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Chapter 1
Language and Thinking

1.1 Introduction

1.1.1 Definition of language

There are over 2,790 languages in the world, with 7,000 to 8,000
dialects. Most people agree that there are about 210 important languages in
today’s world, while some languages are dying out.

Then, what is language?

Noah Webster, whose name became synonymous with “dictionary”, has
this to say about language: “Language is not an abstract construction of the
learned, or of dictionary makers, but is something arising out of the work,
needs, ties, joys, affections, tastes, of long generations of humanity, and has
its bases broad and low, close to the ground.”!!!

Now let us see some more academic definitions of “language”.

The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines it as “the method of human
communication, either spoken or written, consisting of the use of words in an
agreed way”.I2!

(¥ B X B A4 $) has this definition: AEXHFH G —F 5 A4,
SR TASANXLZAYHIE, CRAEAMIANGTA; SERT
A BRERAG X FZAMNIE, CRAFHATRE, S4ERT LY
BAE, ©RIAE &GHAK L

So we can sum up: In essence, it is a special system of signs or codes; in
function, it is a tool used by human beings to communicate; psychologically, it
is the tool for thinking and reasoning; and concerning cognition, it is a carrier

of culture.
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People communicate through language and think through language;
therefore, language and thinking are closely related. In a sense language is
both the medium and the result of the externalization of thinking. Some
Western scholars think that language determines one’s way of thinking and
sense of logic; that is to say, language is the carrier and tool or medium of
thinking, so all languages reflect the way their users think. On the other hand,
however, language in a way determines and restricts how one thinks, as
Whorf said, “The language that an individual speaks facilitates particular
ways of thinking.”™ Thus, we hold that language and thinking are mutually
interactive. There is a saying in Chinese: & %3 & . But in a sense we can
say ' 4 & #. The structure of a language—including its vocabulary,
idiomatic expressions, sentences, and even the structure of a text—reflects
the mode of thinking of the person who speaks the language. That way of
thinking greatly influences one’s cognition vis-a-vis the world and thus
shapes one’s outlook. So we agree with the idea that language is a world
outlook.

Thinking is a kind of mental activity, so in a sense, language is
expression of such mental activity. Then, what is the essence of thinking? To
put it briefly, thinking is one’s reflection, deliberation, and view of the world.
Some scholars say language is a system of codes representing the world.
Code differs from sign in that a code implies a certain relation held as
conventional among those who use the same code. But language reflects
the world not as simply as a mirror or camera. Such reflection has been
processed and recreated by one’s brain, and in the process subjective
elements are added. People use their sensory organs to feel and experience
the objective world and then use language and reasoning to get to know the
world—not the original objective world but the world in the mind, created
by interpreting the objective world. Therefore, to really and fully understand
language, we have to study the relationships or interactions between three
different elements: 1) the objective world, 2) language as the medium of
cognition about the world, and 3) the subjective perception on the part of
people.

As systems of codes established and accepted by social communities,

all languages share some universal characteristics, while each language also
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has its own unique qualities. As two major languages with long histories and
spoken by hundreds of millions of people, both Chinese and English are
important languages. Comparison of and contrast between the two languages

will help improve bilingual communication or translation.

1.1.2 Characteristics of language

We say languages have the following characteristics:

1. Every language is limited while the objective world is infinite,
therefore, any item—Iexical, syntactic, semantic or pragmatic—is employed
to express more than one meaning.

2. Languages are generalized and, in a sense, abstract, but the objective
world is concrete, rich and varied, so language is essentially fuzzy and
vague. As a result, different people may have different interpretations of the
same linguistic unit.

@ 3. Languages are of one dimension—that is, linear—while the objective @
world is three-dimensional. Therefore, no language can truly reflect the
objective world. A picture is two-dimensional, and thus the effect of reading
a novel and that of watching a film are different. The latter is more reflective
because two-dimensional media can better reflect the three-dimensional
world. That is why film is often more effective and appealing than a novel.

But this is beyond our discussion here.

1.2 Comparison of English and Chinese

1.2.1 Reason for contrastive studies between English and
Chinese

Belonging to different language families and with different history of
development, English and Chinese differ in many ways, from lexical to
syntactic and to textual levels. This makes translation between the two
languages a difficult task. There are many textbooks teaching various

techniques of translation, such as addition and omission, conversion of parts
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of speech, rearrangement of word order, breaking-up and combining of
sentences, etc., and many other accommodations. These are important
techniques, but it is sometimes hard for learners to decide which technique
they should adopt in actual translation. If they are told the reason or
motivation behind such techniques, they would become more conscious to
adopt proper techniques. It has become a common acknowledgement that a
fairly good understanding of the similarities and differences between the two
languages will play a decisive role here. Many books with the title of 3% X %
FoFe &1 1% and similar ones have been published (more than 20 books are
listed in “Recommended Readings” at the end of this book).

English and Chinese do share many similarities, but it is the differences
that pose as obstacles in translation, so contrastive studies between the two
languages seem more important than simple comparison. People growing up
in a specific language and cultural tradition look at the world in a way
different from people growing up in other traditions.s! So as a reflection of
their cognition and expression, a language used by a people is different from
another one used by another people. That is, the root that causes the
differences between the two languages is the different ways of thinking and
different world outlooks. So studies on the thinking behind language forms a
major part of this book. But we do not think it is useful to provide too much
theoretical analysis as most textbooks of linguistics do. So, instead of
systematic theorization, this book discusses some outstanding differences
between English and Chinese based on large numbers of examples,

especially those of current usage, to drive at some tentative conclusions.

1.2.2 A preliminary comparison

There are at least the following differences between English and
Chinese:

1. English speakers are good at abstract thinking while the Chinese are
apt to think in terms of images. As a result, there are more explanatory words
in English and more imagery words in Chinese. For example, Chinese has
rich measure words (also called “classifiers”); English contains more abstract

nouns, some of which have no equivalents in Chinese. We can thus say that
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English has a higher degree of lexicalization than Chinese. Nouns and
prepositions are used more frequently in English while verbs have a higher
frequency and freer usage in Chinese; therefore, English tends to be stative
while Chinese is more dynamic. The basic cause behind this is that the West
emphasizes the “being” while East Asians stress the “becoming”.

2. English speakers prefer analytical thinking while the Chinese prefer
comprehensive thinking. Consequently, we can find that the ways of
expressing time and space are different in the two languages. English
sentences and Chinese sentences have a different focus and word order: the
English sentence puts important information straightforwardly—such as an
assessment or conclusion—at the beginning while the Chinese sentence first
deals with background and conditions before giving out the most important
information. We can also see a remarkably different order of attributes and
adverbials in the two languages.

3. English speakers think more in a linear way while the Chinese think
more or less in a curving way. That is why most English paragraphs are of a
linear structure while Chinese paragraphs are more likely to be of a typical
spiral structure. In typical Confucian philosophy, people are far more
important than objects, while Western philosophy stresses objectification and
externalization; that is, English speaking people often think of and place
much importance on the influence of the objective world on human beings.
This difference in subjective and objective consciousness results in the fact
that Chinese sentences make use of personal subjects more frequently while
English more often uses impersonal subjects. Another result of this is that
English uses far more passive sentences than Chinese. This difference of
emphasis between subjectivity and objectivity is shown in many ways in the
two languages.

4. Since ancient times, China had the theory of “five elements” and Yin
and Yang, stressing the harmony of man with nature, and traditional Chinese
aesthetics stresses perceptional comprehension. As a result, the Chinese
language is often a flow of seemingly diffusive thoughts with covert
grammar rules and few connectives—a typical hypotactic language. On the
contrary, Western aesthetics has always stressed logical, rational thinking and

formal demonstration; hence, the English language is very compact with
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strict rules, making it a more paratactic language. English uses far more
conjunctions and similar connectives than Chinese. Or in other words,
Chinese does not need so many connectives to unite the different elements
contained in a sentence.

The following two short dialogues are taken from a conversation

textbook. Let us compare the Chinese and English.

. —AH 2?7 kX EFAH4?
—RE LR H0il?
—Who is he? What is he here for?
—How can I know?
AR ? ARTAR? REARF ST ke,
—RIEAT, BIRAIRT, ferifb = EAMEK.
—Are you all right? Feeling hungry? Shall I get you something to

eat?

—I’'m OK, though quite hungry. I can do with three to five steamed

@ buns. @

First of all, we can see all English sentences begin with a capital letter.
There is no capitalization in Chinese, as Chinese characters do not have any
morphological change.

Second, the word order of the questions is different. “f & #£7” is
translated as “Who is he?”, not “He is who?”. “/R¥F°39” is translated as
“Are you all right?”—the English version does not retain the interrogative
word "3. And a single character (or word) 4F is translated as two words “all
right”.

Third, the English translation of “# /& 4 4421 9" has a different word
order of the adverb /& 4 and “how”. “M&A~4£?” is translated as “Feeling
hungry?”—both are elliptical sentences but different parts are omitted. # is
an adjective and can serve as the predicate of the sentence such as £ 4%
while in English one has to say “I am/feel hungry”, because only verbs can
function as the predicate. English verbs have different morphological
changes to form different tenses (“feeling” in the second dialogue is the
elliptical of “are you feeling”).

Fourth, A&z 4e = & /4% 3k and its English version “I can do with three



|| T T ] ® CH ||

Chapter 1 Language and Thinking 7

to five steamed buns” have a number of differences: 1) the subject “I” is
added; 2) = ZAMEZ 3k is translated as “three to five steamed buns™; 3) the
preposition “to” is added but there is no measure word equaling to 4> in
English; 4) “steamed buns” has the marker -s for the plural; 5) & 3k is
culturally unique and a new term “steamed bun” is invented, though now it is
also transliterated as “mantou”; 6) (£&) f#tv literally means “I can eat” but
here it is liberally translated as “I can do with”, an idiomatic expression so as
to faithfully convey the pragmatic meaning of the original. This example
tells us a meaning is often expressed in the two languages in very different
ways.

The above comparison reveals some basic differences between Chinese

and English.

The following is the second paragraph of the first chapter of {Z%-324%-F) by

@ # 4, one of the greatest masters of the Chinese language. The passage is of @
a colloquial style. Compare it carefully with the English version translated
by 7&8%% and see how many differences you can point out.

R-FoyEE XA H S0k SO, BRBIAYG, ATTERY
08 CERL, Rt 2RREFSRERA A kiR, AR
Ry “Fo’ REN—#%, TFLBREHIIL, AFT, LHF—TF
FA— G, T, LHFGHE K, E “FHILT LEEE,
e, E—RIFILMNAHLZRBEHAA: ARLEE;, RRA
CEXEWME, ATACHE, BEEOARKERLIKRXRZT, RE
ARBTH,

The rickshaw pullers of Beijing fall into many different categories.
There are strong, fleet-footed young men who rent smart rickshaws and work
round the clock, starting work or knocking off whenever they please. They
pull their rickshaws to a rickshaw stand or the gate of some big house and
wait for fares who want a fast runner. With luck, a single trip can net one or
two silver dollars; but it may happen too that they spend the whole day idle,
not even recouping their rickshaw rent. Still, they take all this in their stride.
These fellows generally have two ambitions. One is to get a job on a monthly

basis; the other is to buy their own rickshaw. For with their own vehicle, it

] ® e
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doesn’t matter whether they have a monthly job or take odd fares; the

rickshaw is their own property anyway.
|

Sometimes it seems that Chinese is very free, allowing the writer to
make sentences in whatever manner that he likes. Can you imagine “The
moon is extremely bright tonight” as the translation of A~ X,k , iRIF 49
A % (the first sentence in {Z£ A H i2.))? How would you re-translate the
English sentence into “idiomatic” Chinese?

Now read the following passage. This is the beginning of Chapter 31
from {4c4:#) but has been rewritten by % %16 to mimic the way some

people might have translated the English translation back into Chinese:

AEI A L — 0 h)E, EAEA T —AFRAA
TR, SHAEFLZDFTRHFARL, —/ N FHBARRebdh, 4
HFARARRT, URPIRET —ANBERGLEG, LA
BN E, MR AR T G REREBEG—FHEST,

® LA, OB RERETT AL, SEELBET @ ®

B, AR SHALART, BZAR.: RS ZEFE247 &
hIRHLE A K CRIFIFHL, RARE LR e HEEHFLEE
— @ MM T, RERRAA/FT 2R K, Tl E
WA A, WHITH ML, R4 X Eitd £ £
ALEFTHEELHOF, SMid T XACERY AGEIE,
WA fTH A E, LHET — Rk, BAILRXANLEHFF,
RFEH—AE KRS, BRI, EALAKAHEREEE T,
RNELEFEAEST, B2, BNET—2IL, #HKT,

It sounds somewhat awkward though we can understand the meaning.

Now let’s compare it with the original:

EREALT ATkt si e Ao, 34T F8, BAE4ER
FTORABL: ek, FH R, AREK, AREAT. A
RIT, REBEBREEAFRSMISRERT, RPN
ATER, ERELERT, LRESHLR, BFEE: R
HE2ZHY BABRBEE: FiFe, REZR!T o HEEZL



|| T T ] ® CH ||

Chapter 1 Language and Thinking 9

EEWMME, AERXCBAAFRTERGRE, sFrRak, B
FALGEL MM A, RALeE BB E L XAREFTREEZ2HGF,
Foil ERATA e, B TR RE, LA L RAN L ET
F, RREEY, REAMKAAALREE, EHLELT,
Z, KRET KT,

The following is David Hawkes’ English version:

A cold fear came over Aroma when she saw the fresh blood on the
floor. She had often heard people say that if you spat blood when you
were young, you would die early, or at the very least be an invalid all
your life; and remembering this now, she felt all her bright, ambitious
hopes for the future turn into dust and ashes. Tears of misery ran down
her cheeks. The sight of them made Bao-yu, too, distressed.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“It’s nothing.” She forced herself to smile. “I’m all right.”

@ [...] @

Dai-yu, seeing how morose Bao-yu looked assumed that it was
because Bao-chai was offended with him and, feeling resentful that he
should care, at once became as morose as he was.

Xi-feng, having been told all about Bao-yu and Golden the night
before by Lady Wang, could scarcely be her usual laughing and joking
self when she knew of her aunt’s displeasure and, taking her cue from
the latter, was if anything even more glacial than the others.

And Ying-chun, Tan-chun and Xi-chun, seeing everyone else so
uncomfortable, soon began to feel just as uncomfortable themselves.

The result was that after sitting for only a very short time, the party
broke up.

What’s your conclusion after comparing these texts?

Here are some more passages in Chinese and their English translations

for you to compare:

PAE G AR A2 T, AT L RRRZET, A&
AT, RETUE—A, ifde “deiL £ 45, BUKAESF, FIARR
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HRANKAG LK, HEXNEKA, B, IHALRES, b
CET AT ZARTRIA BT, RBERA, RRAKX
AW F4, FAWE A T Rafe TANF LB A4, &
B H AR, AR, deit, E L E3— KA Bk, &
KR, —W B, A REALORM, £, £6da L
SR, B ETA, RXTRABAKRRGT T, LLREKR
FOKER, RFRA—MELAFRLY, XFEAAA TR
RMeZ£ET, RITFAFR, SALEE, N EEE L LR
HEATFM. (B (RERD)

Of course, Miss Hu wasn’t exactly “Miss”. Her former husbands
had either divorced her or died, and anyway there were more than one.
She knew very well that “Beauty is like a flower, but the years flow like
water”, so she wanted to find a permanent husband and become a bona
fide wife before it was too late. Given her circumstances, this was no
easy matter. She had already reached the age where “Miss” no longer

@ sounded like music to the ear. If she wanted the status of a wife, it was @
in order to enjoy all the things her own skills and credentials couldn’t
secure. Her conditions weren’t stringent, but they were subtle. For
example, her husband had to be absolutely faithful and obedient; she
must hold the reins. On the other hand, he couldn’t be a fool; at the very
least he must be presentable in society and have some qualifications.
But neither could he be the sort of brilliant wit that invites admiration,
and he shouldn’t be too young or too handsome. Best would be someone
other women wouldn’t glance at twice. He should be like the maid a
canny housekeeper hires, free of entanglements and free of worries.
Miss Hu thought Yu Nan met each of her conditions perfectly.

(Translated by Judith M. Amory and Yaohua Shi)

In a way English speakers pay more attention to formal logic while the
Chinese lay stress on dialectical thinking. That is why the English sentence
is of a more close-knit logical structure like a bunch of grapes, and the
Chinese sentence develops gradually in the sequence of logic or time order,
like the sections of a bamboo. English verbs have rich morphological
changes to express the tense, voice, and mood, but Chinese employs lexical

means to express these notions. In a long sentence or a paragraph, Chinese

] ® e
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clauses or sentences are like a very loose chain whose links seem sporadic.
You can hardly find any level of structure.

The following is a passage from 4 History of Western Philosophy by
Bertrand Russell:

The Renaissance was not a period of great achievement in
philosophy, but it did certain things which were essential preliminaries
to the greatness of the seventeenth century. In the first place, it broke
down the rigid scholastic system, which had become an intellectual
strait jacket. It revived the study of Plato, and thereby demanded at least
so much independent thought as was required for choosing between him
and Aristotle. In regard to both, it promoted a genuine and first-hand
knowledge, free from the glosses of Neoplatonists and Arabic
commentators. More important still, it encouraged the habit of regarding
intellectual activity as a delightful social adventure, not a cloistered

meditation aiming at the preservation of a predetermined orthodoxy.

Professor # B ¥ translated the passage into Chinese—but not in the
normal way of translation; instead he tried to bring out the meaning and

spirit of the original passage by using natural Chinesel”..

XL E XY F R, HAAE, 2+ L h kR,
XLALRFRAET, PEHL, BLHBREFRELER, ¥
HRE, ERAEHR, LEAXHARE, RADG, Wi —, F
FZH, REAERZS, ALL A, MEBRZF L, B
BE5L2E5iE - AZNE, TETR, LMA LGRS F,
FRAER A, TR, BEFE-_KZEME, REZAZT, ¥+
MABF R F ) A, MM FEZ LK, EmBAs, LR
H, NBEHBLFEAFRTF, RARARAD, 52K FPEFEELXF
HAR, ATE, KAEZS e, BEHEIRIAEEHELRERE,

Most people agree that Chinese is essentially a semantic language, its
grammar being implicit, with much flexibility and elasticity.

On the surface the sentence & & E E, X3 FF seems to be just a
juxtaposition of four sets of two characters each. But if you want to

understand the meaning, you have to analyze it carefully. The eight
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characters are not parallel: each of the four characters is a noun in its first
appearance, but their repetitions are verbs. The whole sentence means “(In
the country) an emperor should behave properly like an emperor and an
official should behave properly like an official; and (in the family) a father
should behave properly like a father and a son should behave properly like a
son”. The first half and the second half of the sentence are parallel in
structure, but there is a semantic relation between the two. We know
“country” is called B & in Chinese. It means F is a big &, and a K is a
small &. The rules observed in a B should also be observed in a K. This
was a most basic moral rule in feudal China. The emperor was asked to
establish a good example for the officials under him and govern well, and the
officials should obey the emperor in kind. Accordingly, the relationship
between the father and the son is just like that between the emperor and the
officials. This means the father is the “emperor” in the family and his sons
are his “officials”. Thus, the father should set a good example for his sons
@ and the sons should obey him as the officials obey the emperor. @

As a written language with a history of over five thousand years, many
Chinese words contain abundant cultural sediment. As a result, the meanings
of some words may be abstract and sometimes subtle. For example, it is
difficult to describe the exact meaning of the word % or # A, not to
mention compound words like # £, &%, AW, 474, 48 %, etc. We can
list numerous similar words like 1%, 48, 15, 9, &, 4B, #F, &, ¥F, 478, A
Z, IR, R, 424%, 5 52, etc. They all make sense to us in Chinese, but it
is almost impossible to find so many words with such subtle differences in
English. The repeated parts in phrases like 3 % £ 35, # £ s A, IR %,
ARAkm ok, A &, BRIALE, A B, R A, ete. seem redundant
but are actually indispensable and hard to translate. As a matter of fact, such
repetition provides a sense of motion, as we can never describe a stature as
% % . Chinese is a language that stresses the spirit, and Chinese writers
have always been seeking for artistic conception and ambience in their
works. The wording is quite often very abstract and vague but carries a
special literary grace and artistic mood. This also reflects the special aesthetic
standard of Chinese culture. This causes much difficulty in translating from

Chinese to English, and it is often found that much is helplessly lost in the
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English version.

For example, #£..L &, is a very common saying, but the characters
and &, offer far more than /ight and color; a picture rises in the reader’s mind
like a traditional Chinese painting. Chinese-English dictionaries give such
translations: 1) a landscape of lakes and mountains; 2) the natural beauty of
lakes and mountains; and 3) beautiful scenery of lakes and mountains. For
WAL &, RARFEBE , we get this translation: “The lake and hills add radiance
and beauty to each other.” And the English translation of & A ¥ & @ &,
(EBE) AARNLLE, Az ((FAIFL)) is “Zhuang’s house
had large windows on every side from which he could enjoy the lakeside
scenery, as enchanting as fairyland.” #1 % .4 & in Chinese gives people a
kind of hazy but graceful serene feeling, but the English version sounds
empty and hollow. This is because Chinese is often implicit while English
stresses preciseness. In a sense, Chinese is very “soft”, giving people a kind
of hidden and latent feeling.

@ In describing a scene, Chinese often uses words like & 2 %%7# and 18 @
W 1. They are translated into “green and luxuriant” and “a wide expanse
of mist-covered waters”. The word %k is very vivid but almost impossible to
translate, and there is simply no corresponding English word for # # at all.
Hangzhou is poetically described as 44t 3, iR 42 &, but the English
version is simply “green hills and deep caves of enchanting beauty”!

Let’s see some more examples and compare the two languages:

LA (%) ABERE, BRAMN, 2Rl LA, $TH,
BELAE; BT, RFk#, A3, 271,
It (the Yellow River) tears and boils along turbulently through the
mountains and, at some place, flows on quietly with a sedate
appearance and glistening ripples.

2. FAERE, HRALK, ABFH, JNRE, JHEELRS L,
WA, BB E, BRHITE, (FAS))

And we let down all the windows to allow the river breeze to come
in, and there, dressed in light silk and holding a silk fan, we sliced a
melon to cool ourselves. Soon the evening glow was casting a red

hue over the bridge, and the distant haze enveloped the willow trees
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in twilight. The moon was then coming up, and all along the river we
saw a stretch of lights coming from the fishing boats.

3.FEFAILE, UEAS, T8, LET FEBRARTT,
ARITEERILSRE, TOGRAFE, XFMiksE, KK
NRF, g Rt —2HE, BAAAGEAANE
EREZEREH IO LART, (XNaR (Kiz=18))
Mist wraps the river, lending majesty to the scene. At noon the S.S.
Jiangjin starts downstream. Once the Jialing River merges with the
Yangtze, the river fans out abruptly and the sky seems to hang low.
Chongqing disappears gradually in the thick yellowish mist. A
quarter of an hour later, the boat is steaming along a narrow stretch
of river again between sheer darkly green.

4w EE LR, K2R a®TT, ot T RKRS,
BFFOFE i, EENTT YR, REAXREAEEGR,
AT A 0, A ARNATE RILY; Ede—kr sk,

@ XA Z RENEZ, IR hiEe)EA, MRATL, EREE @

A, R AR LW B Ry, KR T R
—2HH, BRRER, EHEIFEARLELT ., T TAR
RFAREFERKE, IRERAT —BREGER, "TTRT
RIS R, BAET, RERAL—EHME; metF2p 2 LR
T. CRa#E (FEA L))
All over this winding stretch of water, what meets the eye is a silken
field of leaves, reaching rather high above the surface, like the skirts
of dancing girls in all their grace. Here and there, layers of leaves are
dotted with white lotus blossoms, some in demure bloom, others in
shy bud, like scattering pearls, or twinkling stars, or beauties just out
of the bath. A breeze stirs, sending over breaths of fragrance, like
faint singing drifting from a distant building. At this moment, a tiny
thrill shoots through the leaves and flowers, like a streak of lightning,
straight across the forest of lotuses. The leaves, which have been
standing shoulder to shoulder, are caught trembling in an emerald
heave of the pond. Underneath, the exquisite water is covered from
view, and none can tell its color; yet the leaves on top project

themselves all the more attractively.
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We can see the differences between Chinese and English in their
wording, rhythm, use of images, sentence structure, language flow, and even

punctuation marks.

1. How would you analyze the sentence AR KA, EHFHA?

2. Try to make your own comment on the translation of 7% %, ® B #9, F &
89, F WM, W IE 0, HE 49, and BRAKAY.

3. In the national college entrance examination held in 2001, an examinee
named % BT # wrote a composition entitled 7 % Z & in classical
Chinese. Part of it goes like this:

FRBEE: “FERARARZ MR, RFZHL, 2THAHR
ATHRALG, HTHRALTERLT, TAT R, ARRE G,
ERAERERHETHNY 5%, RAmT,

Some people have translated it into English:

@ Chitu the horse then said woefully, “I have long admired the noble Bo Yi @
and Shu Qi, who refused food from their enemy, and I have learned that a
jade, even when shattered, will never lose its purity, and likewise, a bamboo,
even when cleaved, will remain straight. Since a noble man chooses to die for
his bosom friend, and a common man chooses to live for the virtue of honesty,
how can I lick from my enemy’s finger and live an undeserved life?” With
these words it dropped to the ground and closed its eyes.

Give your comment on this passage in Chinese and its translation.
|

Now let us borrow a classical example from Chomsky. See the following

pair of sentences:

Colorless green ideas sleep furiously. (Grammatical)

Furiously sleep ideas green colorless. (Ungrammatical)

There are several possible ways to arrange the line in Chinese:

IR B K,
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VoI QXY
BBSRGELE,

These lines actually sound quite poetic. We can hardly judge if they are

grammatically correct. We can try to paraphrase it into modern Chinese:

Fe Wbk e 097 Kk Az B HiE 55, (grammatical)
IR stk () &0 R &85, (somewhat illogical)

The above discussion concerns only grammar without considering
semantic logic. Now let’s see something more meaningful. The following are
two typical palindromes that can be read either from the beginning or in

reverse from the last character backward:

LR ERBEER , W83 AR,

REAWAHE, ABREER,

(E£a&%)

2. P& 2X 4

AR ELFK, 2EE LRSS,
&R ME—AARE, LT ERAEG I,
BHEABANA, A LEF R,
;mﬁ&?k%?%i, KleEs LI,
(%)

Chinese is considered an “isolating language”, as its words do not
undergo morphological change when serving different grammatical
functions. There is no tense, aspect, voice, mood, gender, number or case.
But as German linguist Wilhelm von Humboldt said, “With fewer external
grammar rules the Chinese language has, the more internal grammar rules it
has.”®!

Chinese is an analytical language, which mainly use lexical means
rather than morphological changes to describe and express various ideas;
English, on the other hand, is more of a comprehensive language that
requires grammatical means and morphological changes. Now most
scholars agree the Chinese language has the following four grammatical

characteristics:
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1) Chinese has rich function words. They in great part express
grammatical meaning;

2) Word order is very important to the Chinese sentence. A shift in word
order will correspondingly cause much change in meaning;

3) The part of speech of a word does not correspond to its function in
the sentence;

4) Compound words, phrases, and sentences have similar structures.

Now look at some tongue twister sentences:
LKA KKK,

The first 3k X "% is the nickname of a person with the surname of
Zhang, but it is meaningless to interpret it as “7k k "# has himself”. Actually
the second 7k X "¥ is a noun phrase, in which 7K is a quantifier (£74) and
preceding it should normally be a numeral —, but it has been omitted. The

sentence means “Zhang the Big Mouth has a big mouth”.
® 2. RKEA KRR AL, @

The auxiliary # is crucial in the sentence as it turns 7K kX "% 9 into
possessive case meaning “of 7k kX "¥”. The sentence means “Zhang the Big

Mouth has his own ideas”.
3. KFIR K FART AZKKF

The second 7k kX "¥ in Sentence 3 is a verb phrase and the character 7k
in the third 7k X 7% is again a quantifier. The sentence means “When Zhang
the Big Mouth opens his big mouth / opens his mouth big, that is a real big

mouth / there you see a really big mouth”.
4 FRKHE, RXE, AT ARIKKHK

Sentence 4 has two more commas than Sentence 3, but the meaning is
very different. It becomes a kind of exclamation: “Oh, Zhang the Big Mouth,
that is the real Zhang the Big Mouth / that shows the real personality of
Zhang the Big Mouth!”
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These sentences show that we have to analyze carefully to get the

meaning of the sentence. That is why we say Chinese is an analytic language.

1. The following is the famous couplet in the scenic spot in Shanhaiguan
Pass. How do you interpret it?
IR 2 AR E
FaRKKKKKKH
2. How would you interpret this poem?
MEEAFE, AMESE, (FAE (e i)
Is it right to translate the first part as “Spring grass grows out of the pond”?
3. Why do the following two sentences have the same meaning?
FERAXELZRN, / TERRAXKEZBRNA,
4. Compare the following paragraph and its English translation and analyze
their differences.
® FRETITEBENRL, BT R0, HERE, ALTE, @
RERTFFA, EE#EE, AT R, REA-AFT, dhTxF
Frk, TTEET —8K, MR “HThFEH, Fhet3.”
(x1%5 (& &AFT))
After lunch he walked to the Sparrow Flower Bridge where he hired
a small boat and paddled along towards the north. Soon he reached the
Lixia Pavilion. Then he stepped ashore and went in, and when he entered
the gate he saw a pavilion, the paint of which was practically all worn
away, and on it were hanging two scrolls on which was written: “The

Pavilion is ancient as history; many are the scholars of Jinan.” |
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