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NASTAZJA STOCH

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF CHINESE PROVERBS:
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF SUYU AND YANYU
AND OTHER TYPES OF SHUYU

Abstract. This paper is an attempt to lay out the distinctive features of Chinese proverbs.
Because of the frequent inconsistency of applying Chinese terms that could stand for ‘proverbs’
(i.e. suyu and yanyu), it seems necessary to define them by juxtaposing them with other,
apparently similar types of fixed expressions. The typological analysis in this paper shows that
there are no particular valid reasons not to treat suyu as proverbs, and thus as synonymous to
yanyu. Further, the paper outlines the variety of content of Chinese proverbs and provides some
of their structural patterns, with special attention to the variation phenomenon. Finally, it centers
upon the metaphoricity of proverbs, which is a crucial means, especially in studies of linguistic
worldview.

The body of work concerning Chinese phraseology is quite extensive. It
involves numerous dictionaries of idiomatic phrases, papers on acquisition
of Chinese as a second language, works in the field of metaphor study, in
corpus linguistics, and such. However, attempts to focus on discerning the
idiomatic phrases specific to Chinese language are not widespread.

This paper is an attempt to point out the characteristics of Chinese pro-
verbs by, firstly, discriminating them from among other idiomatic expres-
sions present in Chinese language, and, secondly, by determining their cha-
racteristic features. In investigations on the matter there is an inconsistency
in applying the Chinese terms for fixed expressions, and thereby those for
proverbs, what causes that the scope of Chinese suyu proverbs in particular
is defined incoherently, and, in consequence, there appears to be a blur
between suyu and other similar Chinese expressions. In view of different
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opinions regarding what may be a translational counterpart for ‘proverbs,’
while there is less question for yanyu, the term suyu is more troublesome.

1. THE SCOPE AND TYPES OF SHUYU

Besides single words, the Chinese lexicon encompasses fixed expres-
sions, of which the general term, with proper nouns and jargon terms ex-
cluded, is called shuyu (shuyi Z%&8) (lit. ‘familiar expressions’). The scope
of shuyu is determined variously. The entry in Cihai dictionary (Third edi-
tion) lists chengyu (chéngyii B4 EE), yanyu (yanyi E38), geyan (géyan B F),
xiehouyu (xiéhouyii BR#&FE) as examples of shuyu, thus not entirely ex-
hausting them. Wang (2006, 9) claims that shuyu consist of five types of
fixed expressions: chengyu, yanyu, xiehouyu, guanyongyu (guanyongyii
BATE) and suyu (suyi 85E). According to Xiao (2010, 4), what falls
within their scope are semi-fixed formulaic expressions such as chengyu,
xiyu (xiyii BE8)', guanyongyu and suyu. Rohsenow (2001, 150-151) affirms
that the given terms are problematic to define. However, yanyu ‘proverbs,’
suyu ‘proverbial expressions,’” geyan ‘maxims,’ xiehouyu ‘enigmatic folk si-
miles’ or ‘truncated witticisms’ and chengyu ‘fused-phrase idioms’—all of
which may be taken for shuyu—should not be mistaken.

Cihai (Third edition) defines shuyu as compounds or sentences with fixed
structure that do not transform in use, and suggests a division between those
that content-wise express some ideas or concepts, but do not serve as
sentences in a grammatical sense, and those that express a complete thought
and have a form of a full sentence. Thus, the first group comprises chengyu,
guanyongyu, and xiehouyu, because they merely constitute a phrase, and the
other—yanyu and geyan, because they stand as independent sentences
themselves. Similarly, what He (2005, 134—141) puts in category of fixed
clauses, i.e. not full sentences, are proper nouns, chengyu, guanyongyu, and
xiehouyu. What sets the first apart from the other three is that proper nouns
do not belong to the formulaic language. Zhang and Ji (2008) worked out
four features common for all types of shuyu: fixed structure (a compound in
a fixed collocation), non-compositionality (meaning is not the sum of the
meaning of its constituent parts), two-level meaning (figurative and literal
meaning) and abundant content expressed more lively and bluntly than

! Xiyu in Zhongguoé Yiiyanxué Dacidian BB S ¥ AT Chinese Dictionary of Linguistics
is considered simply an other name for shuyu (Wang 2006, 13, 16).
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normally, at the literal level. However, as it will turn out in the course of this
paper, the first feature does not apply to all types of shuyu, and inferring the
meaning of some of them does rely upon their composite constituents
exclusively. Regardless, in addition, many of all the types of shuyu are
habitually used by language users.

In discussions, the set of shuyu is not presented consistently. It is due to the
vague explications of its members that differ throughout literature associated
with the topic. Thus, contrasting them may help recognize similarities, which
blur the demarcation lines and the differences, which set them.

2. PROVERBS AND OTHER TYPES OF SHUYU

Suyu and suhua (sthua ¥8%&) are treated as synonymous (WEN 1989, 1;
XU & YING 1998, 4). According to Lu (1989, 1), an exemplary suyu is yanyu
and may be translated as a ‘proverb.” Xu and Ying (1998, 4) present two
concepts of suyu—one in a ‘wider sense,” that includes yanyu, xiehouyu,
guanyongyu and dialectal sayings (fangydn livii 77 S{28E), and the other in
a ‘narrow sense,” that concerns any fixed sentence which is prevalent and
vivid. They claim that suyu, yanyu and xiehouyu should be set apart, for they
are not the same. Eventually, since the three somewhat overlap, suyu are to
include a large part of yanyu and a small part of xiehouyu. In Wen’s (1989,
5) opinion, suyu should include yanyu, xiehouyu,” guanyongyu and chengyu
used in colloquial speech, but should not include dialectal expressions
(fangydnci 73 & &), chengyu of formal style and aphorisms which have their
origin in classics (mingydn jingju B & 2 A).

2.1. SUYU—YANYU

It appears that the most frequent interchange is between the terms suyu
and yanyu. Rohsenow (2001, 151) attributes the English counterpart ‘pro-
verb’ to yanyu, and defines it as a grammatically full sentence expressing an
observation, opinion or wisdom heard by word of mouth pertaining to
common experiences of a given group of people sharing the same language.
Suyu likewise are prevalent formulaic expressions, however, at the structural
level, they do not form a full sentence. Moreover, they merely serve as a
description, as opposed to yanyu. This concurs with Tao’s (1988, 62-63)

2 Or yinzhuyu (yinzhiyi 5| 5E8E), to be specific (cf. 2.4).
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opinion — yanyu form a full sentence, while suyu do not; yanyu transfer wis-
dom of life experience, while suyu merely describe states of affairs. An
example of suyu given by Tao is he xibéifeng "BPAILE ‘to drink northwest
wind’ which is supposed to show that suyu do not form a full sentence. The
expression above is a guanyongyu according to Li (2005), and, partially
mistakenly (as shall be seen below), a guanyongyu belonging to the scope of
suyu, according to Wen (1989, 4). Thus, Tao’s argument does not seem
plausible. Nevertheless, in sum, regarding the relation between suyu and
yanyu, there are two differences pointed out — structural and functional ones.

Wang (2006, 417-419) claims that structurally it may be difficult to
determine whether a given formulaic expressions is a yanyu or a suyu, since
both are fixed sentences (guding yuju EEFEH). However, Wang
accompanies Rohsenow and Tao in the second matter—that the difference
may be clearer in regard to their content. Yanyu speak genuine sagacity, they
instruct and inspire, are full of wisdom and practical advice. They enable
better understanding of certain phenomena in society and nature, encourage
good and warn against bad. Suyu lack these features, as they merely bear
linguistically aesthetical functions. For example, instead of saying that
someone is ‘unhappy’ or ‘angry,” one may express the same by simply
uttering:

=] =]
1. BFF—REF , BTRE.
Bizi bushi bizi, lidn bushi lidn.
‘Nose is not a nose, face is not a face.’

The style of both yanyu and suyu is vivid, but in the case of the former it
is to propagate and memorize its content, not just to embellish an utterance.

Nevertheless, regarding the examples of suyu and yanyu given by Wang
(2006, 420), which are to juxtapose their differences in function, it may be
seen that the criterion does not stack up. The proverb, labeled as suyu:

2. BHEE | FEERA,
Qidngtou cdo, sui feng ddo;
‘The grass on the top of the wall will bend with the wind’;

describing someone who changes his position according to circumstances,
like when one leans on someone with power, when his position is unstable,
is said to be scarcely a stylistic device. On the other hand, it does, in
parallel, provide an observation on moral character and explanation of
human behavior. Thus, even though the attempts to provide a criterion for
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discrimination between yanyu and suyu seem valid, in practical terms, both
are still difficult to separate. At first glance, Tao’s (1988: 64) example:

3. RITCEERE,;
Tuzi bucht wobian cdo;
‘A rabbit doesn’t eat grass next to its own burrow’;

is claimed to be a suyu as well as yanyu, because it serves, simultaneously,
a descriptive and moral function, explaining that one does not do crimes
within one’s own territory. Nevertheless, Tao also gives a few examples of
chengyu that are yanyu, just because they hold a moral function. This ex-
planation does not suffice to describe a chengyu as a yanyu, given the signi-
ficant differences between them. For this reason it should not be recognized as
valid for the aforementioned proverb. The above leads to the conclusion, that
even content-wise it is difficult to distinguish suyu and yanyu.

Another standpoint is as follows: suyu include, if not the entirety, then at
least a part of yanyu (LU 1989: 1; WEN 1989, 3, 5; XU & YING 1998, 4;
YHYC, 3). Many quotes from the classics are in favor of the above, e.g.
from the Book of Rites®: “Yan, suyii yé” “5& , {85B > “Yan are suyu”. In ad-
dition, in ancient times, sayings generally were called suyan (siiyan 183E),
because both terms were considered synonymous back then (WEN 1989, 3).

2.2. PROVERBS—GEYAN

Guéyii Huéyong Cidian BIFESEFIBEEL® presents an entry for geyan
‘maxim’ as follows: ‘A sentence of fixed structure, linguistically sophi-
sticated with educational content. Many act as an encouragement to develop
one’s moral nature,”” thus making it no different than a proverb. A difference
which is indicated is that a great number of yanyu rose in oral tradition, and
their content is a matter of collective life experience, while geyan merely
expound certain moral values by shaping ethical behavior as their focal point
(YHYC, 4-5). This distinction should be seen as apparent, since in the end
both geyan and suyu express life experience, pass down wisdom and have an
advisory function (LU 1989, 2; TAO 1988, 63).

3 Book of Rites (liji #52) is a collection of texts describing social norms and rites of the Zhou
dynasty. The Book of Rites is a part of the Confucian Five Classics.

* Guoyi Huéyong Cidian "ERFEE BB, |, (2004), ZHou HE /B (ed.), Wu-Nan Book
Inc. (R E & H R4 F), Republic of China.

ST FRENEEHEERNELREN. SEEBERESBH LENSHL -
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The crucial differentiating point is that geyan did not come ‘from the
mouth of the people,” unlike yanyu, which were verbally transmitted. Geyan
came from works of influential authors and by reason of their elegant style,
they are used mostly in writing (YHYC, 4-5). As the main difference
between proverbs and geyan, Rohsenow (2001, 151) regards the fact that the
latter are quotations (i.e. have a specific author). Moreover, due to their
origin from famous literary works, they are not associated with colloquial
register, unlike yanyu.

It is possible, that a maxim may become a proverb—it happens so when
an aphorism concerning life experiences or wisdom gets more vernacular by
virtue of common use in everyday language. A maxim might ‘lose’ its author
when circulated orally among language users who begin to hold a belief that
it is an adage, ‘a common saying.” This phenomenon may be instanced by
‘what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger’ from Nietzsche, or san rén xing
biyou woshi yan = A{TABIEEME ‘when three are walking together, one
must be my teacher,” a commonplace passage of a fixed structure hailing
from the Analects of Confucius®.

2.3. PROVERBS—CHENGYU

Both chengyu and yanyu are prevalent fixed expressions. Yanyu reflect
life experiences and social standards, they serve as an adjuration or a word
of caution of a didactic function, and chengyu merely express a thought, but
not a belief, do not hold an explanation, thus are never a moral (WANG 2006,
261-263; YHYC, 2). Another important distinction is pointed out by Wang
(2006, 263): “[...] since chengyu express a general idea, their structure and
components are fixed, in view of their construction, they serve only as a con-
stituent of a sentence, and rarely as a complete sentence; unlike yanyu,
which are independent, complete sentences, and express a judgement or
a line of reasoning.”” Therefore, structure-wise, yanyu are independent sen-
tences, chengyu, on the other hand, are solely a constituent of a sentence.

Rohsenow (2001, 151) stresses that the style of chengyu has been affected
by classical Chinese language of pre-modern texts, hence their formal
register. Wu (1995: 65) suggests that chengyu originate mainly from classics,

® The Analects (linyii S 58) are a collection of sayings of Confucius written by his followers
during the early Warring States period (480-350).

TT) ARRBERRE-ROBS, #B. ROXEE, AAEETMELRAXE
AFHRD , PEEA ; BRUTR , CRBUKT , KRR —EHESHEE,



DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF CHINESE PROVERBS 53

but also indicates their source in suyu. Wen (1989, 4) differentiates two types
of chengyu: first, those that belong to the formal written language, and second,
those that belong to everyday spoken language, which on grounds of frequent
usage may be classified as suyu. This happens to be one of the cases where the
term suyu has been misused—here it has been taken for a term meaning
simply a colloquial set phrase that is used on a daily basis. In Chinese, the
style of proverbs is generally more vernacular than that of idioms.

Distinctive of chengyu is mainly their brevity, formed predominantly in
four-character structure®. So it becomes a problem to differentiate proverbs that
comprise four characters from chengyu. Wang (2006, 423), like Rohsenow,
suggests that it is the contrast between yd M ‘elegant’ and su & ‘vulgar’
styles that separates chengyu and suyu, respectively. Four-character suyu are
sometimes called suchengyu (sichéngyii #H&E). Nevertheless, owing to
their su manner, they should remain as suyu. However, beside the origin and
formal style of chengyu—as being a ‘descriptive literary phrases alluding to
an ancient fable’ (ROHSENOW 2001, 158)—it is the succinct and fixed form
which separates them from proverbs, since these may undergo variations
(WANG 2006, 262).

2.4. PROVERBS—XIEHOUYU

Because xiehouyu are a phenomenon peculiar to Chinese language,’ it is
difficult to find an English translational counterpart. Yet, Rohsenow’s sug-
gestion is to translate xiehouyu as ‘enigmatic folk similes’ or ‘truncated
witticisms.’'’ They are generally defined as a two-part allegorical saying, the
first of which is descriptive, usually preceded by a verb embodying a com-
parison, followed in turn by the subsequent clause resolving the metaphor’s
meaning (HE 2005, 141; ROHSENOW 2001, 151-152; WANG 2001, 1). Usual-
ly, only the first part is uttered as an introduction to the second, hence the
name xiehouyu, literally ‘a phrase with the latter part suspended.” However,
Wen (2002) claims that it is not of xiehouyu’s essence for its second clause
to be suspended. Let us consider the following:

¥ Reportedly, merely 6% of entries in a chengyu dictionary consisted of more than four cha-
racters (LU 1989, 2).

? Jin Bing-zhe’s work ‘Xiehouyu and Quasi-Xichouyu in some Languages of Central Asia’
(1989) has shown that linguistic phenomena similar to xiehouyu may exist in languages other
than Han.

10 Because xiehouyu are often humorous, they are also called giaopihua (qidopihua K EE),
which is considered controversial (WANG 2001, 1-5) or even incorrect (ROHSENOW 2001, 152).
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4. BB FHN—RRWAE,
Shii yazi de jin sheng lidngpianzul.
‘Ducks have two beaks.’
Indicates a loquacious and eloquent person.

5. BRRETH——ESREMT , BERTH.
Shui yazi de hunshénrou zhutlanle, zui hai zhubulan.
‘[When cooking] a duck, while its meat is thoroughly cooked, its beak is still
uncooked.’
A person who has already lost, but does not concede.

6. BIETH —MAEEEERMEER.
Shui yazi de liadngpianzui ai zénmepidn jiu zénmepidn.

‘Ducks with two beaks make up stories as they wish.’
The expression refers to a person whose words are not credible, because they
lack accuracy.

This shows that without the second clause one is not able to determine
which meaning was intended. However, in the case of xiehouyu that are used
more frequently, one may utter the first clause solely, and maintain that the
meaning is inferable. Nonetheless, there are reversed cases:

7. BEETCIREE— R4 —H;
Quélii péi pomé tianshéngde yidut,
‘A lame donkey and a broken grindstone are a couple made for each other’;

8. HEIRE T A4S —REN—H,
Xiugiu peile ge midan tianshengde yidui,
‘Hydrangea and peony are a couple made for each other’;

where it is the first part that differs. Both are used to refer to a couple of
people that have similar properties, but the first in a negative sense, and the
second in a positive sense. In view of the structure of xiehouyu, one might
suspect its meaning to be a sum of the meanings of its compounds, but it is
not, since the two clauses have different priority. Indeed, it is usually the
second part that serves as a focal point, while the first solely supports it.
However, in view of the example, it can be deduced that sometimes it is the
first part of xiehouyu that makes the difference in meaning (WEN 2002, 5-8).

Xiehouyu are divided into two types (JIN 1989, 68; WANG 2001, 5; WEN
1989, 3). The first are founded on chengyu by leaving out one or two final
syllables, and substituting them with the previous ones. Just as gidaba
(£ R/\) meaning ‘small’ is a xiehouyu derived from the chengyu qida-
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baxido (£ RJ\/]) (seven-big-eight-small), and with the last syllable ‘small’
suspended, the xiehouyu means just that (WEN 2002, 6). Similarly, xiamdwei
(FEB &), referring to severity shown initially on assuming office, is the
xiehouyu derived from xiamaweifeng (T EBEME)." The literati made them
up as linguistic games, and so, as Wen (1989, 3) concludes, they do not
belong to the suyu category. The definition of xiehouyu presented earlier
does not apply to this type.

Wen Duanzheng (1989, 3—4; 2002, 6) suggests that due to its form,'” the
second type of xiehouyu should be renamed yinzhuyu (vinzhuyi B5|3ERE),
because they consist of the first, introductory part, and the second, explana-
tory part. Examples 4-8 would be representative ones, as well as the
following:

9. EEREIR BE R,
Nipusa guo hé——zishén nanbdo.

‘A Bodhisattva statue made of clay cannot save itself when it fords a river.’
Even one who usually saves others is not able to save himself when his weakest
point is exposed.

Wen (1989, 3—4) classifies those as suyu on grounds of their incisive su
manner.

There is a big structural difference between proverbs and xiehouyu be-
cause of the latter’s distinctive form. Moreover, the rhetoric of xiehouyu is
based on humorous stylistics (TAO 1988, 64).

2.5. PROVERBS — GUANYONGYU

He (2005, 138) gave another name for guanyongyu, namely xiguanyu (xi-
guanyti B1EFE), and defined them as idiomatic expressions consisting
mostly of three, sometimes four characters. The difference between guan-
yongyu and suyu (of which yanyu is epitome) is that the latter provides
a reason or explanation, while the former solely makes an analogy of a situa-
tion, and it is a necessary condition to be expressed by a metaphor if it was
to be a guanyongyu (LI 2005, 138). If one would recall the difference in
function between yanyu and suyu presented earlier, one may see that it de-
bunks this remark.

' According to Wen (1989, 3) xiamawei is supposed to substitute feng ‘wind.” Xiamawei is
used in everyday speech in a sense indicated by Jin (1989, 68).
12 Namely, that between the first and second clause there is a yinzhu relationship (TA0 1988, 64).
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In terms of structure, guanyongyu may be divided into two types (WEN
1989, 4): first are full sentences expressing a complete thought, thus struc-
ture-wise, they are the same as yanyu. Function-wise, guanyongyu serve
solely descriptively, yet still are often counted as yanyu or suyu. Examples
of such guanyongyu are as follows:

10. £RFELAR
Shéngmi zhiichéng shoufan.
‘To cook uncooked rice.’
What is done is done.

11. B—EFREREB—=,
Naythu bukai ti ndythu.
‘Take the kettle in which the water has not boiled.’
To blurt out somebody’s weakness.

The other type of guanyongyu concerns phrases mostly consisting of
seven or eight characters that do not express an opinion. Those do not
belong neither to yanyu nor xiehouyu, but with their register taken into
account, apparently they should be counted as suyu. Examples of such
guanyongyu are as follows:

12. WEE o
Peng dingzi.
‘To bump a nail.’
To meet with a rebuff.

13. l{EILRE.
He xibéifeng.
‘To drink northwest wind.’
To be cold and hungry, to live by air.

14 FE=t=+—,
Bugudn san qt ershiyr.
‘It doesn’t matter that three times seven is twenty-one.’
In any case.

15. THHEEEN M BEE,
Buzhi hululi maide shénme yao.
‘One doesn’t know what drug is sold in the bottle gourd.’
One suspects trickery planned by others.
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The given approach is untenable — it presumes the wrong meaning of suyu
(the wide-sense), and as a consequence, wrongly classes all four of the above
as guanyongyu belonging to suyu.

The above is an individual case where any expression consisting of more
than three (four at most) characters are considered a guanyongyu. He (2005,
138), Li (2005, 138) and Wang (2006, 424) state that guanyongyu rather
consist of three characters."” It may be then posited that structurally guan-
yongyu and suyu are distinctive.

As mentioned before, shuyu are defined by their fixity. However, while it
is true for, say, chengyu, the elements of which indeed remain in fixed
collocation, guanyongyu may transform,'* e.g. instead of péng dingzi R ] ¥
‘to bump a nail,” one may say peéngle yige dadingzi i T — 1B K& F ‘bump-
ed a big nail’ or péeng yingdingzi Wit E] F ‘to bump a hard nail” (HE 2005,
138). Thus, guanyongyu may appear in their basic form, or in one of many
modified forms as a result of inserting additional morphemes into their basic
structure (WANG 2006, 424).

3. CONTENT AND FEATURES OF PROVERBS

Proverbs are an excellent study material for the linguistic worldview,
since, being culture-specific, they display the outlook of a given society,
reveal the morals, stereotypes, axiology, etc. Their subject is vast, concerns
daily life, social norms, experiences, knowledge on the environment, emo-
tions, and so on. Proverbs mainly have a social function; they act as advice,
warnings, descriptions, moral orders and prohibitions, give examples to
explain perplexing ethical rules—in other words, one may draw on expe-
riences gained through generations expressed in proverbs.

‘It is by now proverbial that every proverb has its opposite. For every
<Time is money> there is a <Stop and smell the roses>. When someone says
<You never stand in the same river twice> someone else has already replied
<There is nothing new under the sun>. In the mind’s arithmetic, 1 plus 1

3 For guanyongyu compound analysis see WEN XIAOHONG, “Bridging language and culture:
a study of Chinese guanyongyu compounds,” Journal of Chinese Linguistics, 36, 2 (June 2008):
249-273.

' Three differences between chengyu and guanyongyu have been indicated: that most of them
consist of, respectively, four and three characters, the former cannot be scattered in a sentence,
while the latter may be modified in use, and are respectively of formal (elegant) and vernacular
styles (HE 2005, 139). The first two differentia are also pointed out by Li (2005, 138).
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equals 2. Truths are not quantities but scripts: ‘Become for a moment the
mind in which this is true’ (RICHARDSON 2001: 8). In Chinese, proverbs may
contradict each other as well, still, it is not problematic—in life different
circumstances are encountered and it is natural to be reluctant to treat any
principal as universal. Incoherent content of proverbs arose from their
provenance from different societies and periods, hence their topic is im-
measurably vast.

However, nongyan (néngyan =) ‘agricultural proverbs’ may be ex-
tracted from the group of yanyu because of their distinctive subject. These
are proverbs concerning atmospheric phenomena and advices for peasants.
Some lack scientific basis and may even be superstitious (WEN 1989, 6).
Rohsenow lists two types of yanyu that concern the subject, and those are
gixiang yanyu (qixiang yanyi RERFEFE) ‘weather proverbs’"” and nong-
yan.'® They seem to be the oldest types of proverbs found in writing, such as
in ‘Monthly Guidance for the Four Classes of People’ (Simin Yuéling
ME A ) from the Eastern Han (2001, 152, 158). Concerning the discrete-
ness of suyu and yanyu, nongyan are a type of yanyu that are most easily
separable from suyu.'’

Some suyu are vulgar. Xu and Ying (1989, 6), in the preface of the dictio-
nary, give notice that those containing vulgarisms or other inappropriate
content are not included in the glossary. There are also, as Wen (1989, 6)
calls them, ‘negative’ ones (i.e. encouraging immoral behavior). Moreover,
some suyu advocate certain ideologies, such as feudalism, fatalism, mate-
rialism or a ‘carpe diem’ attitude.

The comparison of English and Chinese proverbs may reveal how extra-
linguistic factors alter their subject. Chinese culture is strongly associated
with agriculture, thus there are many yanyu on farming: e.g. zhongtian wu
dingzhi, qudn kao kan jicqi BHAEESR , 2FBFER ‘Farming is not
custom-made, because it is entirely dependent on the solar term.” Because
England is an island country, many proverbs are related to the sea and
sailing, e.g. ‘The good seaman is known in bad weather.” Both cultures have
a custom to keep dogs as pets, so the animal occurs in the topic of both
Chinese and English proverbs. But in English it is often used as a metaphor

' Qixiangyan are also called tiangiyan (KRR FE) ‘weather proverbs’ (WANG 2006, 313).

'S Also called ‘peasant proverbs’ or ‘farming proverbs.” R. DAVID ARKUSH, 1984 “If Man
Works Hard the Land Will Not Be Lazy,” in Enterpreneurial Values in North Chinese Peasant
Proverbs, Modern China, vol. 10, no. 4, 461-479).

'7 Even if some suyu refer to weather phenomena, it is most likely used metaphorically, and
not to be seen as an instruction on farming.
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of a person dealing with daily struggles, e.g. ‘Old dogs will learn no new
tricks.” In Chinese, though, ‘dog’ often has a pejorative connotation, and it
serves as an image of a bad person, e.g. jiule luoshui gou, huitou ydo ytkou
T EKM , BEITER — O ‘Get bitten by a dog after having saved him from
drowning’ meaning that one should not help bad people, because they will
hurt him instead of being thankful. On religion, English proverbs appeal to
Christianity, like ‘God helps those who help themselves,” and Chinese to
Buddhism, Buddhist temples and monks, e.g. pdole héshang pdobulido miao
BT HMEET TE ‘the monk may run away, but the temple will remain’
meaning that responsibilities and debts are inevitable, and will eventually
catch up. Proverbs also allude to national literati output, hence the references
in yanyu to Romance of the Three Kingdoms," e.g. sange chou pijiang,
dingge Zhiigé Liang =R K IE , TR{BFEE 5T ‘Three ignorant cobblers add
up to a genius,” which is close in meaning to ‘two heads are better than one,’
and English proverbs derived from the Western literature canon, like the
Bible or Shakespeare. The foundation of European culture is set in ancient
Greece, which is embodied in English proverbs, e.g. ‘Even Homer some-
times nods.’ Proverbs reflect many facets of a given culture, and are relative
to a community of people using the same language (YHYC, 10-13).

The vast majority of proverbs is a collective work, with no specific author
behind them. Some are clearly philosophical, like geyan and jingju (jingju
¥ 14]). However, unlike the latter two, for the most part, they do not come
from classics. Proverbs played an important role in illiterate rural cultures
where knowledge was based on oral tradition. What follows is the vernacular
style of suyu that allows recreating the linguistic worldview held by an
average language user. By their immeasurably diverse subjects they have a
vast application, since they were on everyone’s lips, from the emperor to
artisans and merchants, to peasants.

The Chinese literati made a distinction between written language con-
sidered yd M ‘elegant’ and colloquial, spoken language, that is su &
‘vulgar.” This division remains to this day, when works written in classical
Chinese are different from those written in colloquial style (ROHSENOW
2001, 149). Suyu spread through the word of mouth of many generations,
hence the overt vernacular style. They maintained suf®, (i.e. mediocre,
common). And what is si &, cannot be lofty and literary, contrary to the
style of the classics. What seems to be a paradox is when the classical

'8 Romance of the Three Kingdoms (Sangudydnyi =BI5EE) is a historical novel written by
Luo Guanzhong in the 14" century.
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becomes popular: to some extent it is not su ¥, because it is classical, and to
some extent it is su &, because it is popular (SMITH 1965, 3). Only after
a diachronic perspective is taken, one realizes that proverbs that currently
seem archaic, once were expressed in colloquial language (WEN 1989, 3).

4. LEXICAL AND FORMAL VARIATION

The above comparisons with other types of shuyu may have already
implied some aspects of the structure of proverbs—Iike that they are phrases
or sentences (simple, complex or compound) of relative fixity, comprised of
at least four characters. They surely cannot be too long, they should be brief
and concise. They are a composition formed by frequent uttering while ex-
pressing a thought generally accepted by a community. A given proverb may
occur in different forms—some containing different vocabulary, some
expressing the same concept by other means. Sometimes the correspondent
is a cut off version that may have an additional phrase, sometimes the syntax
is switched while the whole sense remains. This phenomenon, specific to
proverbs, is called variation.

Variation is a subtype of synonymy. As Klosinska (2004, 9) indicates, the
criterion of being a variant of a given proverb is that it must express the
same content whilst an equivalent metaphorical image is employed, and the
remaining differences must not be too discrepant. Proverb variations occur
in different ways, and just some of them shall be presented.

One type, that may be called qualitative, is when a word is substituted by
another in a variation, while the meaning of the whole remains unaffected.
Two cases fulfill this kind of variation, and the first is when the word which
is substituted is a synonym. The proverb:

16. RZBFHA , th RBFHE;
Méichiguo zhiirou, yé jianguo zhi zou,
‘Although one has never eaten pork, one has seen a pig move’;

is a phrase describing someone who has knowledge gained through vicarious
experience. The above occurs in a variation where instead of zou FE ‘to walk’
the lexeme pdo M8 ‘to run’ is used. “In a district where local usage has adopted
the character which signifies <to run> as the equivalent of any kind of process,
that word is substituted in place of zou FE at the end of the proverb just quoted,
spoiling the rhyme and adding nothing to the meaning” (SMITH 1965, 30).
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The second case is when a word and its counterpart in a variation of
a proverb belong to the same cognitive domain. The following show versions
of the same proverb:

17. — &8, ARkE.
Yizhi dong, bdizht yado.
‘When one branch moves, a hundred branches shake.’

18. —E® , ARE.
Yiye dong, bdizhi yado.
‘When one leaf moves, a hundred branches shake.’

19. —&F8 , BRTE,
Yizhi budong, bdizht buydo.
‘If one branch does not move, a hundred branches do not shake.’

Despite the slight changes of lexemes, the sense of the whole stays—
a change that occurs in part affects the whole (and vice versa: it is unlikely
for anything to change if its essentials, even partially, have not changed)
(SMITH 1965, 31-32).

Some quantitative variations involve slight lexeme changes that modify
their meaning (SMITH 1965, 32):

20. RFTIBH R A Do
Zuidu buguo de shi furéen xin.
‘There is nothing more envious than a woman’s heart.’

21. RBTIBHRE A D
Zuidu buguo de shi furéen xin.
‘There is nothing more poisonous than a woman’s heart.’

In another set of examples, a slight change may even reverse the
meaning;:

22. NBERD , REBAR.
Rén wu haihii xin, hii you shangrén yi.
‘People do not have the intention to harm tigers, but tigers have the intention
to harm people.’
Although one might not have bad intentions, bad people may still harm him.
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23 NBERLD , REBAE.
Rén wu haihu xin, hu wi shangrén yi.
‘If people do not have the intention to harm tigers, then tigers will not have the
intention to harm people.’
If one does not harm others, one will not be hurt.

The second, quantitative kind of proverb variations involves getting one
of the clauses suspended (apocopes). When both parts of the couplet are
analogous, thus it is unnecessary to repeat both. One may just utter the first
clause of the proverb:

24 ARAF TR , REFTIE A,
Gou gaibulido chishi, lang gdibulido chirén.
‘Dogs cannot help eating feces, wolves cannot help eating people.’
Villains cannot change their evil nature.

Below is a case when in a proverb, both clauses use redundancy to illu-
strate the same idea, and its variation comprises of one of the clause and
another analogous clause:

25 WAKRATIEX | EHRF TR,
Yudnshui jinbulido jinhuo, yudngin buru jinlin.
‘Distant water won’t put out a fire nearby; a distant relative is not as good as
a close neighbor.’

26 BB AWILHR | ST T AL,
Yudngin buru jinlin, jinlin buru duimén.
‘A distant relative is not as good as a close neighbor; a close neighbor is not as
good as one living across.’

Chinese proverbs take different forms and employ many literary devices.
Usually as sentences with at least two clauses, they form all kinds of sen-
tences: compound, conditional, and so on. However, in order to keep their
succinctness, the conjunctions may be omitted. For the same reason, many
words in proverbs take a monosyllabic form. Sometimes they are marked
with irregularity, but a distinctive form among the remaining is parallelism.
“Formal grammatical parallelism usually occurs when the same structure is
repeated for contrast or comparison [...],” as in the passage from Discourses
of the States" (ROHSENOW 2001, 159):

¥ Discourses of the States (guéyii BIZE) is a collection of texts regarding the history of Zhou
Dynasty states.
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27. feEWME , REWH,
Cong shan ru déng, cong e ru beng.
‘To follow goodness is to ascend; to follow evil is to plummet.’

Wang gives examples of antithetical parallelisms created by means of
antonyms in both yanyu (2006, 304) and suyu (2006, 432-433). However, let
us consider the following, excerpted from Scarborough (1875, x—xii):

28. REREE#I , HEHEAREHR,
Tian shang zhongxing jié gong béi, shijian wu shui buchdo dong.
‘All the stars of heaven salute the Plough; every stream flows towards the East Sea.’
Everything is determined.”’

Antithesis in Chinese proverbs is exposed rather on a lexical level — parts
of speech of words correspond in both clauses, and their meanings are anto-
nymous. Moreover, the parallel clause may have analogous tones, which
engages the subject of rhymes, and that, in turn, eases memorization.

Many proverbs have simile forms, therefore, different comparative ex-
pressions biyuci LEWIE may be encountered, like buyi R, ri 8, yéu I,
piry BN, si €L, etc. Proverbs, both yanyu and suyu, certainly involve other
figures of speech: hyperbole, metonymy, personification, anaphora, and
metaphor.

5. MOTIVATION AND METAPHOR

Most often the meaning of an idiomatic expression is not determined by
the sum of its components’ meaning. A formulaic expression is a lexicalized
whole. Noncompositionality also applies to shuyu, the meaning of which is
based on the form as a whole, and may be rarely deciphered literally,
because usually it is expressed by an allegory (ZHANG & J1 2008, 1). It is
also worth noting that whatever is conveyed by uttering an idiomatic ex-
pression, its meaning is arbitrary. Understanding them is a matter of con-
vention (and not a matter of say, pragmatic inferences).

Most formulaic expressions are motivated units, which are metaphors or
metonymies. Similarly, most figurative expressions have risen as a conse-
quence of recognizing some sort of similarity between objects by language

" The given proverb has several interpretations, but the one proposed by Scarborough (1875,
xi) (the emperor is the center of attraction) is certainly doubtful.
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users. According to Liu An,?! what is required while creating a metaphor is
the recognition of the common point between two different phenomena, with
an emphasis that they must be of a different nature (HU 2004, 212). The
similarity relationship is crucial to any icons, the type of which, besides
images and diagrams, are metaphors.

Metaphor’s composition has been already analyzed by Mozi.”> He pointed
out two constituents: what is indicated, and that what is used to indicate (HU
2004, 210). Contemporary Chinese terminology refers to them as bénti Z~88
and yuti Wi B&, accordingly. Some proverbs consist of two parts, of which the
first is yuti, which metaphorically introduces the idea, and the second is
bénti 2~88, which resolves it (WANG 2006, 296):

29. BIREIZEl , EABMRE.
Xigud yao chi rang, kan rén kan duchang.
‘When one wants to eat a watermelon, it’s better to eat the pulp, when one
wants to know another, it’s better to look at his intestines.’

Even the benti of the proverb consists of a metaphor, where ‘intestines’
stand for character or one’s conduct.

Metaphor has become a phenomenon particularly attractive in the field of
cognitive studies. “Metaphor not only reflects but also shapes our conceptual
system. It is often through metaphorical process that human beings con-
ceptualize the world and construct reality” (L1U 2002, 3—4). “[...] We do not
only see the reality as described by metaphors, but we think and act as
expressed by metaphors” (HIRAGA 1991, 150). Metaphors play a great role in
acquiring knowledge about the world through the categorization of objects.
Metaphors’ meaning is presupposed or implied, understanding it requires
some commonsense knowledge and is dependent on a caught on interpretation.
What best reflects the metaphoricity of human reasoning is language. Lan-
guage is a cultural product, and communication is based on a conceptual
system mutual to the speaker and hearer. Metaphors employed in one
generation may become a conventionalized phrase in the next (HU 2004, 5).

While using metaphors is universal, the selection of metaphors in inter-
preting the world is culturally conditioned. Thus, in many works concerning
intercultural communication studies a metaphor analysis is provided, and its
conclusions reveal cultural differences. Liu (2002) compares English and

2! Liu An 1% (179-122)—Han Dynasty prince, editor of several philosophical works.
2 Mozi £F (470-390)—philosopher of the early Warring States Period, founder of the
school of Mohism.
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Chinese metaphors and explains them by other, extra-linguistic cultural
factors. For example, American English is apt to use metaphors concerning
sports, and those reflect how Americans view life as a competitive game. In
contrast, the Chinese frequently refer to family and eating events meta-
phorically, revealing what an important part it is in Chinese culture and
language. Hiraga (1991) makes a similar comparison between English and
Japanese, showing, by juxtaposing metaphors in both languages, the in-
fluence of tradition and culture on language.

Connotation is remarkably significant regarding cultural studies, since
often they serve as a basis (or result from reiteration) on which given cultures
create metaphors and similes. A necessary condition for determining proverbs’
meaning is recognizing the components’ meaning; precisely their connotation
that is not necessarily related to objects of the physical world. As metaphors
convey connotative meaning, and those are a common figure in proverbs, they
serve as an excellent insight onto the outlook of a community.

6. CONCLUSION

Studies concerning Chinese phraseology turned out to have barely recon-
cilable approaches in determining the scope of shuyu and defining its
members. The misclassification of types of shuyu leads to unnecessary con-
fusion, because, in the end, there appear to be unequivocal determinants for
identifying chengyu, geyan, xichouyu and guanyongyu, and those may be
easily discerned from one another and from suyu and yanyu, that may be
regarded as ‘proverbs.” On the other hand, the latter ones are subtly dif-
ferentiable, and that is for two reasons.

First reason is that the term suyu is used ambiguously. It sometimes
stands for shuyu, which have a colloquial register (in other words, any
prevalent fixed expression with a su manner), hence the cases where infor-
mal chengyu or yinzhuyu, as well as a part of yanyu are allocated to the
scope of suyu. The given usage of the term is unmaintainable with the
differentia of the types of shuyu taken into account.

The second factor regards the simple fact that the proposed criteria for
identifying suyu and yanyu are not entirely plausible. Structurally, they both
form independent phrases, possibly a sentence, simple, compound or com-
plex. In terms of their content, it is difficult to definitely determine which of
the two functions preponderates in a given proverb: the descriptive function,
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attributed to suyu, or the pedagogical one, attributed to yanyu. Therefore,
even if this determinant seems valid, it may not suffice in practice. After all,
suyu and yanyu have much in common—both have a similar structure that
may undergo variations, sometimes they serve as a moral, while sometimes
as an instruction, but they always stylistically embellish everyday speech.
What is more, they use the same figures of speech as metaphors, have
a colloquial register, and are an effect of oral folk tradition.

Therefore, there are no particular contraindications not to perceive yanyu
and suyu as synonymous. However, it does not follow that the awareness of
the discriminating criteria is not worthwhile. Labelling a phenomenon does
not necessarily seize it, but introduction of a notion can be useful as long as it
enables avoiding potential misusage. The conclusive relationship between
suyu and yanyu is as follows: Chinese proverbs are subtly set apart between
merely descriptive function (suyu), proverbs of merely instructing function
(yanyu), proverbs that provide farming advices (nongyan that are a part of
yanyu). At the same time, suyu and yanyu partially overlap, where their inter-
section includes proverbs that are indifferentiable between suyu and yanyu, for
it may be a matter of irresolvable interpretation to which group they belong to.

Considering that proverbs are an essence of collective wisdom moulded
over a long period of time, they unveil the worldview of a given linguistic
community. Proverbs tell us about customs, beliefs and general mindset by
touching on a variety of subjects, they use rhetorical figures that provide an
insight into the way the world is perceived. That is why they are worth
consideration when studying a culture, especially the linguistic worldview.

REFERENCES

HE, YONGQING {AI7K5&. 2005. Xidndai Hanyi Yifa X Tan "BRAEBZEFTR, . Taiwan:
Taiwan Commercial Press (Tdiwan Shangwi Yinshiiguin BB SN ELE).

HIRAGA, MASAKO K. 1991. “Metaphor and Comparative Cultures.” Cross-Cultural Communi-
cation: East and West, vol. 3. Tainan, 149-166.

Hu, ZHUANGLIN #4REE. 2004. Rénzhi Yinyn Xué TINKIBRWIZ ) . Beijing: Peking University
Press (Béijing Daxué Chiibanshé ItTR K5 HAR#L).

JIN, BINGZHE. (1989), “Xiehouyu and Quasi-Xiehouyu in Some Languages of Central Asia.”
Central Asiatic Journal, 33, 1/2: 67-85.

KL OSINSKA, KATARZYNA. 2004. Stownik przystow, czyli przystownik. Pochodzenie, znaczenie, za-
stosowanie. Warszawa: Swiat Ksigzki.

L1, GuoHul ZEE. 2005. “Guanyongyil yii duiwai hanyl jidoxus” (IEFREHEEINEZHE) |
Journal of Social Science of Jiamusi University, 23, 4: 138-139.



DISTINCTIVE FEATURES OF CHINESE PROVERBS 67

Liu, DILIN. 2002. Metaphor, Culture, and Worldview. The Case of American English and the
Chinese Language. Lanham: University Press of America.

Lu, SHUXIANG B#M. 1989. “Introduction” (xii /F). In WEN DUANZHENG JRIRE (ed.).
Zhonggué Suyii Dacididn (PBI#AEE ABEER). Shanghai: Shanghai Lexicographic Publi-
shing House (Shanghdi Cishii L3BEEPH).

RICHARDSON, JAMES. 2001. Vectors: Aphorisms and Ten-Second Essays. Ausable Press.

ROHSENOW, JOHN S. 2001. “Proverbs.” In VICTOR M. HAIR (ed.). The Columbia History of Chi-
nese Literature, 149—159. New York: Columbia University Press.

SCARBOROUGH, WILLIAM. 1875. A Collection of Chinese Proverbs. Shanghai: American Pres-
byterian Mission Press.

SMITH, ARTHUR H. 1965. Proverbs and Common Sayings from the Chinese. New York: Paragon
Book Reprint Corp., Dover Publications, Inc..

TAO, YANG B8RS, 1988. “Yanyl jisshuo” "EERBFRERL . Minjian Wénxué Luntdan, vol. 3 {K[E
NEFIRIR) 3, 60-66.

WAaNG, QIN E&). 2006. Hanyii Shiyii Lun "X 1E#1E1L 1 . Shandong Education Press (Shan-
dong Jiaoyu Chibdnshe \WZREE HhAL).

WANG, X1A0NA EBEHB. 2001. Xichouyii hé Han Weénhua "ERURIBEFSN XL s . Beijing: Com-
mercial Press (Shangwi: Yinshiigudn 55 ED B 1E).

WEN, DUANZHENG JBUR . 1989. “Preface” (Qidnydn HiE). In WEN DUANZHENG SRIFI (ed.).
Zhonggué Siuyti Dacidicdn " BI{8FE ABEEL. Shanghai: Shanghai Lexicography Publishing
House (Shanghdi Cishi £BEE$);

WEN, DUANZHENG BRI, 2002. “Preface” (Qidnydn BIE). In WEN DUANZHENG BRI &

CHEN HUIYUN SUE = (ed.). Tongyong Xichouyii Cidian B BREEBLEL. Yiwén Chithdnshé
FE X MR #t, Beijing.

Wu, CHU-HSIA. 1995. “On the cultural traits of Chinese idioms.” Intercultural Communication
Studies V (1): 61-81.

X1A0, Z. 2010. “Can ‘translation universals’ survive in Mandarin? Idioms, word clusters and
reformulation markers in translational Chinese.” Paper presented at the Using Corpora in
Contrastive and Translation Studies (UCCTS) 2010 conference, Edge Hill University, 27—
29 Julv 2010.

Suyii Cidian "#BRIEE ;1 . 1998. In XU, ZoNGcAl #RF & YING, JUNLING RI{RIR (ed.).
Commercial Press (Shanowi: Yinshiigudn T 55 ENH1E).

YHYC—Ying Han Yanyii Cidian "SEFEREBEEE, . 1998. Edition: WenQiao (Wéngido Bian-
Jjibu X KEHmEER), Publisher: Wengiao Chubanshe (Wéngido Chiibinsheé XAEH hR#t),
Taipei.

ZHANG, Hul 3K¥E, Ji, FENG 2%, 2008. “Dui shuyl yiyi jiégou jigshi moshi de tantio”

(I RBE L EIRBERNWNITRIT) . Foreign Languages and Their Teaching (Waiyii
yii Waiyii Jiaoxué {IMBEIMBEHFED ), vol. 9, 1-7 CNKI

ZHANG, YONGHUIA AREXEE, CHEN, Fuzni BRAEE. 2006. ‘Suyi Mingydn de Zhihui® T18RE
BEMEE ) |, Hiodu Chitban 3758 AR . Taichung City.

Zhonggué Suyii Cididn " E{AFEFIE . 2011. In CHENG RONG FE#¥ (ed.). Hong Kong: The
Commercial Press (Shangwii Yinshiigudn Youxian Gongst iS5 ENEFEH R L A).



68 NASTAZJA STOCH

CECHY WYROZNIAJACE CHINSKICH PRZYSLOW:
STUDIUM POROWNAWCZE SUYU 1 YANYU
ORAZ INNYCH TYPOW SHUYU

Streszczenie

Praca ta stanowi probg okreslenia charakterystycznych cech chinskich przystow. Z powodu
czgstej niespdjnosci w uzyciu chinskich terminow, ktére moglyby oznaczaé ,,przystowia” (tj.
suyu i yanyu), wydaje si¢ konieczne zdefiniowanie ich poprzez zestawienie ich z innymi, po-
zornie podobnymi typami statych wyrazen. Przeprowadzona w tym artykule analiza typologiczna
pokazuje, ze nie ma uzasadnionego powodu, aby nie traktowaé suyu jako przystowia, a zatem
jako synonim yanyu. Ponadto artykut nakresla réoznorodno$¢ tresci chinskich przystow i podaje
niektore ich wzory strukturalne ze szczegélnym uwzglednieniem zjawiska wariantywnosci.
W koncu skupia si¢ na metarofycznosci przystow, ktora jest kluczowym $rodkiem, zwlaszcza
w badaniach jezykowego obrazu §wiata.

Stowa kluczowe: chinskie state wyrazenia— shuyu; chinskie przystowia: suyu, yanyu.
Key words: Chinese fixed expressions — shuyu; Chinese proverbs: suyu, yanyu.



