) EN - CA 

I was not a little surorised at your saying so. 

Nt zheya:ng jiang sh)f,w~ daahf:yi.jtng. 

2) EA - CN 

If an English person says: "The world today is far from 

peaceful", what he actually means, when rendered into Chinese 

is J=intiaruie shtjie hen bu a:nning. 
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3) CN - EA 

Ta wukutyu yingxi6ngde chenghao. 

He is worthy of being called a hero. 

4) EN - CA 

She never comes without bringing some candy for the children. 

Ta meicnlai dou gei haizimen daixie tangguo. 

5) EN - CA 

She is no fool. 

Ta hen .fingming. 

In Chinese j~ngming means 'shrewd'. 

6) CA - EN 

fantey1-ngpian 

spy film 

In Chinese fa:nte means anti-espionage; but the Chinese 

f~n - anti is completely lost in English. 

7) CN - EA 

'Not dry ' is the Chinese idiomatic expression as in 'paint 

not dry' while 1 wet 1 is the English one as in 'wet paint'. 

It would be strange if we say 'paint wet' in Chinese or 

'not dry paint' in English. 

8) CN - EA 

wuq~tu:dng 

life sentence 
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wuq~tux1,ng in Chinese means indefinite imprisonment while 

in English the emphasis is on one's imprisonment for only 

one's whole life (though in practice these days it is for 

about 15 years). 

9) CN - EA 

to look death in the face. 

10) CA - EN I 

j ianju~de huida 

answer without the sli ghtest hesitation. 

According to Zhong Shukong in his Handbook of Translation 

(1967, Peking) some linguists who have done research into 

English words that imply a negative sense, are of the view that 

these words can be classified in the following way: 

1) full negatives - no, not, none, never, nothing, nobody, 

nowhere, neither, nor. 

2) absolute negatives - not at all, by no means, in no way, 

none, nothing short of, etc. 

3) semi negatives - hardly, scarcely, seldom, barely, few, little. 

4) words with a negative implication - fail, without, until, 

unless, lest, ignorant, refrain, refuse, neglect, absence, 

instead of, other than, except, rather than etc. 

5) words with negating prefixes - unhappy, immoral, disobedient, 

illegal, irrespon~ible, etc. 
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According to these linguists, generally speaking there is 

little difference between Chinese and English as far as 'full 

negative', 'absolute negatives' and words with negating prefixes 

are concerned; but there is a marked difference in the mode of 

thinking and speaking as far as categories 3) and 4) are 

concerned. Each language has its own usage and idiom, its own 

peculiarities in negation. Let's see the following examples: 

1) EA - CN 

• 
She refrained from laughing. 

Ta renzhumeixiao. 

2) EA - CN 

He failed to turn up yesterday. 

Ta zuotian meiZai. 

3) EA - CN 

She was refused admittance by them. 
_, '-V-\.,'-

Tamen buxu ta j1,nqu 

4) CA - EN 

v 'nd dv - , ~.:J!.. •, •"' v , Wome e a:ng x1,ngwangJau.u. nou.11,youren. 

Our Party is flourishing and has no lack of good people to 

lead it in the future. 

5) CN - EA 

b' -f' ~' vd - ' ugu u J umu e x1,wang. 

live up to the expectations of his parents 
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6) CA - EN 

Gongzuo mei j{ngyan chudian chacuo zaisuonanmian. 

Slips are scarcely avoidable when you are new to your work. 

7) CA - EN 
,, \ - - V '• -\ , '.I\ 

Zhidao sha:ngxingqi wo ca~ zhidao ta hu~laile. 

Not until last week did I learn that he is back. 

8) CN - EA 
\ 

Feizhou ~enmin 0Jpaya bushangdang. 

It is not wrong to use 1 not 1 or 'be not afraid of', as the 

English translation for bupa, but it seems preferable to 

render the sentence into 11 The African people refuse to be 

intimidated and taken in'. 

9) CN - EA 

Wu yonglt guomeng. 

Avoid operating it roughly. 

10) CN - EA 

bu zh~zhong yanjiu Zish{ 

neglect of the study of history; instead of 'paying little 

attention to ... ' 
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11) CN - EA 

b~ liaojie qingkucmg 

i gnorant of the situation. 

12) CN - EA 

Neige jiahuo bu laosht 

That fellow is far from being honest. 

13) CN - EA 

Ta f ixtngbuhao 

He has a short memory. 

14) CN - EA 

b 'd' V u onggang 

an ice-free harbour. 

15) CN - EA 

be free from anxiety. 

16) CN - EA 

wukezhengyi, 

beyond dispute or beyond controversy. 

17) Mama pursed her lips. 11 We do not 11
, she reminded us 

gently, 11want to have to go to the bank. 11 

We all shook our heads. 
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According to the rule 'no+ negative• in answering 

questions, we understand that 'we all shook our heads' 

indicates agreement. But when they are put into Chinese 

'shook our heads' becomes 'nodded our heads', because in 

Chinese 'nodded our heads' indicates agreement. 

From the above examples we get an idea of the use of both 

Chinese and English words with negative implications. 

Summary 

A lexeme of negation in one language may be a lexeme of 

affirmation in another language. The negative answer to a tag 

question ''You're not going tomorrow, are you? 1 is 'No, I 1m not' 

in English, but 'Yes, I'm not' in Chinese. 'No' and 'yes' 

appear to be a pair of opposite lexemes; with 1 no' as one of 

negation, 'yes' as one of affirmation. Due to the peculiarities 

of English and Chinese, both are actually used to confirm the 

statement 1 I 1 m not going', but expressed in two definitely 

different lexemes. 

Some linguists suggest that words that imply a negative 

sense as 'full negatives' ,'absolute negatives','semi-negatives', 

'words with negative implication' and 'words with negating 

prefixes'. Between English and Chinese there is little 

difference as far as the first two and the fifth categories 

are concerned, there is a big difference as far as 'semi-
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negatives' and 'words with a negative implication' are concerned, 

as shown in the examples. 

5.7 Polysemy 

It is generally accepted that words are not limited to a 

single sense or are not single points of meaning, but rather 

encompass quite wide ranges of meaning. The word 'position' 

can mean both 'job' and 'how the body is placed'; 'port' can 

mean 'harbour' and a kind of fortified wine; 'ear' can mean the 

organ of hearing and part of such cereal plants as wheat and 

barley; 'mouth' can mean organ of body and entrance of cave; 

'play' does not have the same meaning in utterances as the 

following: 

She plays chess better than she plays the flute. 

He's never played Hamlet. 

I'm playing scrum-half next Saturday. 

Can I go out to~ now, Mummy? 

All these words, 'position', 'port', 'ear', 'mouth', 'play• 

are simple polysemous lexemes - i.e. one lexeme with several 

different senses or meanings. Each sense of a word has its 

own synonyms in English and its own correlates in Chinese. 

What is important to both teacher and student is that 

knowing a lexical item involves knowing the scope of its use, 

even within one general sense of the word. 



Many Chinese learners have a problem in finding a set 

Chinese word for the equivalent meaning of one item within 

a word of several meanings. This can cause inappropriateness 

or mistakes. It is all right if we are dealing with specific 

terms that have narrow scope of meaning, such as diabetes -

to:n.gniaobtng or insulin yidaosu, but it doesn't work with 

commonly-used words that have a wider range of meanings. 

One word may have several meanings as in the following examples. 

Example A - 'charge' 

1) Charge him ten cents for the pencil. 

(to ask as a price) 

2) Charge the battery first. 

(to add an electrical charge to battery) 

3) Charge into the field. 

(to rush forward and attack) 

4) Charge them to do their duty. 

(to admonish) 

5) Charge the man with murder. 

(to accuse) 

Example B - 'see' 

1) We then went back to Peking to see a friend. 

(to visit) 

2) Dr Brown is too busy to see you now. 

(to meet, interview) 

3) I see, I see what you mean. 

(to understand) 
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4) See (to it) that it is completed on time. 

(to take care to do something, be responsible for) 

5) Can you see her home? 

(to escort). 

Examples C, D, E and F will show that the same word not 

only has several meanings but also can be different parts of 

speech in conveying these meanings. The change of part of 

speech is more likely to occur in E - C or C - E translation. 

Example C - 'review' 

1) The two foreign ministers reviewed the world situation. 

(verb) 

2) The president reviewed a guard of honour. (verb) 

3) That is an excellent book review. (noun) 

4) The review of the American policies is going on in the 

State Department. (noun) 

5) The Kremlin's review of the Russian position in Africa 

produced great alarm. (noun) 

6) The Department of Commerce's review of business in the 

U.S. was made public yesterday. (noun) 

If one only knows 'review' as huigu 'to look back on', one will 

mistake the meaning in the other five sentences. 'Review' 

means in 

1) to look back (verb) 

2) to inspect formally (verb) 

3) a critical evaluation of a book (noun) 
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4) a second look and re-evaluation (noun) 

5) a critical report (noun) 

6) general survey (noun). 

Example D - 'drop' 

1) They were determined to fight to the last drop of their 

b 1 ood. (noun) 

2) The entire drop of lambs for this year is twice that of 

last year. (noun) 

3) He has had a drop too much. (noun) 

4) Let's drop the matter for the time being. (verb) 

5) At the beginning of yesterday's meeting I made a slip of 

the tongue, and half an hour later I dropped a brick. (verb) 

6) The relative pronoun 'which' is always dropped if it is the 

object of a clause. (past participle). 

1 Drop 1 means in 

1) fight to the death (part of idiom) 

2) total output 

3) get drunk (part of idiom) 

4) leave, stop 

5) social solecism (part of idiom) 

6) omit 

The examples show that one English word may be used in different 

senses and mean differently. So it is from Chinese to English. 

In Example E, each of the sentences contains the word zao ~nd in 

Example F zhuo is underlined. 
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Examp 1 e E - U,.o 

1) Ta sh~ womende lao pengyou. (adjective) 

He is an old friend of ours. (adjective) 

2) Women xuexiao juedaduoshude lao jiaoshI dou zai guowai 

xue:dguo. (adjective) 

The majority of the veteran teachers in our college studied 

abroad. (adjective) 

3) Q:incai bu shou jiu laole. (verb) 

The celery will be too old if we don't pick it now. 

(adjective) 

4) Lao mei j.iandao nl al (adverb) 

I haven't seen you for ages. {phrase) 

5) Ta zhuyuan.sht hai lao dianj~zhe t'amen sh-lyansh1,de gongzuo. 

(adverb) 

He was always thinking of the progress of work in his 

laboratory even when he was hospitalized. (adverb) 

6) Xiaol1 shi z~ shengcha:nduizhangde laogulnu. 

(adjective) 

Xiaoli is the youngest daughter of the leader of our 

production team. (adjective) 

7) Nage faya:nren y~u zai laodiaorchongtan. (adjective) 

That spokesman (speaker) is striking up the same old tune. 

{phrase) 

8) Gan.dang renmtnde laohuangniu. (adjective) 

Be ready to serve the people like a willing ox. {ajective) 

9) '( '( , y ' ' , " '\ y , ' - , 

N~ y~wei women zhegekuang haishi yuechan shiwandunmei ma? 

Laohua:ngH 7,,e. ( adjective) 

You think our monthly output of coal is still one hundred 

thousand tons only? That's ancient history now. (adjective) 
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Example F - zhuo 

' One Chinese word zhuo is translated into English in the 

following sentences. Each of the following twelve sentences 

contains the word zhuo . In Chinese in each instance zhuo 

means or implies something quite different. The meaning or 

implication of each zhuo is underlined. 

1) 
I \ I V \ 

Luzi zhaode henwang. (verb) 

The fire is burning briskly in the stove. (verb) 

2) Ta zhaoZiangZe. (verb) 

She has caught cold. (verb) 

3) shang bu zhaotian xia bu zhaodt. (verb) 

touch neither the sky nor the ground; be suspended in mid 

air. (verb) 

4) Ni cai zhaoZe. (resultative ending) 

You've guessed right. 

5) LaoZ:t, ta:ngxia jiu zhaoZe 

Laoli fell asleep as soon as he lay down. (phrase) 

6) Ta youdia:nr zhaohua:ng. (verb) 

He gets alarmed. (verb) 

7) Ta zoucuoZe ytzhaor. (verb/verbal classifier) 

He has made a false move. (phrase) 

8) Laowang shuo ta mei zhaor Ze. (noun) 

Laowang said he was at the end of his tether. (phrase) 

9) Wudingshang quandu fugaizhe j?xue. (progressive suffix) 

The roofs are all covered with snow. 
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10) Zhexie haizi chuanzhuo zhengqi. (noun) 

These children ar_e all neatly dressed. (past particple) 

11) Zai zhao yibali. (verb) 

Make one more __ feffort. (verb) 

12) Zhexie euosh?: aou zhaoyanyu diaodong ylqie j7ijl y7insu 

jia:nshe shehu~zhuyt. (verb) 

All these measures are aimed at mobilizing all positive 

factors in the building of socialism. (past participle 

phrase) 

Summary 

A single lexeme may have several related senses. It is 

dangerous to use one word as a fixed equivalent in another 

language to convey all the meanings that the word has. This 

should be avoided in translating English to Chinese or vice 

versa. 
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5.8 Idiomatic Expressions 

In general, idiomatic expressions consist of set phrases, 

proverbs, sayings, quotations and maxims. In every language 

that has a long history, there are lots of vivid idiomatic 

expressions that make use of rhyme, repetition and parallelism 

They are the cream or essence of a language and a nation's 

rich culture. They are also the embodiment of rhetoric and 

metaphor. They are usually independent, irregular and fixed 

elements of a language. However it is just the vividness, 

independence and irregularity that create difficulties for 

learners. It is hard for them to find equivalence between the 

two-languages. Some people even claim the impossibility of 

translating them from one language into another because of 

dissimilarities in many areas, such as cultural differences. 

In spite of the dissimilarities that exist, we are all human 

beings and there must be many similarities in the patterns of 

thought of English-speaking and Chinese speaking people. 

Different languages can reflect the same realities of life. 

Therefore the content or meaning in English can be expressed in 

Chinese or vice versa. In understanding and expressing 

idiomatic expressions, we should 

a) avoid word-for-word translation or mechanically inappropriate 

equivalents 

b) try to find the same meaning in the other language 

c) provide free connotational translation 

Word-for-word translation or inappropriate mechanical translation 
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will cause misunderstanding or difficulty of understanding. 

Let's discuss the problems that arise in putting the following 

Chinese sentences into English . 

1) Ni zaijiashi shui ga.n Lai fanggevt. 

Literal translation: When you were at home, who dared to 

come near and pass his wind. 

' ... who dared to come near and pass wind', does not really 

mean that somebody comes and 'breaks his wind'. It implies 

that when the person who is addressed was in his own locality 

nobody dared to come to say anything that might offend him 

or to contradict him. The whole sentence indicates that he 

is a powerful person among the people around him. The 

literal way of translating fanggept into 'pass his wind' 

would fail to convey its real implication; besides it is not 

an elegant way of putting it. A good translation would be 

'When you were at home no one dared to come and insult me'. 

('me' is the speaker, who has a close relationship with the 

person addressed, probably her husband). 

2) Tamen sa:nfanu;uatde Liuta ta yejiu zai ta jiaLi zhuLey~ri. 

Literal translation: They did try to stay him three times 

and five times and so he stayed for a day in his house. 

The improper mechanical way of putting sa:nfanwu,at into 

English as 'three times and five times' may give the wrong 

impression that in China to invite a guest to dinner, you 

have to do so a certain number of times, say, three or five 

times. The English idiomatic expressions 'again and again' 
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or 'persuade him to stay' are more understandable. 

3) Na feishou ytyou awaffinzu~le haha daxiaode shuo . . .. 

Literal translation: Now the robber chief was already seven 

or ei ght parts drunk, and he gave a great ho-ho of _ laughter ... 

Firstly, 'seven or ei ght parts' drunk is a word-for-word 

translation of an idiomatic Chinese expression. It is not 

idiomatic English though English speakers would probably 

understand it. Secondly, English people might ask, how 

drunk is seven or ei ght parts drunk, since it is not 

idiomatic English. A good translation would be: The bandit 

chief was almost drunk and gave a great ho-ho of laughter. 

The same problem occurs in translation from English to 

Chinese. 

1) I can read him like a book. 

In Chinese we would say 'I know him as well as I know the 

back of my hand', not Wo xiang kanshu y~yangde kan ta. 

2) You'll have to pay through the nose if you stay at the 

hotel. 

In translating 'pay through the nose' into Chinese we cannot 

say tongguo nide bizt fuqia:n, we need to use the Chinese 

equivalent of 'pay far too much'. 
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The above problems show that word-for-word translation 

should be criticized and negated. It cannot express the 

original meaning or overcome the limitations of a particular 

language. 

As discussed before, idiomatic expressions can best 

depict national characteristics and cultural features. When we 

compare the idioms, sayings or proverbs, we can see that some 

English idiomatic expressions and Chinese ones of the same 

meaning coincide in content and form. They have the same meaning 

and implication, and the metaphor is similar. In this case 

literal translition is quit~ possible as shown in the following 

examples: 

English 

Throw cold water on 

Misfortunes never come singly 

With all one's heart 

Wa 11 s have ears 

To go with the current 

Chinese and Translation 

Jiao tengshui 

Throw cold water 

Hobud:"an:dng 

Disaster never moves singly. 

Quanx-=inquanyt 

Wholeheartedly 

Geqiangyouer 

There are ears on the other 

side of the walls 

Suipozhuliu 

Following the waves and the 

current 
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Strike while the iron is hot 

Facts speak louder than words 

To vanish like a bubble 

Castles in the air 

Ch'enr'edatie 

Strike while the iron is hot 

Sh ,. h • h' ' . ' b ., ~s ~ s engyu x~ong ~an 

Fact is stronger than eloquent 

argument 

Zhongohengpaoy1ng 

To vanish like a bubble 
- - - , Kongzhonglouge 

Mansion in the air 
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In one ear and out the other Yizhi erduo jin yizhi erduo ohu 

Plain sailing 

In at one ear and out at the 

other 

Yifanfengshun 

Plain sailing. 

Here are examples where the overall meaning is equivalent 

but the metaphors used are different in each language. 

English 

Talk of the devil and the 

devil is sure to appear 

Chinese and translation 

Shuo c!w Cao1Cao Cao jiu dao 

Talk of Cao Cao and c!w Cao is 

sure to come 

1. Cao Cao was a powerful figure during the Later Han period 
and the forerunner in founding the State ·of Wei. He was 
disliked for centuries by the Chinese public who deemed him 
to be cunning, disloyal and treacherous. As for the origin 
of this saying, it is probably a story teller's method of 
introducing or starting the story in connection with Cao Cao -
the villian - in order to dramatize the story. Because of 
its frequent repetition it became a common saying among the 
Chinese people. 



To cast pearls before swine 

To beard the lion in his den 

Dui.niuta:nq-in 

To play the harp to a bull 

Laohutoushcmg zhuacan.gying 

Catch flies on a tiger's head 

Money makes the world go round Yougian nengshi gulturmo 

Money can even make the Devil 

turn your mi l1 

To trim one's sails (to the 

wind) 

Birds of a feather flock 

together 

Failure is the only high-road 

to success 

Time is money 

Nothing ventured, nothing 

gained 

To kill two birds with one 

stone 

To be in the same boat 

' - '( ' Kanfengsh1,duo 

Steering according to the wind 

Wuylleiju renyiqunfen 

Things of one kind come together; 

different kinds of people fall 

into different groups 

Shlbai shi chenggong zhlmu 

Failure is the mother of success 
_, - - _, -

Yicun guangyin yicun jin 

An inch of time is an inch of 

gold 

Bu~ huxue yande huzi 

How can you catch tiger cubs 

without entering the tiger's 

Lair? 

Yiju liangde 

Achieving two targets with a 

single action 

Tongzhougongji 

People in the same boat will 

co-operate to get across 
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In comparison either C - E or E - C if one can use an 

idiom, a proverb or a colloquial saying of the target language 

that corresponds exactly to that in the original both in 

meaning and colouring, so much the better, as disscussed above. 

But experience tells us, to catch the exact meaning of those 

that do not correspond exactly is not at all easy. We have to 

consider other factors like referential, denotational and 

connotational meanings of the expression to retain the vivid

ness of the original. My mother tongue, Chinese,is particularly 

rich in idioms. They are terse and expressive, capable of 

being used in different shades of meaning depending on the 

context and are highly.metaphorical. Let 1 s examine the idiom 
I 

y~ngrenerjie in the sentence zhuozhule zhege zhuyaomaodun y1qie 

There is no equivalence in English 

for this idiom. It can only be expressed in a sense of 

(speed) - readily. So the translation would be 1 0nce this 

principal contradiction is grasped, all problems can be 

readi 1 y solved 1 
• 

Another way of translating these idiomatic expressions is 

to add some words of explanation. The Chinese idiomatic phrase 

sange ahoupljiang dlngge Zhuge Liang2 would be in a literal way 
1 Three cobblers would equal Zhuge Liang•. Yet it would be 

difficult for English speaking people to understand what Zhuge 

Liang is. When we add two explanations 1 with their wits 

2. Zhuge Liang, a historical figure of the time of the three 
kingdoms, was considered to be one of the most brilliant 
men in China. He was a brilliant statesman, strategist, 
administrator, and writer. 
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combined' and 'the master mind', it would be understood like 

this: 'Three cobblers with their wits combined would equal 

Zhuge Liang, the master mind'. This phrase implies that the 

masses have great creative power or that two or three minds 

are better than one. 

We often have to study Chinese idioms carefully so as to 

determine whether it is 'commendatory' or derogatory'. The 

Chinese idiom weiwubuqu is a decidedly commendatory term . . 

Hence its ~nglish version becomes 'not to be subdued by force' 

or in some cases 'unyielding'. ' ' , , . Zhongzh1.,chengcheng 1s a 

commendatory term and can be rendered into 'unity of will is 

an impregnable stronghold', or 'our wills unite like a 

fortress', or 'unity is strength'. 

Some other examples: 

Chinese 
- \ V I 

gaozhanyuanzhu 

- V , ... 

gannaotu.d1., 

butongfanxiang 

cflshutchuansh'? 

English 

stand high and see far - showing great 

foresight 

(be ready to) face the cruellest death 

be outstanding; not run of the mill 

water constantly dripping wears away a 

stone - little strokes fell great oak~ 

On the other hand, the Chinese idiom tanduojiaobula:n is 

derogatory, and can be rendered into 'bite off more than one 

can chew'. The idiom wangnusuoyi is also a derogatory 

expression. It may be translated as 'forget oneself'. To 
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this version, we may add an alternative version 'become swollen

headed1 which seems closer to the original meaning in colouring. 

Some other examples: 
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\ \ I -gunongxuanxu purposely turn simple things into mysteries; 

congm-ing fanbei 

h\ V h' b' s anyous an ao 

eyouebao 
meijiu yieyou zlia. 

• 
be deliberately mystifying 

Clever people may be victims of their own 

cleverness; cleverness may overreach itself 

Good will be rewarded with good, and evil 

with evil 

There are lees to every wine. 

If a passage or text contains too many idiomatic 

expressions it may hinder the learners' understanding of the 

whole passage. Here is an example from the 1975 edition of 

A Dictionary of American Idioms. Suppose you read the 

following: 

11 Sam is a real cool cat. He never blows his stack and hardly 

ever flies off the handle. What's more, he knows how to get 

away with things. He takes care of the hot dog stand like a 

breeze until he gets time off. Sam's got it made; this is it 

for him. 11 

This is a passage wherein every individual word can be under

stood by the average Chinese college student. However, few of 

them will really be able to grasp what the passage is about. 

Indeed, if one 'understands' every individual word in a text 

and still fails to grasp what the text is about, then one is 



obviously having trouble with the idioms. The above passage 

is clearly not written in literary style, but according to 

the Dictionary of American Idioms. Most Americans, especially 

when they converse among themselves will use expressions of 

this sort. 
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With the help of the above Dictionary, we can solve the 

comprehension problem of idiomatic expressions. This Dictionary 

tells us: 

to be a (real ) cool cat means to be a really calm person; 

to blow one's stack means to lose control of oneself; 

to fl y off the handle means to become excessively angry; 

to get away with something means to perpetrate an illegitimate 

or tricky act without repercussions or harm; 

hot dog means frankfurter in a bun; 

like a breeze means without visible effort; 

to have got it made means to be successful; 

this is it means to be in a position or in a place etc. beyond 

which more of the same is unneccessary. 

According to the Dictionary, the highly idiomatic passage, when 

translated into a more formal or relatively idiom-free variety 

of English, will read: 

11 Sam is really a calm person. He never loses control of himself 

and hardly ever becomes too angry. Furthermore, he is able to 

profit from underhand methods without coming to any harm. He 

manages his frankfurter stall without visible effort, until it 

is some one else's turn to work there. He has reached his life's 

goal. 11 



It can be seen from the e.xample that we, non-native 

speakers of English, should be very careful to note the 

precise words that make up an English idiom. The phrase 

'from cradle to grave' can of course be rendered into eong 

y~olan dao fenmu. However, if we think more deeply we can put 

it into eongshengdaosl - from birth to death. Some other 

examples: 

1) I should be glad to see the back of him. It's not Wo hen 

yuanyi kan tade beiylng, but 'I'd be glad to see him leave 

soon'. 

2) He was carried out with his feet foremost. It's not ta 

beir~n d;ozhe taile elni~, but 'He was carried out to be 

buried'. 

3) It's impossible to pull the wool over those workers' eyes. 

It's not zai naxie gongren yanqian bayangmao, but 'It's 

impossible to cheat those workers'. 

4) Dick likes to pat himself on the back. It's not D{ke 

:rihuan ehui zijlde bei, but, 'Dick likes to praise himself. 

Summary 

The idiomatic expressions of the same meaning or implication 

in the two languages coincide in content and form and provide the 

possibility for literal translation. Some other idiomatic 

expressions have the equivalent overall meaning but the metaphors 

used are different in each language. Because of this, word-for-
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word translation should be avoided. 

For those expressions that do not correspond to an 

expression in the other language, we need to consider adding some 

words of explanation, to analyze the deep meaning of the 

original. We have also to be very careful to note the precise 

words that make up each idiom. 

5.9 Lexemes Derived Directly from the Cultural Background 

Cultural difference is an important part in the learning 

of a foreign language. A language is a part of a culture and a 

culture is a part of language. The two are intricately inter

woven. One cannot separate the two without losing the signif

icance of either language or culture. "The acquisition of a 

second language is also the acquisition of a second culture". 

(H. Douglas Brown 1980: 130) But this is very difficult for 

a learner learning a non-native language in his own culture with 

few immediate and wide-spread opportunities to use the language 

within the environment of his culture, learning English in China. 

They cannot directly observe in a different culture - the eating 

customs, daily work patterns, family life, marriage customs, 

politeness patterns and the like. There are also differences 

in religious, economic, political, social or personal issues. 

And the differences would cause differences in observing and 

reflecting the objective world. 
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A. Let 1 s see how the Chinese people and English-speaking 

people think and observe in a different way. 

Chinese Viewpoint 
:!' 

p~obi"ti.o 

What it is for - measuring 

the time when a runner is 

running; the central word 

is I run 1 

diansht 

Visible by means of elect

ricity 

I V - I 

suishouguanmen 

Focus on hand 

, \ 

naqu 

Focus on the action 

indicating 'pass 1 

feipao 

Exaggerate,describing 

that one runs so fast as 

if he were flying 

English Viewpoint 

stop-watch 

How it is used can be stopped; 

the central word is 1 stop 1 

television 

Come into vision from distance 

Close the door behind you 

Focus on the position of the 

person 

Here it is 

Focus on the place - it is just 

before you 

to run as fast as one's legs can 

carry one 

Literal description of the 

runner's ability 
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xiaos hicongm'i':ng 

dash1-hutu 

Contrasting 'small I and 

'big' affairs 

hanxiucao 

Personi fi cation 

Shy to see people 

I V wenwu 

general, abstract 

V • • ma1,ma1., 

concrete 

bi:ngma. 

concrete 

penny wise pound foolish 

Metaphorical 

sensitive plant 

Personification 

Description of the nature of the 

plant 

the pen, the sword 

concrete 

trade 

general, abstract 

military affairs 

general, abstract 

English speakers talk of 'The Milky Way'. Chinese think 

it is like a river, made of bright and splendid silver, so they 

call it 'The Silver River'. English speakers may say 'lie on 

one's back' - 'back' is the central word which indicates the 

lying position or in 'lie on one's stomach' - 'stomach 1 is the 

central word which shows the lying position. It is coflJTlon in 

Chinese to use 'face' as the central word, as in 'lie with one's 

face upward' and 'lie with one's face downward'. 
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B. Many English customs are different from those of the 

Chinese. 'Bread and butter' is considered the staple food of 

the Western people by the Chinese people while steamed bread 

and rice are considered the Chinese staple food. 

In the past, 'to wear one's Sunday best' meant that people 

often wore their best clothes to go to church on Sunday, while 

in Chinese we say 'to wear one's most beautiful clothes' instead 

of 'Sunday best'. Black clothes to an English speaker may 

represent mourning clothes while to a speaker of Chinese white 

clothes would have the same significance. (In recent years 

black has gradually been substituted for white in the cities). 

Names of some festivals and holidays of the English

speaking people are quite unfamiliar to the Chinese learners, 

such as All Fools' Day (April Fools' Day) - on this day 

people make fools of one another for fun. 

Euphemisms are often used for the word 'die': 

to expire 

to pass away 

to close one's day 

to breathe one's last 

to go west 

to depart to the world of shadows 

to give up the ghost 

to kick the bucket 

to turn up one's toes. 
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In China we generally use 'comrade' to address somebody 

no matter whether he is a professor, a senior officer or an 

ordinary person. To familiar people we sometimes use lao -

'old' before one's surname to address the aged, male or 

female, to show certain respect. We use xiao - 'young' before 

one's surname as an affectionate form of address to a 

younger person. A married woman never takes her husband's name. 

Western countries are countries of class society. They are 

particular about one's status, position, title and the form of 

address, such as 

Mr Smith 

Mrs White 

ladies and gentlemen 

Your Majesty 

Her Royal Highness 

Dr Hanson 

Professor Caskell 

Colonel Fowler. 

As for the names of specific family relationships, English 

terms are usually general and cover a very broad area while 

Chinese terms are classified into various categories and given 

different names to indicate clearly the specific relationship 

between the addresser and the addressee. The terms listed by 

Sun (1981: 590) are the following: 
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English 

brother 

sister 

uncle 

aunt 

nephew 

father-in-law 

Chinese Relationship 

xiong 

di 
. ·" J1,8 

shu 

- ' gufu 

t/mgbo 

, -
tangshu 

b
, ., 
omu 

I V 

shenmu 

- V gumu 

I V 

tangshen 

, 
sheng 

-gonggong 

' ' yuefu 

elder brother 

younger brother 

elder sister 

younger sister 

father's elder brother 

father's younger brother 

father's sister's husband 

father's male cousin older 

than father 

father's male cousin younger 

than father 

mother's brother 

mother's sister's husband 

father's elder brother's 

wife 

father's younger brother's 

wife 

father's sister 

father's male cousin's wife 

mother's brother's wife 

mother's sister 

brother's son 

sister's son 

husband's father 

wife's father 
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mother-in-law 

brother-in-law 

sister-in-law 

grandfather 

grandmother 

grandson 

granddaughter 

cousin 

p6po 

\ V 

yuemu 

neixiong 

neidt 

dabo 

xiaoshu 

jiefu 

meifu 

gu 

y-l 

sao 
zufu 

waizufu 

zumu 

waizumu 

sun 
' . -wa-z,sun 

\I 

sunnu 
V ' . - .. Wa"Z,sunnu 

tangxiongdt 

tangjiemei 

bia.oxiongdt 

bia.ojiemei 

husband 1 s mother 

wife I s mother 

wife's elder brother 

wife 1 s younger brother 

husband 1 s elder brother 

husband 1 s younger brother 

elder sister's husband 

younger sister 1 s husband 

husband 1 s sister 

wife 1 s sister 

brother's wife 

father 1 s father 

mother I s father 

father's mother 

mother's mother 
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son's son 

daughter's son 

son 1 s daughter 

daughter 1 s daughter 

father 1 s brother's or sister's 

son 

father 1 s brother 1 s or sister 1 s 

daughter 

mother's brother's or sister's 

son 

mother's brother 1 s or sister's 

daughter 



Difference in background 

A lot of English words are related to a religion that 

the Chinese language does not have, such as 'church', 'pope', 

'parish', 'the Holy See', etc. 

Some idioms are related to religion too: 

fool's paradise 

as poor as a church mouse 

God helps those who help themselves 

between the devil and the deep blue sea 

like priest, like people 

To err is human, toforgive, divine. 

People in different cultures have different word 

association. Britain is a country of islands, hence many words 

or idioms are connected with sailing the sea, which would be 

difficult for Chinese to understand. 'A sea of faces' is used 

to describe crowds of people in English, but in Chinese we 

describe crowds of people as mountains and sea. 'Over head 

and ears' used to be sailor's expressions, meaning the water 

goes above a man's head and ears. Later it became 

and widely-used, such as 

Over head and ears 

Over head and ears 

Some other expressions 

in low water 

to sail one's own boat 

to know the ropes 

or 

in debt-

in love-

idioms are related to the 

financial difficulty 

do something alone 

know how 

well-known 

sea: 
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when one 1 s ship comes home 

to keep one 1 s head above 

water 

when one has made a fortune 

struggle to survive (usually 

financially) 

to sink or swim 

to clear the decks 

to rest on one 1 s oars 

to succeed or fail 

prepare to fight 

temporary rest. 

1 Like mushrooms 1 is an English expression. In Chinese 

1 like bamboo shoots• is used instead, meaning to spring up 

like bamboo shoots after the spring rain or to grow up like 

mushrooms. It describes rapid development and enormous 

production of things. English-speaking people would not use 

this expression, because in English-speaking countries, bamboo 

is seldom seen. 

The different environments that people live in determine 

the different metaphors. Both Western and Chinese people have 

the habit of raising dogs. Their attitudes towards dogs are 

different. The Chinese expressions or idioms related to dogs 

are usually derogatory. Several examples below are taken from 

Zhang Yun (1976: 

zougou 

~ ~~ , ~ gouzn.u.ngrensh~ 

10). 

running dog; lackey; servile follower 

like a dog threatening people on the 

strength of its master 1 s power; be a 

bully under the protection of a 

powerful person. 
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V ... ., ... Vb' gouzu1,.,1,1,.,tu u-

ahuxio:ngya lai 

la:ngx'i:ngoufei 

huqungouda:ng 

A dog's mouth can spit no ivory, a 

filthy mouth can't utter decent 

language; what can you e~pect from a 

dog but a bark. 

rapacious as wolf and savage as a cur; 

cruel and unscrupulous. 

a herd of wolves and a pack of wild dogs; 

a gang of scoundrels. 

However most Western people like dogs and have a positive 

attitude towards them, considering them devoted and reliable 

friends. So most expressions related to dogs are not 

derogatory, some are commendatory: 

Every dog has his day 

Love me, love my dog 

a top dog 

an underdog 

dog does not eat dog 

not to have a dog's 

old dogs .will learn 

tricks 

to be dog-lazy 

to lead a dog's 1 ife 

to let sleeping dogs 

chance 

no new 

lie 

Everyone has his happy days 

If you love me, you should love 

what is dear to me 

a winner 

one who is at a disadvantage in 

a contest 

The same types should not fight 

among themselves 

There is no chance at all 

Old people are not able to learn 

new things 

extremely lazy 

live a difficult life 

not to stir up trouble 
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to throw someone to the dogs abandon someone to his fate; 

leave someone to fend for 

himself in difficult situations. 

People native to a particular culture are familiar with 

some literary allusions that refer to historical events, the 

deeds of well-known people, literary quotations, historical 

folk tales and legendary stories. The people who have not 

grown up in that culture are unfamiliar with them: 

'Sour grapes' is from Aesop-' s Fable, meaning something referred 

to with contempt only because it is out of reach and 

unattainable, for example, 'Mary says she doesn't want to go 

to Paris, but I fancy it is merely sour grapes 1
• In Chinese 

we have a similar fable zuojtngguantian - sit at the bottom of 

a well to observe the sky. 

'Trojan horse 1 is from Iliad by Homer. The Greek soldiers 

got the city Troy by hiding in a huge wooden horse. It refers 

to a person or a device intended as a trap to deceive or 

undermine the enemy. 

'Caesarean operation' refers to a surgical operation for 

delivering a baby by cutting through the mother's abdomen. 

It started to be used when the Roman emperor Julius Ceasar 

was born this way. 

'Daniel came to judgement' is from Shakespeare's The Merchant 

of Venice. It is said that Daniel was a fair, wise and 



selfless judge . This phrase is now often used ironically, 

satirically or sarcastically. 

Some hi stori ca 1 events are used as metaphors: 1 to meet 

his Waterloo' refers to the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte at 

l~aterloo in 1815, meaning 'to suffer ruinous defeat', for 

example, 'It is expected that during di~cussions with the 

trade unions the government may meet its Waterloo'. 

'Munich' represents compromise and betrayal, because the 

British Prime Minister, Chamberlain, and Hitler reached a 

compromise by bartering away Czechoslovakia. 

Historical figures give a great influence on culture. 

When talking about fair and selfless judges, the Chinese think 

of Baognng3, in the Western world, Daniel or Solomon; the 

representative of ·the invincible commander in the Western world 

is Hannibal, Caesar; in China, Yuefei 4. The representative 

of heroic and powerful emperors, in the Western world is 

Alexandar; in China Tangtaizong; tyrant in the Western world 

is Nero, in China Yangd1. Traitor, in the Western world is 

Judas or Quisling, in China Qin Gu, 5. 

3. Baogong, also Baocheng by name, was a high official in the 
Sung Dynasty, weli-known for his sense of justice. 

4. Yuefei was a very brave, able and loyal general in the later 
years of a total defeat on the Tartar invaders when he was 
'framed' by the treacherous minister Qfo Gu, and recalled by 
urgent imperial orders from the front to the capital, where 
he was executed together with his son. 
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5. Qfn Gu, was a minister of the royal court in the Sung Dynasty. 
He was considered a traitor by the Chinese for surrendering 
the northern half of China's territory to the invading Tartars 
and for the murder of the patriot general Yu~fei. 



In literary quotations, fictitious characters represent 

one's personality: Iago in Shakespeare represents _someone 

sinister and ruthless; Hamlet represents someone indecisive 

and hesitant, Don Quixote by Cervantes repres~~ts someone who 
~ 

acts rashly, full of illusions, totally impractical. 

There are stories associated with many expressions. A 

common saying in China is xiaoshitouzhen dashitouj~n - if one 

steals needles when young, one will steal gold when grown-up. 

When parents see their children's faults, they should correct 

them right away; otherwise, small faults will become greater 

ones. 

The Bible, Greek and Roman mythology play an important 

part in Western education. English-speaking people frequently 

use examples from the Bible, such as 'as poor as Lazarus•, 'as 

old as Methuselah' ,'an eye for an eye•, 'to turn the other 

cheek' and many others. 

The names themselves carry special associations such as 

Adam standing for all that is basically male and Eve female. 

Similarly Solomon for wisdom and David and Jonathan for true 

friendship. 

In Greek and Roman mythology there are many names of gods, 

god::lessesand heroes, such as 
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Jupiter 

Apollo 

Venus 

Mars 

Dionysus (Bacchus) 

... , . ., , 
le-z,snen 

taiyangshen 

aishen 

zhanshen 

jii'~shen 

They represent certain qualities and associations which are 

immediately recalled by those familiar with a Western cultural 

background. In the same way there are : 

Helen 

Achilles 

Hector 

Ulysses 

female beauty 

invincibility 

loyalty 

resourcefulness 

There may be expressions and idiomatic phrases which 

originate from classical mythology. These are difficult for 

students from different cultural backgrounds. Just a few 

examples will suffice: By Jupiter! a herculean task; venereal 

disease; stygian darkness; it was pure ambrosia. 

Summary 

Language and culture are inseparable. Language is the most 

visible and available expression of that culture. Different 

languages are bound to reflect different cultures. Cultural 

differences are best demonstrated in the lexical field. People 

observe in a different way, the way they describe the same thing 
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is different because the central word or focus is different. 

Different styles, eating habits, holidays, family relationships, 

etc cause an enormous difference in the expressions used to 

describe things . Lexemes related to religion, literary 

allusions, historical events and figures, and geographical 

associations are used to signal similar phenomena in quite 

different ways. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUGGESTIONS 

6.1 Accurate Comprehension Leading to Good Translation 

Accurate comprehension is always the foremost concern in 

learning a language. Without an accurate comprehension of 

the original words or sentences, they cannot be used properly 

let alone be translated in a way that is faithful to the 

original meaning which the speaker or writer intended to convey. 

Whether or not a piece of translation is too 'liberal' or too 

'mechanical' is judged primarily by whether or not the learner 

has acquired an accurate comprehension of the original meaning. 

At this stage the difficulties involved may be lexical, 

grammatical, contextual, or background knowledge ones, or those 

arising from the learner's ignorance of the subject matter. 

Whatever the difficulties, they have to be carefully an~lysed 

and properly solved. In a word, the student must understand 

the original meaning in order to make worthwhile use of it. 
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With the solution of the comprehension problem, 'adequate 

representation' becomes the next problem. Once good understanding 

is achieved, one can translate or express the original meaning 



in another language, even though there are no equivalences. At 

this stage words chosen and sentences constructed must all be of 

such a nature as will convey accurately the real meaning of the 

original version and at the same time conform to the usage of 

the target language, so as to achieve the unity of accuracy on 

the one hand and intelligibility and appropriate style on the 

other. To ensure this, we must bear in mind that Chinese and 

English are two entirely different languages, each having its own 

lexemes, grammar and idioms, culture and social background. Even 

the translation of familiar words for instance, is not always 

easy; as one has to handle properly the relationship between 

words and the context. True, according to linguistics, lexemes 

denote the basic unit of a given language and a lexeme is the 

smallest significant unit of a given language, capable of 

functioning alone. However, a word-for-word approach to 

translation will get us nowhere. In this connection, we have to 

bear in mind that words become alive only when they are used in 

an appropriate context. 

6.2 Wide Background Knowledge 

With a different history, geography, economy, culture, 

social system and customs, English-speaking people and Chinese 

people are bound to observe and reflect upon objective things 

from different angles, in different ways and with different 

associations. One cannot simply find the lexemes which have the 
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same meaning in the other language, select the gramatically 

appropriate forms and put them together in the right order. 
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Culture is really an integral part of the interaction between 

language and thought. Cultural patterns, customs, and ways of 

life are expressed in language; cultural-specific world views 

are reflected in language. Properties of language are also 

properties of culture. English speakers say 1 brown 1 while 

Chinese call it 'coffee coloured' or 'ancient bronze coloured'. 

Language and culture interact. World views among cultures differ 

and the language used to express that world view is relative and 

specific to that view. 

Some idioms also show the difference between the two 

cultural backgrounds. In English one is 'as poor as a church 

mouse' while in Chinese one is 'so poor that he does not even 

have a tiny spot of land for putting a standing awl'. 

The above examples show how differences in culture, customs 

and traditional idiom create difficulties in finding equivalent 

lexemes and idiomatic phrases in other languages. To acquire 

good English or to achieve better results in teaching it, 

learners need to have a knowledge of every aspect of English

speaking people's lives, their culture, history, geography, 

economy, social systems etc. 



6.3 Syntactic Features 

Correct understanding and use of lexis frequently depends 

on grammatical analysis. It is impossible to study the 

vocabulary of a language independently of its grammatical 

structure. When we discussed the difference between the two 

lexemes 1yes 1 and 'no', in answering tag questions in Chapter 5, 

we could not have stated that it was a matter of semantic 

relevance alone and had nothing to do with syntax. Answers to 

tag questions are determined by syntax. The different usage of 

prepositions on the one hand can be considered an issue in the 

lexical field and ontlle other hand a syntactic issue. There is 

no clear boundary between lexemes and syntactic structures. For 

example, in 'cup of tea 1, does 1 of 1 govern the relationship 

between the two nominals? Or is it a syntactic device that 

governs all phrases where measurement precedes identification 

of object or objects to which the measurement applies? 

Moreover English has its own particular grammatical and 

lexical features which do not generally correspond exactly to 

those in Chinese. For instance, one of the two methods in 

which the degree of comparison of adjectives in English is 

expressed by adding the suffix 'er' as a comparative degree, 

'est' as a superlative degree. The 'er' or 'est' are often 

taught by Chinese teachers as geng and zui respectively, being 

their Chinese equivalents. But in actual correct sentences 

geng may not be called for. In the sentence Jiangsu Province 

is smaller in area, but denser in population than the x:ingjiang 
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WeiZJUerAutonomous Region' there are two uses of 'er'. One 

might expect there would be two gengs as gengtiao and 

gengchownt. But in a normal, good translation, neither of 

the two gengs appears in the sentence Jiangsusheng mianjt bi 

x:inj£"""ang Weiwuer ztzhtau xiao renkou qu.e bi X~njiang chownt. 

A lexeme must always be interpreted by taking into account 

the grammatical structure and respective grammatical features 
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of each language. Without a good foundation of each language's 

grarrmar as a prerequisite, there would be no sound understanding 

and use of lexemes. 

6.4 Vocabulary Enlargement 

Learners should increase their vocabulary and fully 

understand all the senses of a lexeme, ie. the meaning and 

the changes of meanings that a word can undergo or the 

expansion of meaning in a word. As we have said in the 

introduction, vocabulary is a vital part of a foreign 

language learner's task. Without internalisation of 

fundamental and commonly used words, one cannot talk about 

good understanding and communication. A Chinese learner may 

analyze a sentence correctly - the subject, verb, adverb, 

and tenses and so on, yet he may not understand the meaning 

of the sentence, simply because one vital word is unknown to 



him. Without a good vocabulary range, one could have 

difficulties in expressing one's thoughts or actions. One 

might also fail to interpret or translate properly with the 

limited words one knows, because those words do not exactly 

express the real or implied meaning. For example, if one does 

not know the proper translation 'arbitrator' for zhongcai 

one's only choice would be 'referee' which is not an accurate 

translation in every context. In English, as we have shown 

before, it is quite common that one word has several senses 

or meanings, especially those familiar a~d commonly-used words 

which are seemingly easy to handle, but, are in reality not so 

simple. With the change in 'collocation' or 'context', their 

meanings vary. Chinese learners often put English 'thing' 

into Chinese 'object' as the equivalence. However 'everything' 

in the sentence 'You can leave everything to me' does not 

mean 'every object'. The whole sentence implies 'take it easy' 

or 'Don't worry, I'll take care'. It does not mean 'give me 
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all your things' or 'give me all your· belongings'. Only when the 

learner reaches the point when he knows not only one sense, but 

all the senses of a lexeme and has a fairly big vocabulary, can 

he understand and use the language well. 

6.5 Constant comparison of usage in L1 and L2 

In China, a natural setting and environment for communicating 

with native English speakers is rare for learners of English. In 



most cases learners learn English words by memorizing them 

and their supposed Chinese equivalents, one by one. This is 

an extremely common way of mastering English words even among 

those who go to formal courses and are taught by experienced 

teachers. The more words they accumulate in their memory, 

the bigger their vocabulary is. Many learners enlarge and 

r.eview their vocabulary through a lot of reading and writing. 

One way to help learners to internalise words is to make 

constant comparisons between the two languages. Some linguists 

claim that this would lead learners back more to L1 - their 

native language. But it is valuable for students while reading 

or writing, and particulary during translation exercises, to 

note interesting and apt vocabulary or expressions which the 

student eventually, when he has mastered them, can use himself. 

Chinese learners tend to memorise such lexical items together 

with their Chinese equivalents and English synonyms. While it 

is good to have these mnemonic associations, we have to be sure 

that any lexeme we intend to use is both appropriate to the 

context of the situation and sounds idiomatic English. 

There are two other considerations we must bear in mind: 

a) If the concept is something that exists only in the English 

culture or only in the Chinese culture, we need to determine 

what language forms would give us the best translations 

either into English or into Chinese. 

b) In case of a grammatical distinction which exists only in 

one of the two languages in question, we have to work out 
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a way in which that distinction can still be expressed in 

such other ways as, perhaps, lexical choice, intonation, 

emphasis or word order. 

After making repeated comparisons of this kind the learner 

will become familiar with a wider range of lexemes and will use 

them more appropriately. The situation in China is such that 

there is barely_ any opportunity for communicating with native 

English speakers. Practice must therefore be based on 

simulated situations and carefully monitored by the teacher. 

This will help learners to become familiar with those 

morphological, syntactic and semantic features of English lexis 

which they will need for communicative competence! 

In this study I have tried to define the non-equivalence 

the difficulties and pitfalls which the Chinese students of 

English encounter with lexis. If they pay attention to the 

five main aspects that require consideration, whith I have 

examined in this c,apter, they will find the process of 

internalising lexemes for use in communication and translation 

an easier task than that of the traditional raemorisation of 

word lists. 
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