A Brief Analysis to the Culture Shock caused by Translation of English and Chinese Idioms

1. Introduction
Idioms are a special phenomenon both in English and Chinese. And even the most prominent part in these languages. Hong Shucong said that the translation of idioms is not easy and often requires painstaking effort, our mother tongue--the Chinese language--is particularly rich in idioms as well as English.（钟述孔，1983）In a broad sense, idioms include set phrases, proverbs, Enigmatic folk similes, slings, sayings, colloquialisms, allusions. Idioms are extracted by people over a long period of time. Our daily lives are closely connected with idioms. We use it frequently. But when we translate idioms or need to use them, owing to the cultural gaps between these two languages, we are often confused. Nowadays, people in growing number gradually recognize that the communication with those people who come from different cultural backgrounds not only faced with the problems of languages, but also cultural factors. "English is very pervasive in China, comparing with other countries, the learning English people are more than anyone else except the large population of English-speaking country.” said Wang Fuxiang （汪福祥，优力，2002）The translation of idioms is an activity between different cultures and languages. Idiom translation is of importance to the transmission of cultures of Britain and China. We should try every efforts to get many cultural information before translation. The form of idioms is simple but has strong expressional power. Idioms contain many cultural traits. All those characteristics of idioms described above popularized this kind of language form. The purpose of the paper is to find some cultural backgrounds behind idioms and discuss some efficient ways to translate idioms. in the paper, the main concern is given to English and Chinese.

2.  Cultural backgrounds
2.1 Geographical Features
The formation of cultures is influenced by the physical geography. Luo Shiping said that different geographical environments form different cultures brought up their own expressional ways. People who lived by the sea created “the culture of seas”. English people who lived in moutain areas create “the culture of moutains”. （骆世平，2005) Great Britain is surrounded by seas and at least 3000 miles away from European mainland. English people who live in the early years, to a large extent, depending on seas. In the process they struggle with the seas, they create “the cultures of seas” that is fully reflected in idioms. For example, they often compare fish to human beings. They use “queer fish or cool-fish” as “怪人”. They use “shy fish” to express a “含羞的人”; “cold fish” as “冷漠的人”;  “poor fish” as “可怜虫”; “drink like a fish” as “someone likes drinking”. They often use “feel like “a fish out of water” instead of “someone fed uncomfortable”, “swim like a fish” as “someone is good at swimming.” They also use “a big fish in a little pond” to express “the important person in small town”. When someone is crossed in love, Chinese people may say “天涯何处无芳草” to soothe him. But English often use “there are plenty more fish in the sea” to comfort their friends. This kind of idioms is formed as a result of long observation to fish. But it is seldom in the expression of Han people who live in Mainland. China is a continental and an agricultural country which has a long history. Thus there are many idioms connected with agriculture. Such as “种瓜得瓜,种豆得豆”. In short, geographical environments, to a certain extent, form many idioms of geography.

2.2 Religion
Religion is a kind of phenomenon of cultures. Religious belief plays an important role in the activities of social communications. It puts great effects on the state of spirit and daily life. Religious belief is something in the spirit, and it can be transmitted generation by generation. According to historical records, the earliest Christian Church of English was built in 3.A.D. The religious belief of Britain is Christainity, which based on the belief that Christ was the son of God, and on his teaching. They are believed in God. “God bless” was frequently used to pray for the blessing of God. “For God’s sake” was used to ask for somebody’s help. There are many idioms about God. For example, God knows(我不知道), Man proposes, God disposes(谋事在人,成事在天),God preserve us!(神明保佑!) The mills of God grind slowly but they grind exceedingly small(天网恢恢,疏而不漏). I cite these to show the religious belief of English people. Now, I turn to talk about the religious belief of China. Chinese culture is deeply affected by Buddhism and Confucianism, among which the effect of Buddhism is the most outstanding one. Chinese idioms obviously reflect the influence of Buddhism. Buddhism in China can be traced back to the Han dynasty. In that time, people believe that Buddha can dictate the world. So many idioms about Buddha come out. Such as “借花献佛;临时抱佛脚”. These idioms reflected the religious culture of China. Religious belief is an important part of culture and it exists in our spirit life and social life of the human beings, which can be embodied in languages.

2.3 Customs and habits
There are many differences in Chinese tradition and British tradition. Human beings and animals’ live together everyday on earth. Thus the culture of pets gradually formed. Different nations have different ideas about pets. The culture of pets reflects the special national traits and customs. Both Chinese and British people like to keep the dog as a pet. The dog is a humble animal in Chinese, so the idioms related to dogs are always derogatory terms. For example:狼心狗肺;狗腿子;狗急跳墙. Although in China people are on the rise like to keep the dog as a pet. Most people still held the original view about dogs. On the contrary, in Britain, dogs are loyal and regarded as human beings’ friends; therefore, many idioms about dogs in Britain are called canine idioms, which are always not derogatory. They are often used to express a favor to dogs. For instance, love me, love my dog.(爱屋及乌), lucky dog(幸运的人), clever dog(聪明的小孩), every dog has his day(人人都有得意的日子). In Britain, people always say “put on the dog” when you try to show, or give the impression that you are rich or high class. 

2.4 History
China and Britain are two great countries in the long history. Their rich cultures contain abundant historical stories. This kind of historical culture is formed by their own history development. Chinese and English are two different cultural systems. So they have different historical orbits. History culture includes allusion, traditional regulation, myths, poems, decrees, ancient books and records. I’ll take allusion as an example to show the differences between Britain and Chinese history as follow.

The idiom of “Achilles’ heel” is from Homer’s “Iliad” about Achilles who was a Greek hero. When he was young, his mother held his heel and soaked him in the water to make his heel the only place, which was not drenched in the water. The idiom means a vulnerable point or shortcoming, especially, in somebody’s character which can lead to his failure. “Trojan horse” comes from the legend of ancient Troy, in which the Greeks got into the city by hiding in a wooden horse, thus nowadays, the idiom refers to something or someone that attacks or weakens something secretly from inside. Besides, some names in famous English works having their certain meanings. They are often used as an idiom to express their specific characteristics. “Hamlet” is the main character in the famous play of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. He is regarded as a hesitant and irresolute man. So “Hamlet” becomes a name for somebody always teaching to be slow in speaking or acting.

However, a large proportion of Chinese idioms are the crystallization of great amount of Chinese fables and tales. For example: “三顾茅庐,四面楚歌, come from true historical events.  “刻舟求剑,愚公移山,” teach a lesson or truth. “精卫填海,长蛾奔月” tell stories about great people who never actually live in ancient China. There are also many idioms from Chinese great classical works. For example: “狗急跳墙,无依无靠” come from  A Dream of Red Chamber《红楼梦》. “煮豆燃萁” comes from three kingdoms period. Cao Pi, emperor Wen of the kingdom of Wei, was jealous of his Brother Cao Zhi’s talent. He often tried to find chances to kill Cao Zhi. One day he asked Coa Zhi to compose a poem within seven steps, otherwise, he would impose capital punishment on Cao Zhi. Really talented, on finishing the seventh steps, Cao Zhi composed a poem, which roughly reads, being boiled by the beanstalks burning, the bean in the wok cried, saying, stalks and beans are kin though, and why should you burn me hard so? This allusion is now used to describe the act of doing harm to one’s brother or any other blood relative. So we can translate it as “do harm to one’s own brothers or sisters” according to Cheng Yongsheng. This type of historical allusions and histories bring up a large number of idioms. They are full of historical characteristics which are unlikely to find the corresponding one in each language.

All discussed above give a brief analysis of the cultural backgrounds of English and Chinese idioms. We can get a elementary understanding about the differences of two different culture from it. Next, I will try to find some efficient ways to translate idioms under different cultural backgrounds.

3. Translation Techniques
Translation is a work of this kind that is complex and arduous. It plays an important role in the communication and translation of different cultures. Idiom, especially, is one of the difficult works because idiom is full of cultural characteristics of different countries. "As we all know, there is not a criteria in idiom translation. The great translation lies in the differences of cultures. We should recognize that it is necessary to make know the cultural backgrounds of idioms before translating. The translation of idioms is to deal with the contradiction of languages and cultures," according to BaoHuinan and Bao Ang (包惠南,包昂,2004) In order to achieve the best inter-cultural communication, we should pay attention not only to the form, meaning and rhetoric characteristics of source language, but also the expression of the nationality, geography, psychology and accretive expression way. Li Qing said "How to improve our translation ability? Firstly, we should try to develop the expressive ability of Chinese and English. Secondly, it is necessary for us to do more practices about translation. Thirdly, to read more masterpieces of source language is helpful to improve our ability." (李青,2003) I will try my every efforts to find some efficient methods to translate idioms. Now, let me show you some practical method in translation based on my study.

3.1 Try to find the equivalence in the two languages
We should try to use Chinese four-character expressions or idioms to translate English idioms. Zhu Jifang said that many English and Chinese idioms had many similarities, if we could translate it properly, readers could understand the adapting meaning of idioms.( 祝吉芳,2004) If we are able to find some expression in Chinese, on the basis of equivalence, we could exactly translate idioms. For example, “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” (以眼还眼,以牙还牙) ,“Spending-money like dirt”(挥金如土), “more haste, less speed”(欲速则不达), “a stream of tears”(泪如泉水), “a slight as a feather”(轻如鸿毛). These idioms are very difficult to find. So we could try to choose following ways to translate idioms. 

3.2 Omission 
Omission is one of the useful techniques used in the translation from Chinese to English and vice versa. By omission, we try to make our translation more expressive and explicit according to Zhou Fangzhu.(周方珠,2002) There are often coordinated parallel constructions in Chinese idioms, which could express the same rhetorical meanings by the use of different rhetorical things, the  meaning of the first construction as well as the later one. When you face this kind of harsh situation, you could deal with it by omitting some parallel parts of the constructions and remaining the fundamental part of the construction in order to avoid the unnecessary part added to the context. Such as“铜墙铁壁” could be translated  into the “wall of bronze”, it is unnecessary to translate it into the “wall of copper and iron”. Meanwhile, “愁眉苦脸” could be translated directly into the “gloomy faces”; the same to the “街谈巷议” ，which could say the “gossip”. Besides, the “长吁” and “短叹” of “长吁短叹” express the same concept, thus this idiom could be expressed as “sighing deeply” by mean of the omission. 

3.3 Adding Interpretation Words 

Idioms, owing to the differences of cultures, there are many factors that can not be translated literally. Although we can translate it by free translation, it isn’t exact enough. We could translate by literal translation and add interpretative words to make the target language more cleaner. The method is to replenish the shortcomings when the expression of target language is inefficient enough. In this way, we can retain the cultural characteristics of source language as well as make the expression of target language complete and clear. It , especially, applies to translate allusions and enigmatic folk similes.

A. English to Chinese 

Sword for Damocles            (达摩克利斯的剑-----临近的危险)

Whistle in the dark
(夜行时吹哨-----壮胆)

Play Cupid
                   (扮演丘比特------当媒人)

Aladdin’s cave                (阿拉丁的宝洞------财富的源泉)

Skeleton in the cupboard
(衣橱里的骷髅------家丑)

roll out the red carpet
            (铺红地毯-----隆重欢迎)

(as) like as an apple to an oyster     (像苹果和杜蛎一样-----截然不同)

      pull someone’s chestnuts out of the fire   (替某人火中取栗-------替人冒险)

B. Chinese to English                                                                        瘸子担水                  (cripples carrying water-step by step)

   盲人瞎马                  (a blind man and a blind horse- rushing headlong to disaster”)

 小葱拌豆腐                (shredded shallot mixed with tofu- one is clean and other white)

   叶公好龙              (Lord Ye’s love for dragon-pretended benevolence and righteousness, be not sincere.）

   芝麻开花                (be like sesame flowers-shooting up higher and higher)          一是一, 二是二            (one is one and two is two- to speak frankly)

做一天和尚, 敲一天钟       ( so long as one remains a monk, one goes on tolling the bell- you can pass muddle along.)

3.4 Foreignized mothod
Actually, Foreignized method is a special translation method, which is used when the regular translation methods are not effective at all. The use of Foreignized method is the way to reduce the rhetoric of the original language to achieve the interpersonal communication and many vivid metaphors and similes, historical stories, and constructive rhetoric idioms in English, all of them are translated by the Foreignized method only. All these idioms are difficult to translate, according to Cheng Yongsheng.(程永生, 2005.8) It is a method that retains the original meaning of idioms without keeping the form of the original one. Sometimes, source language and target language express the same meaning in different words and forms. On the occasion, it is difficult to properly translate it into the target language without changing the forms and words. What’s more, owing to the influence of cultures, we can not retain the literal meaning of source language when we translating. In the case, we are able to change the image of source language and give another image for the reader who is familiar to. Sun Ping said that we should not give up totally the outside form of original language when we did foreignized translation.(孙萍,2001) Thus we can express the aim of source language and give the connotation. For example;

1、 English to Chinese

“ When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” If we translate it literally. We may puzzle “why there is Rome” other than other places. In fact, the meaning of the idiom is “入乡随俗”. In practical translation, we can use it according to different conditions. “Handwriting on the wall” comes from Bible. If  I do not know the story hided behind. We may say “写在墙上的子”, but after knowing the story, we know it means “不详之兆”. “A cat on hot bricks”, from the idiom, we get an expression that a cat is walking on bricks. It is difficult to get the true meaning “热锅上的蚂蚁” if we do not know the cultural background. “Don’t count your chickens before they are hatched.” The idiom comes from a story that a girl thinks of the things she want to do while she headed a pot of milk to sell. But her milk spill at last. The true meaning of the idiom is “夜长梦多”.

“Pay through the nose” if we translate it literally, it may means “通过某人的鼻子注意到”. It is actually means “付出高价” after knowing the background. “The dog that will fetch a bone will carry a bone”, we have known the cultural background about “dog” in Britain. Here we can not translate “dog” and “bone” literally. Only we give up its literal meaning and image meaning can we get the connotation of the idiom. That is “在你面前说别人坏话, 也会说你的坏话”. For example: the literal meaning and rhetoric meaning of “have an ax to grind”(别有用心) are hardly figured out by Chinese. The idiom could translate directly into“有一把斧子要磨”. It is, however, totally different from the real meaning. It is said that the idiom derive from the childhood of America statesman-Benjamin Franklin: a man wanted to grind his ax, but he said that he did not know how to grind the ax, thus the young Franklin tried his best to help him to turn a hundred pounds of the grindstone for many times. During this time, the man flattered Franklin. However, when the ax was grinded fiendishly, the man mocked at Franklin and said: “I ask you to do this on purpose”, then he turned his body and went immediately. From then on, the idiom changed gradually into the metaphor meaning “心怀叵测，别有用心”. It is identical to Chinese, many idioms should translate by the reduction method, speaking relatively, we understand western culture more familiar than western people understand Chinese culture. Seeing above, we should be familiar to backgrounds of western and Chinese culture before we translate the idiom rather than take it for granted. All those idioms given above reflect some expression similarities of English idioms and Chinese idioms.

2、 Chinese to English

望子成龙”, in China, the most respectable animals should be the dragon and the phoenix. The dragon stands for the emperor, and the phoenix for the expression. Almost all Chinese people regarded themselves as the descendents of the dragon, but to English speakers, the dragon is a kind of cruel and ferocious animal who stands for the wicked. For the case, we should translate it as “ to expect one’s son to become an outstanding personage” in English.

“天有不测风云” Target language readers do not know what is expressed if we translate it word by word. Because “风云” in Chinese is difficult for westerners to understand. The connotation of the idiom is “something unexpected may happen any time.”
“有眼不识泰山”, as we know, mountain tai lies in Shandong province. The ancient people in China regard mountain Tai as the representative of great mountain, which stand for honored person or valuable things. Nowadays, very important person or great person are often likely to Mountain Tai. The story of“三个和尚”comes from the traditional folk stories. We can find as equivalent translation in English “One boy is a boy, two boys are half a boy, three boys are no boy at all.”  When we translate, we should make know it is metaphorical meaning of this kind of idiom.

3.5 Literal Translation
Literal translation is a translation method by which the rhetoric characteristics, national characteristics and regional ones are kept in the target language without breaking the language rule and influencing the expressive effect. Literal translation is helpful to keep the figure and color of original language according to Bao Huinan said "I will analyze it from two aspects. Firstly, human beings in the world share common culture, in other words, cultural similarities are the overlaps of cultural features between source language and target language and they are in the same physiology characteristics and living environments."（包惠南，2001）So many idioms we can use literal translation to adjust positively. These are similar in expression of words, grammar and their imagination.

A. English to Chinese

Black market                   （黑市）
To strike while the iron is hot       (趁热打铁) 

Double- faced                   (两面派)                           Example is better than precept      (事实胜于雄辩)

(as) free as a bird                (像鸟一样自由)

Blood is thicker than water         (血浓于水)

Still waters run deep              (静水流深, 大智若愚)

B. Chinese to English

        火上加油                      (to pour oil on the flame)

        被牵着鼻子走                 （to be led by the nose）

        轻如鸿毛                      (as light as a feather)

        赴汤蹈火                      (go through fire and water)

        多多益善                     （the more the merrier)

        工夫                         （kung fu）

Secondly, with the development of the whole world, and the international communication of different countries, some specific things are gradually understood and accepted by other nations. The differences of cultures are becoming smaller and smaller. In the case, literal translation is the new tendency of new period.

A. English to Chinese

Baptism of fire                  (炮火的洗礼)

Bottle neck                     (瓶颈)

Pandora’s box                   (潘多拉的盒子)

Armed ti the teach                 (武装到的牙齿)

A wolf in sheep’s clothing           (披着羊皮的狼) 

Like father, like son             （有其父必有其子）

B. Chinese to English

      一人得道, 鸡犬升天          (ever the dog swaggers when its master win favor)

      坐山观虎斗                 (to sit on the mountain and wht the tiger fight)

      雪中送炭                   (to offer fuel in snowy weather)

      山高皇帝远                 (the mountains are high and the emperor is far away)

      江山易改, 本性难以          (mountains can be removed and Oceans can be land filled, but one’s nature can hardly be changed)

4. Conclusion
With the development of the whole world, the deep communication of different countries is gradually important .Because every countries have their own languages and cultures, the translation work is play an important role as a bridge in their communication. As we know, English is this kind of language that was used all over the world. And Chinese is a language which was used by the largest number of people. The translation work is helpful to the development of languages. Idiom is a special language form. It closely connects with cultures. The differences of Chinese and English idioms lie not only in expressional ways, vocabulary, grammar and rhetoric devices but also their cultural backgrounds. The translation of different languages is not only helpful to the communication of different cultures but also the development of languages. More attentions should be given to find out the similarities and differences of the two cultures before translating. The form of translation words is not so important as it express the true meaning of source language. When we preserve and transmit culture of a country, we’d better use literal translation. On the other hand, we could choose some other ways to translate idioms when we need express their meanings correctly. In this way, we are able to get the right understanding of idioms. Getting better understanding of source language is of importance to exactly translate it to target language. The paper is to show the differences of English and Chinese idioms. I want to get some common understanding of the importance to know the cultural backgrounds before we translate idioms. 
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