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Preface

Established as a branch of linguistics in the 1950s, Contrastive
Linguistics has developed rapidly both at home and abroad. I became
interested in the area of Contrastive Linguistics during my Ph.D. study in
the School of Foreign Languages, Shanghai Jiaotong University. There,
fortunately, I met my supervisor, Prof. Pan Wenguo, who ushered me
into the discipline of Contrastive Studies between Chinese and English.
He has always been most generous with his time and private library. 1
benefited greatly from both his lectures and the discussions with him
and his students. His profound knowledge as well as his personality has
been a constant source of encouragement to my research in the area of
Contrastive Linguistics.

This book is largely based on my Ph.D. dissertation, which centers
principally upon the contrastive studies of Chinese and English numerals.
As Chinese and English belong to the eastern culture and the western
culture respectively, their numerological features differ markedly in terms
of the implications of numbers as well as the ways numbers are used in
the two languages. This study involves both quantitative and qualitative
approaches, but centres upon the latter. The data used for analysis are
based largely on two parallel corpora: the Chinese novel A Dream of Red
Mansions and its English version, and the Bible and its Chinese version,
in an attempt to investigate the differences and similarities regarding
cultural implications of numbers between Chinese and English.

The major findings of this study are:

Firstly, numbers and culture are closely interwoven. Numbers are
symbolic representation of a people concerning their cultural features such as
philosophy, worldviews, history, religions, beliefs, superstitions, etc.
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Secondly, considerable differences exist between Chinese and
English numerologies. The different implications of Chinese and English

numbers are related closely with their cultural peculiarities. Furthermore,

 different implications of numbers exist not only between two languages

but within the language as well. ‘

Thirdly, different philosophical views are the fundamental causes
which result in those differences.

Finally, there are some similarities between Chinese and English
numerological cultures. Such similarities include similar philosophical
interpretations of the universe, similar worldviews, and similar uses in
rhetorical devices.

This book consists of seven chapters. Each chapter concludes with
a summary which contains the gist of the chapter. Chapter Four, Chapter
Five and Chapter Six, the core of this book, focus on the analysis of the
cultural implications of numbers from the contrastive perspective. The three
categories under which implication of C-E numbers are investigated are
philosophy in numbers, thought in numbers and vagueness in numbers.

My great gratitude should be given to my Ph.D. supervisor,
Professor Pan Wenguo for his insightful comments and suggestions. My
sincere gratitude should also go to Professor Zhou Zhipei and Professor
Feng Wenchi, who not only provided me with their invaluable suggestions
throughout the writing process, but also gave me their parental love
and encouragement in times of difficulty and frustration. I would like
to express my heartfelt thanks to Professor Li Wenzhong and Professor
Wei Naixing for their professional assistance in corpus data processing.
Appreciation is also expressed to the friends: Professor Wang Haihua, Dr.
Zhao Yong, Dr. Lin Yuzhen, Mr. Zhao Baoyu who have helped me in a
variety of ways in the process of writing this book. And dedication of the
book should be given to my parents and my family for their understanding

and unswerving support.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.0 Introduction

Every nation has its own way of expressing number. The concept of
numbers is believed to be formulated resulting from people’s cognition of the
outside world. As Adrian Room pointed out (1989:8), the concept of number
arose in prehistoric times, although originally the numbers themselves would
not have been understood abstractly, as they are today. Numbers primarily
function as mathematical value, but they have been endowed with specific
implications with the historical and social development, and gradually
have become an organic part of language. Therefore, numbers are not only
functional, but a real part of the [English] ' language (ibid:7).

Chinese and English differ markedly in using numbers. The uses of
numbers, either in Chinese or English, can fall into two distinct categories:
numbers for precise quantities and numbers for vague meanings. Numbers
used to express precise quantities do not have much difference in different
languages whereas numbers used for vagueness vary considerably in different
cultures. As a result, the study of vagueness by numbers has been of great
interest to language researchers and much research has been conducted to
explore numerological implications.

This study is similar to those previous ones on one hand in that it deals
with the similar issue, but different on the other hand in that it aims not only

to investigate in what aspects the cultural implications of numbers differ in

! This statement by Adrian Room resulted from his study of English language, but it is
also adaptable for any other language.
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the two languages but also to find out whether any similarities exist between
Chinese and English numerologies.

This chapter is made up of seven parts, involving motivation of this
study, research questions, research objectives, theoretical framework and

methodology, and finally the organization of the book.

1.1 Motivation of the present research
Numbers exist in all languages and are pervasive in daily life. When
it comes to numbers, Pythagoras, the prominent Greek philosopher and

mathematician, stated his opinion as such (Cheng Li and Cheng Jianhua
2000:165).

Numbers were not cast blindly into the world. They came together in
orderly balanced systems, like the formation of crystals or musical

chords, in accordance with all-embracing laws of harmony.

Pythagoras thought highly of numbers by making his famous statement:
number is in everything. It is true that life is filled with numbers. As a special
category, numbers primarily act as counting and calculating. But it is not
always necessarily the case. Many situations can be found in which they are
metaphorically used. So the meanings that numbers convey in these situations
vary in one way or another in different languages. Then what image of
numerical values is evoked by the curious succession of the words “one,” “two,”
“three,” and so on? What features do numbers possess in different languages?
What kind of relation exists between number symbols and the ones that they
symbolize? These questions are likely to arise if cultural factors concerning
numbers are taken into consideration.

“What is the most difficult task? The one that seems to you easiest. To see
with your eyes what is before your eyes.” This verse was written by Goethe,

which can be applied very well to refer to the mysterious relation between
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numbers and their implications. Numbers are not as easy as they seem to be.
Seemingly, simple numbers tell more than their denotations. It is believed
that there must be an underlying structure of meaning under the cover of the
symbols. Just as Jespersen pointed out, “number might appear to be one of the
simplest natural categories, as simple as ‘two and two are four.” Yet on closer
inspection it presents a great many difficulties, both logical and linguistic.”
(1928:188)

Every civilization has its own signs for numbers, so the properties that
numbers possess in different cultures are bound to be different. It is, therefore,
believed that the numbers in Chinese and English that are deeply engrained
in Eastern and Western cultures are supposed to have peculiar features of
their own. It is true that quite a few researches have been made on the cultural
implications of numbers, some of which were based on the analysis of the
individual properties of either English or Chinese and some of which were
conducted from the contrastive perspective, emphasizing the differences
rather than the similarities. Seventy-two, written by Wen Yiduo, for instance,
can be an example of the former, in which the Chinese number seventy-two
was studied. Another typical example of this kind is the article The Fifteen
Numerals in Chinese' by Zhang Qingchang, in which he made a systematic
study of the fifteen numerals in Chinese concerning their denotations as well
as their connotations. Meanwhile, many an essay has been found in recent
years to focus on the contrastive study of cultural properties of English and
Chinese numbers. The studies related in this field are noticeably rewarding,
but they are far more than satisfactory in that the contrasts are mostly on the
basis of the micro-analysis rather than the macro one. Besides, many more
efforts have been made to study Chinese numbers than to attach weight to both

Chinese and English. And most of the previous studies have centered upon

! The fifteen numerals he referred to are the numerals from one to ten together with
zero, half, hundred, thousand and ten thousand.
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