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A Comparative Analysis of Animal
Proverbs in English and Chinese

Zhang Fang Wu Qiong
( Department of Foreign Languages, Jiangsu Institute of Education, Nanjing, 210013)

[ Abstract] Proverbs are the reflection of people’s life and the fruit of wisdom of human beings of
a special nation, so are the animal proverbs which are the most vivid collection of language. This pa-
per aims to make a comparative analysis of the animal proverbs in English and Chinese through intro-
ducing the form and foundations of animal words first, followed by the similarities and differences in
the images and connotative meanings of animal proverbs in these two languages. Finally, the main
factors that influenced the similarities and differences of animal proverbs are discussed.

[ Key Words] Animal Proverbs; Similarities and Differences; Factors

1 Introduction

Language, as put particularly by Germany famous linguist Wilhelm von Humboldt, is “the outer
appearance of the spirit of a people; the language is their spirit and the spirit their language; we can
never think if them sufficiently as identical”. ( Humboldt, 1999. 46) As the vehicle of culture, lan-
guage mirrors culture and carries a large amount of cultural information and inevitably takes inseparate
relationship with culture.

Since vocabulary is the most sensitive, active and basic ccmponent of language, the influence of
culture on language is embedded in vocabulary. Just as what Lado (1957 113) pointed‘out, “The

meanings of words are usually culturally determined or modified. They represent an analysis of the uni-

* ASCR 2012 ARTLHRA KR SR AUE I ZRit R0 H A 9 — B0 (NS BB DCe iR ha Dl Uk 22 R) 1
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verse as grasped in a culture”.

As a typical representative reflecting language, proverbs are closely connected with culture. They
carry deep cultural information and deliver culture and civilization. They are the reflection of people’s
life and the crystal of wisdom of human beings of a special nation. Francis Bacon (1597) , the British
philosopher and essayist, had once stated that the genius, wit and spirit of a nation are discovered in
its proverbs.

Proverbs, being short, vivid, pithy and pervasive, embody profound truth and wisdom while
animal proverbs bearing proper animal images take rich cultural connotation. This paper aims to stud-
ying the similarities and differences in Chinese and English animal proverbs and exploring the factors

that influence the uses of animal proverbs.

I A Literature Review of Animal Proverbs in English and Chinese

Animal proverbs are one category of animal words. In order to have an all — round overview of an-
imal proverbs, the form and foundations of animal words will be illustrated first.

2.1 The form and foundations of animal words

The form of cultural connotation in animal words is closely related with people. Since the ancient
times, there has been a close relationship between animals and human beings. In the long process of
human civilization, animals have become an essential part in people’s life and take an deep impact on
human’s life and development. Now that they occupy such an important role in human’s society, lan-
guage, as a reflector of experience and culture of human beings, would certainly have profound un-
derstanding and cognition of animal words. Therefore, a large number of animal words are naturally
endowed with rich cultural connotation.

Besides the close relationship between animals and human beings, there are some foundations for
the form of cultural connotation of animal words. Liao Guangrong (2000) concluded three factors;
(1) Some features of animals such as appearance, psychological characteristics, physiological char-
acteristics, behavior, character, habits and functions, etc. (2) Cultural content, cultural tradition
and cultural psychology of special nation, including myths, religions, legends, history, literature,
arts, languages, geographical environment, customs, ethic and morality, ways of thinking, aes-
thetic standards, ete. (3) Association, which means making connection between animals and some
certain object. The cultural tradition of a nation, especially cultural psychology, takes potentially and
importantly intriguing and instructive role in the form of association and direction.

Although animal words are rich in cultural connotation, the number of animal words with cultural
connotation is limited and differs in English and Chinese. According to Liao Guangrong’s (2000) in-
vestigation and statistics, the number of animal words in English is much bigger than that in Chinese.
So is the number of animal words with cultural connotation.

2.2 The research on animal proverbs

Up to now, there are many dictionaries and papers recording a large amount of proverbs involved
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with animal words in both English and Chinese. For example, in 2003, Yang Cengmao in his Bilingual
English Proverbs makes a record of 520 proverbs involved animal words, which accounts for 6% of the
total ; in Dictionary of Current Chinese Proverbs, Wen Duanzheng and Shen Huiyun (2004 ) list 305
proverbs related with animal words that takes up 12% ; in 2007, Wang Fuzhen and Zhao Youbin in A
Collection of English Proverbs record about 500 proverbs involved animal which is about 8% of the total.

The study on animal proverbs in English and Chinese can also be found in theses written by Wei
Lijuan (2005) and Feng Xiaohui (2005). Wei Lijuan in her thesis named A Comparative Study of
Animal Images in English and Chinese Proverbs made a comparison between English and Chinese pro-
verbs from the aspect of animal images and clarified the animal proverbs in these two languages into
three categories: identical animal images in English and Chinese proverbs, different animal images in
English and Chinese proverbs and animal image blanking in English and Chinese proverbs. Feng Xiao-
hui studied animal proverbs in rhetoric and cultural angle in A Comparative Study of English and Chi-

nese Proverbs Containing Animal and Plant Words.

Il The Similarities and Differences in Animal Images Between
English and Chinese Proverbs

On one hand, there are some animal proverbs with same images and same meanings in both Eng-
lish and Chinese, while on the other hand, some animal proverbs in these two languages may have
same images but different or even opposite meanings. Moreover, there is one case where some animal
proverbs are translated into non — animal proverbs or vice versa. Based on Ji Yizhi’s classification of
the relation between proverbs in different languages (1993 ), there are three groups: corresponding,
semi — corresponding and non — corresponding, this paper will adopt this classification and illustrate
one by one.

3.1 Corresponding animal images and meanings

Owing to the same or similar experiences acquired in life and the universal recognition of the
world, there are some animal proverbs in English and Chinese with identical images breaking the na-
tional boundaries and cultural barriers, i. e. they are corresponding both in form and meaning. The
people in these two cultures use the same animals to express the same meanings. Some examples are
shown below :

Table 1 Corresponding animal images and meanings

Animal Proverbs in English Animal Proverbs in Chinese
A cat has nine lives WA e
Let sleeping dogs lie DIAERER, AR
Big fish eat little fish KAz N
The dog returns to his vomit ISR 1 Wz B
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Animal Proverbs in English

Animal Proverbs in Chinese

All lay load on the willing horse

ANBEBNIK, DEAR

A rabbit doesn’t foul its own hole R AN E A
One swallow does not make a summer — MR

A rat crossing the street is chased by all % B i AT
He who rides a tiger is afraid to dismount W RME T

A barking dog is better than a sleeping lion.

BRRAS I, B A 352 7

If you not enter a tiger’s den, you can’t get his cubs

AARI, IR S

A speck of mouse dung will spoil a whole pot of porridge

- R AT IR — 5%

It is the saddle that makes the horse and the tailor, the man

YRR, NSEACK

As distance tests a horse’s strength, so time reveals a person’s heart

BRI Sy, HA WA

If you raise a tiger secretly behind closed doors, when the tiger grows up

it will harm you or others

KIFRR, AN

The examples above show that each pair of the proverb in English and Chinese has not only the

same animal images but also the same meanings. Since language reflects people’s life experiences and

culture, these corresponding animal proverbs to some extent indicate that the English and the Chinese

people share some similar experiences in their social practice.

3.2 Semi —corresponding animal images and meanings

In English and Chinese, there are some animal proverbs sharing the same form and image but in-

ferring different connotative meanings. Moreover, there are some animal proverbs identical in meaning

but with different images. To put it short, these animal proverbs convey the same image or connota-

tion. Overall, compared with the corresponding animal proverbs mentioned above in English and Chi-

nese, the number of this category is much larger. For example:

Table 2 Semi — corresponding animal images and meanings

Semi - corresponding Animal Proverbs in English Animal Proverbs in Chinese
Dog eat dog Fyw Ay
Barking dogs seldom bite N o 7;‘152)\%1’@5@;
Same images but Old dogs will learn no new tricks ERER AT
different meanings If the old dog barks, he gives counsel gy, AR
It is a good horse that never stumbles b EhASK B -
When a dog is drowning every one offers him drink | ¢ 7% /KH), SR 11
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Semi — corresponding

Animal Proverbs in English

Animal Proverbs in Chinese

As strong as horse ipNits

Different images

) . As timid as a hare AR/ B

with same meanings

Love me, love my dog IR K
Hold the wolf by two ears BiexE T
Eagles do not breed doves AT, RAR
Rats desert a sinking ship AR 5 380 A
Like a duck to water gk
Beat the dog before the lion ARG
The scalded cat fears cold water —igEng, AN
A small bird wants but a small nest EAE LIS 2 K
Fine feathers do not make fine birds WEARES, NEARTEE
Kings and bears often worry keepers PEFR tnft e
Take not the musket to kill a butterfly A A1
Hares may pull dead lions by the beard i S TN

Different images

with same meanings

When the cat’s away, the mice will play

WP EERE, BTFHREL

You can’t sell the cow and drink the milk

o FAR A ] 3

A nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse X A g 5t
He killed the goose that laid the golden eggs ARG R

Better be the head of a dog than the tail of a lion

TGS, AR

Better be the head of an ass than the tail of a horse

TRk, ARtIE

Two dogs strive for a bone, the third run away

T REAR S, HSRIA

eat them

with it

A wise fox will never eats the grass beside its furrow | #F A5 HL

Carrion crows bewail the dead sheep, and then , )
RFE T RER

One may lead a horse to the water, but he cannot

make him drink.

EEAREK, ARk

3.3 Non —corresponding animal images with same meanings

Non — corresponding animal images with meanings refer to the phenomenon that the animal pro-
verbs don’t take up images in either English or Chinese, i.e. some animal proverbs translated into

Chinese without animal images, or vice versa. For example:
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Table 3 Non - corresponding animal images with same meanings

Non — corresponding English Chinese

Like cow, like calf A HAp O KA
Curiosity killed the cat EENF, HCZ S N
Every dog has his day NANELHREN
Far fowls have fair feathers J5E 2 m Ak i1 -

Animal proverbs Don't let the cat out of the bag P A 0] itk 5%

in English but

non ~ animal A fox may grow grey, but never good Liisy e, AtEdfErs
praverbs As the old cock crows, so crown the young WREY 4 AR, S UL R

in Chinese - o o

He that lies down with dogs, must rise up with fleas | JTA4 & 2

Dogs wag their tails not so much in love to you as e .
B 2 AT

your bread

The cow knows not what her tail is worth until she

WAEARILS, K2 e st

has lost it.
Like begets like T T A R

Non — animal

Life is but a span NA e 3 5 B

proverbs in Evil will never said well ER AN ST
English but

animal proverbs Nothing ventured, nothing gained RAREIN, BEBET
i Chinese A little body often harbors a great soul FHEAE AT P L
Misfortune might be a blessing in disguise ERHKY, KBAHER

IV Factors Influencing the Uses of Animal Proverbs in English and Chinese

According to the form and foundations of above, and analysis above, there are two main factors
influencing the use of animal proverbs in English and Chinese: geographical features and living cus-
toms, and religious belief.

The difference in geographical culture is an important factor influencing both the living customs
and the cultural connotation and use of animal proverbs in English and Chinese. Geographically, Eng-
land is an island country located in the Western Hemisphere where its people make living by fishery or

navigation while China is located in Eastern Hemisphere living on agriculture and forming the living
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style of farming and stock raising. Therefore, there are a great many different animal proverbs. One of
the typical examples shown above is the pair of animal words “horse” in English proverbs and “ %" in
Chinese proverbs which indicate diligence. Besides, there are many proverbs involved dog in English
take positive connotation such as “love me, love my dog”, *Barking dogs never bite” and “Every
dog has his day” while in Chinese culture, dog is often associated with unpleasantness like expres-
sions as “ Mg B E, AREFALT , “MEEREAHRFT, “MIRE A" and * NEHE KR,
fo 2@k and so on.

“The influence of religious belief on human culture is significant because religious belief in a
main component of human culture taking deep impact on people’s lives. ” (ASRZL, BRI E:, 2000)
In English, there are proverbs like “as poor as the church mouse” and “the king and pope, the lion

and wolf” which directly or indirectly originating from their religion while in Chinese, there are pro-

verbs such as “ S WL SF AL, MAE O ET and KA/, NARZER” ete.

V  Conclusion

According to the comparison between some animal proverbs in English and Chinese, it can be
seen that the images and connotative meanings of some animal proverbs coincide fully or partially in
Chinese and English; while others don’t, and some even turn out to be totally different or opposite be-
cause of geographical features and living customs, and religious belief.

Language and culture are interrelated with each other and language serves as the immediate bridge
between different cultures. Animal proverbs, the building blocks of the very bridge and the pearls of
the cultural treasure house, sparkle with the wisdom of the masses, and glisten with the artistic quali-
ty of the human language. Since animal proverbs are the most vivid collection of language and carry
rich cultural meanings of individual nation and culture, success in the understanding and translation of
animal proverbs will reinforce, in some degree, the firmness of the bridge, and the traveler on the

bridge will enjoy a smooth sense of stability.
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The Symbolic Meaning of the Four
Protagonists’ Names in the Scarlet Letter

Yang Hongquan

( Beijing Institute of Economic and Management, 100102)

[ Abstract] As the masterpiece of Nathaniel Hawthorne, the Scarlet Letter has always been the
research text of many literature learners. With the universal employment of symbolism, one of the
most skilled techniques employed in Hawthorne’s novels, this paper focuses on the morals of the
names of the four protagonists, illustrating the plot development and presenting of the themes from a
new perspective.

[ Key Words] “the Scarlet Letter” ; the Protagonists’ Names; Symbolism; Symbolic Meaning

I Introduction

As one of the artistic techniques employed in literary works, symbolism represents abstract ob-
jects and meanings via concrete images so as to arouse readers’ imagination and association. Just as
what has been pointed out by French literary essayist A. Edward that symbolism meets readers’ demand
of describing and transcending reality. (Johnson, 1995). It is usually employed as a method to figure
the protagonists. There are many methods of portraying characters, of which the simplest is naming
the characters. Vivid or vigorous, fresh or lifelike, or full of personality, characters can be portrayed
by a nickname, a name representing the characteristics or appearance or physiological features. Na-
thaniel Hawthorne’s the Scarlet Letter is a typical model in which each name of the protagonists has its

symbolic meaning respectively.

I The Symbolic Meaning of the Four Protagonists’ Names in the Scarlet Letter

Based on the background of religion and ethics, many a work of Hawthorne explore the theme of
human’s good and evil via symbolism, ambiguity and psychoanalysis of the characters. Hawthorne
names each of the protagonists a special word during the creation of the novel, so as to reflect the
characteristic and destiny of the protagonists, the story background, the plot development, the cli-
max and the ending, and create an echo with the theme. It can be known that the protagonists’ names
are ambiguously after deep consideration. It’s helpful to grasp completely the themes of the novel with

correct understanding of the symbolic meaning of the protagonists.



2.1 The Symbolic Meaning of Pearl

As the most mysterious heroine and daughter of Hester and Dimmesdale’s love tragedy, “Pearl”
has three meanings. First, “Pearl” means “very precious” in “Holy Bible” . Based on the sacrifice
of Hester’s fame and whole life, Pearl is an angel who encourages her to face directly to the indiffer-
ence of the society. Secondly, “Pearl” means “outstanding, crystal and elite”, just as Hawthorne
portrays “that little creature, whose innocent life had sprung, by the inscrutable decree of Provi-
dence, a lovely and immortal flower, out of the rank luxuriance of a guilty passion. ”, as well as
many metaphors, such as “an airy sprite”, “angel of judgement” , “a wild tropical bird of rich
plumage”, “a nymph - child, or an infant — dryad”, *“with winged footsteps”, “a floating sea —
bird”, “daughter of devil”, “a bird of bright movement” etc, (Hawthorne, 1992) from which we
can see Pearl is featured as an elf sometimes and an angel as well. Ultimately, after inheriting
Chillingworth’s property, she becomes a rich woman and marries a noble, living a happy life. Pearl
stands for a kind of spirit and hope of contemporary American and a bright future. Moreover, Pearl is
the partial tone of “purl” which means “brook” in the novel. Belonging to forest, Pearl’s life experi-
ence is as mysterious as brook. Since the production of an illicit marriage, she becomes the foundling
of the children’s world and could only play near the brook in the forest. Pearl is just like a clean brook
and a mirror. Overlook the novel, “Pearl” is perfect morally, containing the “good™ of humani-
ty
and judge.

2.2 The Symbolic Meaning of Hester

nature, pureness and goodliness. She represents a natural person and she is the society norm

Wearing the scarlet letter on her bosom, Hester Prynne is the center protagonist of the novel and
the woman representative, brave, able and full of energy. She is not just a woman fighting for free-
dom while opposing adversity. She is a fighter against the fatuous old tradition, since she turns the
spearhead to the integrated system of ancient prejudice closely related to ancient rules, which is the
burrow of royalty and aristocrat. ( ##E{5, 2005) “Hester” has three meanings. First, “Hester” is
associated with “Hestier” , the elder sister of Zeus and daughter of Cronus and Rhea, a beautiful god-
dess taking charge of cooking range. Cooking is associated with flame and warmth of family. “Hester”
indicates that Hester is not only a beauty but also a beauty with passion and love. Secondly, *Hester”
means “to command”. “Prynne” is the partial tone of “Pry” which means “to look closely and in-
quisitively” . Committing adultery, the Seventh commandment of Puritanism, foreruns her inevitable
tragedy under the cruel magisterium reign. “ Hester Prynne” predicates her sin will be monitored in
the next seven years in the novel during which she loses her personality because of her miserable suf-
fering and trial of insulting. Thirdly, “Hester” is the partial tone of “haste”, which means “impru-
dent or light — minded” . Hester marries Chillingworth in haste, an old scholar, and faces a marriage
without true love which is an adventure rather than marriage. After two years’ dying of her husband,
she falls in love with the pastor Dimmesdale in haste who is young and handsome, talented with holy
and attractive voice. They create the fruit of love in haste which is completely forbidden in Puritanism

doctrines. Besides the former meaning “pry” mentioned above, the surname “Prynne” has another



