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Foreword

A Comparative Study of English and Chinese Idioms is the
brainchild of Mr. Yu Fu Min’s strenuous and successful efforts that
have spanned more than ten years ever since the time when he
worked on it as a dissertation for his master’s degree in English
linguistics and literature at the Shanghai Foreign lLanguages
Institute by the end of the 70’s through the 80’s while he was in
charge of the adult education for the Foreign Trade Group
Corporation in Shenzhen, and furthermore, at this very moment,
on the eve of his departure for abroad for a long-term business
commitment, he is still working hard to give his invaluable book a
finishing touch.

1 was privileged to read his manuscript and was instantly
stunned by the exhaustive dimensions of his scholastic endeavor.
Almost every aspect of the field has been explored: origins and
developments, national traits, rhetorical and linguistic assessments,
with numerous examples arranged in a neat array to illustrate his
pertinent points. Mr. Yu Fu Min has indeed brought to his
writings the insight of a linguist and the sensitivity of a stylist to
give the reading public a sweep of viewing English and Chinese
idioms compared in a historical as well as contemporary perspective.

And then 1 was granted the honor of writing a foreword for
this book. In order to establish a frame of reference for this study. I
asked a close friend of mine, currently a doctoral candidate in the
librarian science at the State University of Ohio, to do me a favor
by collecting all the relevant data on this specific subject through the

computer network that covers all the sources of information
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available in the U.S. A. and Canada.

The feedback reached me yesterday. My friend in Ohio had
certainly responded with a thorough-going survey into the above-
mentioned field. But little did any significant information show up.
which . more eloquently than anything else, proves that Mr. Yu
has stepped into an academic vacuum so that his research initiative is
strikingly fresh and unparalleled. On this book has blazed a new
trail on the English and Chinese idioms in terms of a comparative
study.

It is my conviction that this book will certainly whet the
intellectual interest of those with a bilingual asset for a higher
appreciation and a freer application of the time-honored linguistic

phenomenon called “idioms”.

Raymond J. C. Fan
(Professor of English)
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I. Introduction

Refined and sanctified by long usage idioms have been described as
the crystallization of language, without idioms our language would
become dull and dry, whereas an appropriate use of them in our speech
and writing will add to the strength and vividness of our language. For
one thing most idioms, though composed of few words, contain an
extremely profound and rich meaning; for another most idioms carry a
vivid image. For example.

Know thyself . It is important to know one’s own limitation.

(cf. the Chinese equivalent idiom: AR H B X 28 rén gui

you zi zhi zhi ming: Self-knowledge is wisdom. )

Grasp all, lose all: In greedily trying to get everything or

too much, you will. or may. fail to get anything, and lose

what you already have.

(cf. Chinese equivalent & % #h % tan duo bi shi).

—% ., — 8 (chi vi qgian. zhang y1 zhi): A fall inte the

pit. a gain in your wit.

These examples all show that idioms are concise and
comprehensive, and can convey more philosophic meaning in life than
the few words carry in themselves. The following examples show how
idioms convey their ideas by means of images and figures of speech.

e. g. a fly in the ointment . anything, especially a little thing,

that reduces or destroys the value or usefulness of something

else.

(cf. B2 bai bi weai xia: a flaw in white jade — a slight

blemish. )

(to be) in the same boat: to have the same dangers to face.

(cf. MM B feng yu tong zhou: in the same storm-tossed

boat - to stand together through thick and thin. )
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i i & (zhong lia di zhu): firm rock in midstream —

mainstay. (cf. a tower of strength. )

In the above examples, because of their rich association, the images and
figures of speech play an important role in defining the meaning of these
idioms.

Moreover, the use of alliteration, rhyme, repetition, rhythm and
intonation makes idioms sound more pleasant to the ear, so that it
becomes easier for the common people to learn them by heart and spread
them far and wide.

e. g. wear and tear; No pains, no gains.

as fit as a fiddle; Many men many minds.

again and again; measure for measure;

to call a spade a spade.

= = # # (san san lidng lidng) : in twos and threes; by twos
and threes.

¥ % B B (qin gin kén kén). diligent and conscientious;
earnestly and assiduously.

K42 K, # 58 E (zhong gua dé gua, zhong dou dé dou) :
Plant melons and you get melons. sow beans and you get

beans — As you sow, so will you reap.
It is these special features of idioms that add much to the expressive and
emotional power of a language. Men of letters, in modern or ancient
times, in China or elsewhere, all excel in using idioms. There are no
end of idiomatic expressions in the literary works of famous English
writers, such as Dryden, Addison, Swift, Sterne and Lamb, etc.
Indeed idioms are also widely used in scientific and political articles and
other kinds of writings as well. They reflect the homely philosophy,
humour and character of the people, and also show how the wit and
wisdom of the poets and other writers have passed into the thought of
their people. So a good grasp of the meaning and the use of idioms is
essential for students of a foreign language if they wish to read and
appreciate original works fully.

Idioms add to the students’ knowledge of the language, but it is by

no means easy for them to master the idiomatic aspect of a language, as
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idioms are generally used figuratively and have an implied meaning. To
understand them thoroughly and use them appropriately is really a hard
nut for them to crack. Take the expression “to go Dutch (with
someone)” for example. Instead of going to the Netherland (Holland) .
it means to share expenses; (as in “Charles and Kate always go Dutch
at the restaurant. 7). Likewise the meanings of the f[ollowing idioms
differ essentially from the normal meanings to be gathered from the
component words;

(to) do up brown: (to) perform a task with thoroughness.

a nice kettle of fish. a state of confusion.

once in a blue moon: rarely or never.

(have) a finger in every pie: (have) a part in everything that

is going on (cf. Chinese equivalent 3§ : ran zhi: take a

share of sth. one is not entitled to; encroach on. )

The same thing happens in Chinese idioms.

e. g. I 7K (uo hua lin shui); The real meaning of this

expression is “(to be) shattered to pieces; badly beaten;

utterly routed”. But in the literal meaning the words “7#% {£”

mean “fallen flowers”. whereas “ it K ” mean *flowing
water”; this expression describes a late spring scene which is
like fallen flowers carried away by the flowing water.
Formerly in literature this idiom used to be regarded as a
shortened form of the poetic citation “& £ H Z. MK L1
(luo hua you yi, lid shui wa qing): Shedding petals. the
waterside flower pines for love. while the heartless brook
babbles on --- i. e. an unrequited love; in a figurative sense . it
means “One’s love has failed to call forth an echo in the
other’s heart. One side is willing but the other is not”.
Anyway it seems to have nothing to do with the current
meaning of a troop “being utterly routed. ”
Another example “BK &K &~ {Z” (ma mu ba rén), its original

meaning denotes the paralysis of one’s limbs. Now it is used only in a

figurative sense to suggest somebody’s dullness or indifference in

response to the outside world.
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Another thing which puzzles students a great deal is that many
good idioms often appear to violate grammatical rules or logic.

The following idioms appear to violate the normal grammatical
rules which students have learnt.

on the move; on the go; in the know; One good turn

deserves another. (verbs used as nouns. )

ins and outs; (the plurals of prepositions. )

at sixes and sevens; (the plurals of numerals. )

look , stock and barrel ; thoroughly. (a group of nouns used

as adverb. )

know-how : knowledge of methods. (verbal phrase used as a

noun. )

Diamond cut diamond. (Subject does not coordinate with

verb. ) Money makes the mare to go. (“To” should be

omitted when used as an object complement after the verb

“make”. )

In the following idioms however, the logic is at fault, i.e. we
cannot take their meaning literally ;

to have one’s heart in one’s mouth;

to cry one’s eyes out;

as fit as a fiddle.

Similarly many Chinese idioms violate the grammatical rules of
modern standard Chinese as most of them are written in classical
Chinese which is often quite different in structure from the modern
vernacular. Thus “B & H b ” (mo ming gi miao) would be “RE & E K
b in the vernacular, and “=> % ”(san xin er yi) be “= L H A
&7, But the flavour of the idioms would certainly be lost if they were
to be rewritten in this way.

Again, the following Chinese idioms cannot be taken in at their
face value as they are logically impossible.

e.g. =3 A B (san tou lin bi): (with) three heads and six

arms ~— super-human powers.
4 3£ (zhuang suan): to play the part of garlic = to feign
ignorance.
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% B (bié jido) : to sprain one’s ankle — inferior.

Since there is much common ground covered by English and
Chinese idioms, as we can see from the above examples. a comparative
study of the idioms in these two languages will certainly provide
students with a better understanding of English idioms. A basic
knowledge of the common characteristics in the origin and development
of idioms in the two languages will arouse their interest not only in the
study of idioms, but also in the language study as a whole; while a
comparison between the structure and function of English and Chinese
idioms will help them to use English idioms appropriately and avoid
their misuse. Thus for teachers of English as a second language, a
comparative study of English and Chinese idioms plays an effective
pedagogical. role and will improve their work in teaching. When one
comes across some seemingly synonymous idioms and want to use them
properly . the stylistic features of these idioms will help to teach him
how to use them appropriately in different circumstances and contexts.
Take the following two sets of apparently synonymous idioms for
example ;

(1) to breathe one’s last; to go to glory (British usage); to quit
the scene; to pass away; these idioms all mean “to die”. But they are
solemn and archaic in style. and quite formal. often used in poetry or
other literary works.

(2) to kick the bucket; to hop over the perch; to turn up one’s
toes; though these have the same meaning as the first group. the idioms
in the second group are witty and humorous in style, and are all slangy
and vulgar. never used in formal writing except for the sake of humour.

A knowledge of the way in which figures of speech are used in the
idioms of the two languages will also help teachers to improve their
students’ writing skill. The national characteristics of both English and
Chinese idioms, as well as their commendatory, derogatory or neutral
senses will contribute greatly to an accurate translation from one
language into the other.

In this book a comparative study of English and Chinese idioms 1s
to be made on aspects such as structure, semantics, rhetoric.
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phonology, style and etymology. so as to provide a kind of skeleton
{ramework to enable teachers and students to obtain a fairly
comprehensive idea of English and Chinese idioms in the fields
mentioned above. However more flesh and blood is waiting for them to
clothe this skeleton. As a Chinese idiom has put it: “$1# 3] £ (pao
zhuan yin yu): to cast a brick to attract jade -- to offer a few
commonplace remarks by way of introduction so that others may come
up with valuable opinions. (cI. The English equivalent idiom: to set a
sprat to catch a herring (or a mackerel . a whale). ) We sincerely hope
this humble book of ours will pave the way for other worthier studies on
this subject to come into light.

To end this introduction here are a few words about the books on
idioms, so far as we have been able to ascertain, published both at home
and abroad. These books may be divided into four categories according
to the different needs of the users.

(1) In the first group of books and dictionaries, the idioms are
arranged in alphabetic order with detailed explanations of meaning and
appropriate use. Some are monolingual, others bilingual.

V. H. Collins; “A Book of English Idioms” London, 1956.

V. H. Collins; “A Second Book of English Idioms” London,

1958.

V. H. Collins: “A Dictionary of American Idioms” New

York, 1975.

& (DUEF HRETFHD. 1978

T8 G IEBR). 1980

8T CEBR DU AR K FF L), 1979

EIIRESN X F: (FIERIFEFM), 1972

SN EEE S E R (KR ), 1980

(2) In the second group of books. the idioms are listed according
to an etymological classification, such as animal idioms (zoosemy),
canine idioms, somatic idioms, idioms about sea life, military life,
sports, games, law, etc.

Linton Stone: “Current English Idioms” London, 1975.

Linton Stone: “Modern English Idioms” London, 1978.
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A. Johnson: “Common English Proverbs”.

WEB . (EXITETRICEETEAE), 1978

EH (RXBFSEEIEBTESE

(3) The third group deals in some parts with the techniques used
in the bilingual translation of English idioms into Chinese or vice versa.

PR . (TBEDGFREBFR), 1979

REHE (HFZERNEBAEBEDD

B (BB ITIEEIFBHAEEIAT),1972

(4) The fourth group is concerned with lexicology. These books
devote at least a chapter or two on the origin, structure and function of
the idioms listed.

N. Rayevskaya: “English Lexicology” Moscow, 1975.

R. S. Ginzburg: “A Course in Modern English Lexicology”

(pp. 87-119) Moscow, 1966.

L.ogan Pearsall Smith: “Words and Idioms” London, 1948.

Ivor H. Evans: “Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable”

London, 1975.

A. Alekhina: “Semantic Groups in English Phraseology ”

Moscow, 1978.

PEAR . (BB M FE ) (EFER 245, 1978

HERIMEER R XFERATE N E, (AR FEHIL A

HY. 1973

B CIE s (T R), 1980

All these books and dictionaries on English and Chinese idioms are
informative and instructive. But none of them makes a comprehensive
comparative study of idioms in both English and Chinese. Since there is
much in common between the idioms of the two languages, it is
inevitable, sooner or later, that a more thorough comparative study of
English and Chinese idioms will be made; from which will arise a new
subject, leading to a fifth category of books on idioms which will play
an equally important role in the study of the English language. This is a
first attempt at such a study.



I1. Idioms Defined and
Their Range and Forms

It is quite difficult to give a clear-cut definition to the word
“idiom”, for it possesses several meanings which might cause us some
confusion. It may mean the language of a people or a country, as in
“the French idiom”; or a dialect as in *the Cantonese idiom”; or a
linguistic usage which defies grammatical analysis as in the following
sentences: “It’s me. ” “Who are you waiting for?” “the youngest of her
two daughters”. Last, but not the least, it means “an accepted phrase,

construction, or expression contrary to the usual patterns of the

language or having a meaning different from the language or having a

meaning different from the literal.” ( Webster’s New World

Dictionary of the American Language, 2nd college edition, 1972). Tt is
this last definition that most suits the purpose of our discussion. The
Chinese equivalent for “idiom” is “#iE " (shi1 ya). It means a kind of a
set phrase or sentence. which, like a stock expression, is often quoted
by the common people. From the above definitions we can extract two
basic criteria on which to decide whether an expression is an idiom or
not :

(1) An idiom must be well-established and accepted through
common practice. In general, no element in the idiom can be changed
without destroying the sense as a whole. Thus we can only say “to play

the first fiddle” not “to play the first violin”; “to be at liberty” not “to

be at freedom”. Take the phrase “to get in touch with” for example,
which means “to make contact, or communicate with”. Tt can’t be
varied; it is not possible to say “to get quickly in touch with”, “to get
in constant touch with”, etc. But in the similar phrase “to keep in
touch with”, one may say “to keep closely in touch with”, or “to keep
in constant touch with”. It seems only good usage can give a
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satisfactory account for all these idiomatic expressions.

Similarly in Chinese we can only say:

“M4 A" fen wa lie) not “ HE P37

“F MR K7 (wa di fang shi) not " A M L F 7 Gian)

although “&” and “#i” both mean “arrow”.

(2) An idiom usually has an implied meaning. It cannof be
interpreted only according to its literal meaning. When taken litegally
the phrases “the man in the street”, “in the clouds” and “cats and
dogs” are not idioms. In a figurative sense. *“the man in the street”
implies the average person. who represents general opinion, Ccf.
Chinese equivalents; /N R xido shi min; /N A xido rén wu; /M
B shi jing xido min; FL K& F fan {u st zi; which all mean. more or
less, common people ; philistine. ) ; “to have one’s head in the clouds”:
be not paying attention to. be in a dreamlike state, (cf. Chinese
equivalent: IIBHBEF ra zhui wir [f wi zhong: as if lost in a thick
fog, utterly mystified. ); whereas “to rain cats and dogs”: to rain very
heavily. (cf. {i# K™ qing pén da yu: heavy downpour).

It is convenient to classify English and Chinese idioms as follows:

English idioms, in a broad sense. include idiematic phrases.
proverbial sayings and a number of slang expressions. Whereas Chinese
idioms can be roughly divided into B & (chéng yu): set phrases, {8i&
(s y1) : common sayings. W2 iE (yan yu): proverbs. & JgZiF (xie hou
yi): a two-part allegorical saying, and some vulgar expressions which
we call FHIBE (ci1 sa yu). This is of course only a rough classification.
for there must be some overlap among them.

Now we can examine each sub-classification individually
1. English Idioms

1) Idiomatic phrases

Idiomatic phrases can be further classified into the following three
units according to the degree of closeness within the components of an

idiomatic phrase. (1) phraseological collocations (2) phraseological

unities (3) phraseol ogical fusion. (See R.S. Ginzburg: “A Course in

0.




