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Abstract

The study of ethnic proverbs in intercultural communication in English has recently become a promising
research perspective. Chinese media in English, which communicate China’s message to the world,
abound in native proverbs. In media coverage of international issues Chinese proverbs present an
effective tool of China’s interaction with other countries. Proverbs convey China’s standpoint indirectly
but firmly and may be viewed as China’s discursive strategy in media-based international discourse. The
research deals with the questions of intercultural and international pragmatics of Chinese proverb
quotations in Chinese media in English. The analysis was done on China’s intentions with native proverb
quotations and other countries’ reactions to the proverb utterances.
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Introduction

China’s five thousand year civilization treasures a great number of proverbs, which can draw a clear
bottom line to almost every situation. The research on Chinese proverb quotations in Chinese media in
English proved that in contemporary China proverbs are employed in both inter-personal and
international communication. Native Chinese proverbs have become conspicuous in Chinese media in
English where they are quoted in their English translation, their close English match, through a statement
of their meaning, or an interpretation of the meaning reformulated in other words, or through a
description of a fable behind the proverb. Chinese media in English are a form of intercultural and
international communication, in which China addresses a global English-speaking community. Proverbs
in such media may present a powerful device of rhetorical interaction with other countries by
demonstrating China’s standpoint in either a mild roundabout way, or a firm and rigorous manner.

A lot of Chinese native proverbs are used in media coverage of international issues. Chinese media in
English readily quote predecessors’ wisdom which is encapsulated in proverbs to reveal China’s attitude
to international events described to the rest of the world. Proverb quotations on international relations
may be viewed as cross-culturally transmitted pragmatic hints: first, at the nationwide people’s support of
the expressed position, and second, at China’s long-standing, traditional course of politics. Proverbs may
help convey China’s habitual attitudes in international discourse and sustain its interests in dealing with
international issues.

Intercultural pragmatics of proverb quotations poses the questions, which are of crucial importance for
effective cross-cultural interaction: why and how an addresser-culture quotes native proverbs, and what
reaction they may evoke with other culture(s), addressee(s). The combination of these factors in each
particular case determines whether the proverbs quoted provide pragmatic success or lead to a
communication failure.
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The objective of the present paper is to investigate intercultural pragmatics of Chinese proverbs quoted on
the topic of China’s international relations in Chinese media in English. The English language through
which China speaks to the rest of the world in its media may present some problematic issues. Global
communication in English is the realm where many different types of cultures meet and interact.
Quotations of Chinese proverbs may be regarded by other cultures as either appropriate or inappropriate
to the situation. The proverb message may be either properly perceived or misunderstood. In the latter
case a possible outcome may be a wrong reference inferred from the proverb quotation.

It should be noted that for the purpose of intelligibility the term Chinese proverb is habitually used in
English in reference to many different types of Chinese idiomatic and set expressions|[1]. More
specifically the word proverb refers only to Chinese siyl known as “phrases or sentences that are widely
employed by the general population in colloquial discourse, whose actual meanings are more than the
sum of their parts, are mainly employed in expressing ridicule or criticism, and whose structure is
relatively fixed” (Jiao & Stone 2014: viii). The other terms occasionally used in Chinese media in English
are Chinese idiom which denotes a four-character literary idiom and Chinese saying which refers to a
literary quotation, or an aphorism.

In this research we employ the concept Chinese proverb as a generic one, and we use other terms to
specify the type of a proverbial expression, if needed.

1. Area Description

1.1.Global Extension of Proverbial Knowledge

Communication as a research priority of the modern era generated a genuine interest of scholars for
proverbs in speech, their pragmatic functions, and spheres of circulation. Since the late 20th century W.
Mieder has done considerable research on proverbs cited by well-known politicians (Mieder 1997, 2005,
2010), and showed the significant role of proverbs in the political and international life of the twentieth
century. The scholar points out that proverbs as “a powerful verbal tool in the hands of politicians”
become “a two-edged sword, employed both as a positive and negative device to influence, if not
manipulate, citizens” (Mieder 1997, p. 4). L. Jiao and B. Stone (2014) gave an example of the pragmatic
power of proverbs in China. The proverb uttered by Deng Xiaoping, the leader of China in 1978-1989,
became a prescription to the nation: “Using syl in certain special situations can work wonders. For
decades, countless politicians and economists argued over a still-socialist China’s adoption of a capitalist

path and were unable to resolve certain resulting theoretical questions. However, with one siyl, A~ 2

MWEas, R F R (it does not matter whether a cat is black or white so long as it catches
mice), Deng Xiaoping promptly settled the dispute” (Jiao & Stone 2014, p. X).

Proverbs quoted by politicians due to their quick dissemination through media and translation into
different languages enable them to address people not only in their home countries but also abroad in a
colloquial and appealing to a common sense way. The sphere of international politics proposes a
challenging topic for studies on proverbs as tools of intercultural communication in international rhetoric.

The study of diverse ethnic proverbs has proved its importance for both practical application and theory
of intercultural communication. Much attention has recently been drawn to the role of African proverbs as
a conflict resolution mechanism in ethnic and interethnic relations (Adegoju 2009; Makamani 2013;
Ademowo & Balogun 2014; Almayjir). Arabic proverbs presenting a great deal of knowledge about
peoples’ traditions, values, and beliefs are studied in their cultural, social, political and religious aspects
(Kassis 1999; Brosh 2013). The efforts of scholars have also been drawn to cultural and cognitive
interplay in studies on worldview reflection in proverbs (Honeck 2013; Ma 2011; Wen 2012). This kind of
research contributes to developing intercultural awareness of people belonging to different cultures.

Proverbial knowledge has developed into an extensive, empirically diverse field associated with a broad
range of social sciences and humanities. Intercultural communication scholars have become stakeholders
in the study of proverbs due to recent conspicuous dissemination of proverbs of different nations beyond
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their native languages and cultures (Piirainen 2005). The traditional ethnographic position would have
been to ignore the issues of ethnic proverbs quoted in other (non-native) languages. As Nancy Bradbury
(2002) states, “ethnographic researchers believe that proverbs must be studied in the context of the
cultural practices of the group that uses them” (p. 272). But the “context of the cultural practices of the
group” currently extends far beyond communication in native languages. This situation is becoming quite
common in the contemporary globalized world, when countries are trying to promote their cultures by
means of internationally spoken languages.

Global languages serving as a means of intercultural contacts are currently targeted by a notable variety
of ethnic proverbs. Contemporary communication in English on an international scale (internet,
international media, etc.) employs ethnically diverse proverbs in remarkably large numbers either for
single use or for multiuse purposes.

How all these proverbs are used in a globalized world dominated by English and how they should be used
to sustain conflict-free communication avoiding misunderstanding, not bringing about unwelcome
analogies, and not inflicting undesired affects are some questions that may be posed as contemporary
grave concerns to intercultural communication researchers and experts.

1.2. Chinese Proverbs in Intercultural Communication

Intercultural communication is extremely sensitive to unsuccessful proverb quotations and their
inadequate perception, and each case definitely calls for in-depth scrutiny. Pragmatics deals with the
‘addresser — addressee’ interaction, as well as a distinction in semantics of the utterance, which this
interaction entails. Intercultural pragmatics suggests that the addresser and the addressee belong to
different cultures, and this will frequently result in a much wider gap between the addresser’s intentions
and the addressee’s perception, than if they both belonged to the same culture. Proverbs, if misused or
misunderstood in intercultural communication, intensify the problems and failures of interaction.
Although the basic human experience imprinted in proverbs is channeled along the same lines and the
generic truth of culturally diverse proverbs is clichéd and globally comprehensible, the proper use of
ethnic proverbs as well as adequate decoding of their meaning in intercultural communication remains a
problem, which sometimes discourages both users and researchers.

In this paper the study of Chinese proverbs is based on the assumption that they are intentionally and
purposefully quoted in Chinese media in English, the target audience of which is not only, but mainly
foreign (non-Chinese) English-speakers.

Why do Chinese media in English readily quote native Chinese proverbs? There may be quite a number
of different factors involved. Proverbs pragmatically serve as messages of China’s judgments and
vehicles of Chinese values to the rest of the world. They are based on many generations’ experience.
China’s cultural identity may be expressed through national proverbs. They draw a clear top or bottom
line in media coverage.

One of the reasons why proverbs are much favored in Chinese media is probably because these
expressions of people’s wisdom belong to the most indirect strategies of reasoning and persuasion, and
they perfectly suit China’s high-context communication in Edward Hall’s (1989) dichotomy of high-
context and low-context cultures.

On the other hand, a huge pragmatic dilemma arises here, since in such media China’s high-context mode
of communication encounters the lower-context communication of the English-speaking world. So, the
addresser and the addressee belong to drastically different types of cultures.

How this works with proverbs was investigated in a case-study in the article of O. Nikolaeva and E.
Yakovleva (2015). One of the results achieved was that Chinese media in other languages should
carefully consider the appropriateness of proverb quotations and should thoroughly estimate the degree of
indirect culture-based information, which is transmitted by proverbs and which the target audience is
capable or incapable of grasping, sharing, and abiding by. However, the question still needs thorough
investigation based on much broader empirical data.



2. Material

Chinese proverb quotations on China’s international relations were studied in the material of China’s
mass media in English (2011-2015): The Xinhua, The China Daily, The Global Times, The People’s
Daily. From media coverage of international events which concerned China’s relations with other
countries we selected quotations marked as a Chinese proverb, a Chinese idiom, or a Chinese saying.

We selected only those proverb quotations which expressed China’s view on a topic. The number of
different Chinese proverbs analyzed for this research was sixty two items. The total number of media
proverb quotations including all cases of repeatedly used proverbs in different articles was more than four
hundred.

Verification of proverb origin and meaning was based on ten dictionary collections of Chinese proverbs:
A Big Dictionary of Chengyu (1985); Chinese Idioms (Guanyongyu) Dictionary (ed. Wen 2004); Chinese
Proverbs (Yanyu) Dictionary (1981); Chinese Proverbs (Suyu) Dictionary (ed. Wen 1986); Chinese-
Russian Phraseological Dictionary (ed. Gotlib & Mu 2007); Dictionary of Ancient Sayings (ed. He 1988);
Dictionary of Famous Sayings (ed. Zhou 1989); Encyclopedia of Ancient Literary Quotation, (ed. Zhao
1984); Chengyu and Shuyu Dictionary (ed. Liu 1992); ABC Dictionary of Chinese Proverbs (Yanyu) (ed.
Rohsenow 2003).

We also analyzed non-Chinese mass and social media (2013): The New York Times, The Indian
Broadcasting Network, The New Delhi Television Ltd, independent and foreign policy blogs, to see the
reaction to Chinese proverb quotation.

3. Procedure and Techniques

The intercultural pragmatics analysis of Chinese proverbial quotations in Chinese media in English
involved the following procedures which highlighted the role of China as the addressor and the roles of
other cultures as the addressees:

¢ displaying the ways in which Chinese native proverbs were cited in English to secure their
intelligibility;

¢ studying the appropriateness of proverb quoting in Chinese media in English;

e ‘acase study’ analysis of different perceptions of a Chinese proverb in the USA and India;

¢ an analysis of Chinese intentions in proverb quotations in the media coverage of international
events.

The techniques by which we analyzed the proverb quotations were of different types. We used a
dictionary of Chinese proverbs to determine exactly what Chinese proverb corresponded to a quotation in
English. Then we stated the dictionary meaning of the Chinese prototype and the contextual meaning of
its media quotation in English.

For example, the Chinese prototype for the quotation “one hand alone can't clap” cited in The Global
Times (Chinese spokeswoman blames Japan for tension 2013) was identified as —4> ELE 454, whose
dictionary meaning was the responsibility lies with both parties. The contextual meaning of the quotation
in The Global Times was stated as “Japan has failed to engage in negotiations”, inferred from the article:
“However, ‘one hand alone can't clap,” Fu said, quoting a Chinese proverb to indicate that Japan has
failed to engage in negotiations” (Chinese spokeswoman blames Japan for tension 2013).

From the article we also inferred the key concept actualized by the proverb quotation. In the example
above it was proposed as relationship rifts, judging by the logic of the article, its headline and semantics
of phrases, for example, “current tensions in bilateral relations”, or “breaking the two nations'
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consensus”, etc. (Chinese spokeswoman blames Japan for tension 2013). A key concept was always
context-dependent and not inherent in a proverb.

After stating the key concept highlighted by a proverb quotation we considered values expressed by
proverbs in media context. We classified them into positive values and anti-values, fraught with an
undesired effect. The proverb quotation “one hand alone can't clap”, which actualized the key concept
relationship rifts, represented the anti-value group.

We also tried to show pragmatic function, which Chinese proverbs performed in media regarding inter-
state and international communication. For instance, anti-values, as in the case above, serve in media as a
warning of undesired outcome.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Intelligibility as a Pragmatic Imperative of Quoting Chinese Proverbs
in English

As stated in the prior sections Chinese proverbs are usually transmitted in English in the following ways:
an English equivalent of a Chinese proverb, a close English match, a literal translation, a statement of the
meaning, a roundabout description of the meaning, or the fable, an original quotation in Chinese (never
solely). The choice is determined by intercultural pragmatics, and intelligibility, in the first place. A
Chinese proverb should sound intelligible so as not to be lost on the target audience. The English
language and the worldview it conveys impose their limitations and require transformations of proverb
structure, imagery, message, etc.

To exemplify the intercultural requirement of intelligibility, context-conditioned concerns, and the
author’s pragmatic intentions accompanying quotations of Chinese proverbs in Chinese media in English,
let us consider the idiom Wu and Yue in the same boat (#=#[5]4%}) cited in The China Daily on the China-
Japan relationship (Hong 2014).

To describe China-Japan relations by this Chinese proverb, the author introduced it gradually in several
steps. First, in the headline, the author cited its close English match being in / sharing the same boat and
set the generic frame of the narrative — “Japan, China can share the same boat.”

Second, the author referred to Japanese media, which had earlier described “the China-Russia relationship
as a kind of*“%&if[w] £}, or being in the same boat” (Hong 2014). Later in the text the idiom was
explained: “the proverb alludes to an episode in ancient China in which combatants from the warring
states of Wu and Yue found themselves in the same boat on a river in a storm. Despite their hatred for
each other, they agreed to lay down their weapons for common passage” (Hong 2014).

When readers were sufficiently prepared to perceive the proverb adequately, the author employed images
of the warring states of Wu and Yue in a description of Sino-Japanese relations: “The people of Wu and

Yue states offer a lesson for us in modern times: When they bent their energies in a single direction, they
weathered the storm. This is the approach China and Japan should take today” (Hong 2014). To top it off

the idiom characters 3 ] fi}cited twice in the English text can be recognizable by the Japanese.

The proverb Wu and Yue in the same boat was the author’s good pragmatic choice, because it conveyed
historical hints not inherent in the English idiom being in / sharing the same boat. So, the English
counterpart (given as a topline) helped secure intelligibility, while the Chinese proverb realized culture-
biased intentions, i.e. pragmatic hints of former warring states.

In The Global Times the same idiom was quoted in a form of the fable interpretation: “Vice Premier Wang
Qishan, noted the need for the United States and China to act together amid the global economic crisis by
citing in Chinese a Chinese idiom ‘Taking the same boat through rain and wind’” (Language, cultural
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exchange warm up China-US strategic, economic dialogue 2009). The author pragmatically stressed the
aspect of survival through joint efforts in overcoming difficulties. The pragmatic implication was two-
fold: firstly, it was an allusion to Chinese wisdom, and secondly, it resonated with a proverb familiar to
the English speakers being in / sharing the same boat.

The intelligibility of the proverb quotation as a keystone to pragmatic success was achieved by accurate
presentation of the proverb, by adequate recognizable analogy, and by appropriateness to the situation.

4.2. Pragmatic Appropriateness of Proverb Quoting: a Case Study

Official mass media coverage of international relations is a very delicate field of communication where
everything is important. This holds particularly true for the media in a non-native language which target a
primarily foreign audience. The appropriateness of quoting a native proverb in such media is a tool of the
addresser’s pragmatic strategy aimed at bettering interaction for the addresser’s benefit.

The analysis of Chinese media in English on international events proved China’s balanced approach to
proverb quotations in press, which in some cases results in omitting them intentionally. If proverbs
convey harmful or undesired attitudes for international interaction they may be excluded from press
releases, may be reduced, or may be substituted with a non-proverbial description in media coverage. In
such cases the contextual message of the proverb quotation does not correspond to China’s intentions and
prognostic estimation of addressees’ reaction. This is where the high-context communication of China
encounters the low-context communication of the English-speaking world.

This may not seem an outstanding revelation, except for the admission by this simple fact of the power of
proverbial judgment for sensitive international sphere, and hence the potential conflictogenic role of
proverbs. Although conflict resolution and conflict management functions of proverb have recently
become an urgent research topic (Adegoju, 2009; Almayjir, 2014; Ademowo & Balogun, 2014), the
conflictogenic potential threat of proverbs has yet to be estimated in a special study. When misused or
abused, proverbs are capable of inflicting damage to international communication. Equally damaging is
inadequate perception, i.e. the misunderstanding of the ethnic proverb’s message, an incorrect reference,
or ideologically-biased implications, etc.

The difference between the effects produced by a Chinese proverb in India and the USA was selected for
a case study, or instance investigation. The case concerns the proverb a distant relative may not be as
useful as a near neighbor, which was quoted by the Prime Minister of China Li Keqiang about India-
China relations at the gathering of business leaders in New Delhi in India in May of 2013.

India was a direct addressee of Li Keqiang’s speech, and the proverb quotation primarily referred to the
shared border of India and China. The Indian Broadcasting Network (CNN-IBN) cited the proverb used
by Li Keqiang in the context of partnership and cooperation between neighboring India and China: “He
[Li Keqiang] also quoted a Chinese proverb — a distant relative may not be useful as a near neighbour — to
emphasize on the relations between the two neighbours” (India, China have far more common interests:
Li Keqiang 2013).

In the United States, judging by the commentaries from the social media devoted to political issues, the
effect produced by the proverb was quite different. A distant relative was perceived as an unwelcome
analogical hint: “And Li topped off the wooing by recalling a Chinese proverb about how a distant
relative may not be as useful as a near neighbor, a reminder of the attractions Beijing holds out compared
to what Washington is offering” (Karl 2013).

The similar attitude was expressed in the following social media fragment: “Li today quoted a Chinese
proverb that “a distant relative may not be as useful as a near neighbour,” clearly trying (no doubt
fruitlessly) to wean India away from the US” (Elliott 2013).

Viewing the proverb quotation as a hint concerning Washington (as a distant relative) could also be traced
in The New York Times commentary: “In a veiled reference to efforts by the United States to strengthen
ties with India, in part to serve as a check on China, Mr. Li said that a country can “choose its friends but
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not its neighbors.” “There is a proverb in Chinese that a distant relative may not be as useful as a near

neighbor,” Mr. Li said” (Gardiner 2013).

The official Chinese media in English (The Global Times, The China Daily, The Xinhua) issued an
extensive account of the Prime Minister’s visit to India but the proverb was never cited in the event
coverage, most probably because of the undesired perception of the proverb in the United States. The
contextual effect produced by the proverb quotation through international media in English caused
misunderstanding, which required some explicit explanations. The social media wrote: “The People’s
Daily underscored the point by editorializing that the United States should not be jealous of a China-India

combination” (Karl, 2013), “because the two countries did not want to be America’s “enemy” — they just
hoped for cooperation” (Elliott, 2013).

So, the difference in the perception of the same proverb quotation by different countries resulted
primarily from international relations, both global and bilateral interactions (China — India, or China — the
USA).

The other factor which should not be underestimated in proverb quoting is difference in the modes of
perception which different cultures display. The high-context mode of communication assumed as
appropriate in relation to one country-addressee may lead to a communication failure on the part of other
countries-addressees. Correspondingly, the allusions brought about by the proverb quotation may also be
perceived differently by the potential addressees.

Pragmatic appropriateness adds to the overall complexity of proverb quoting in intercultural context, and
as the example showed, should not be ignored, especially in the field of international relations.

4.3. Chinese Proverb Quotations on China’s International Relations

In the material studied, Chinese proverbs were used as comments on Sino-American and Sino-Japanese
relations, China diplomacy in Asia and China interactions with each of the neighboring Asian countries,
international situation in the Middle East, Europe, Latin America, the Caribbean, Chinese contacts with
various international institutions and organizations (WTO, EU, UN, ASEAN). Sino-Japanese relations
were characterized with the highest frequency and largest diversity of Chinese proverb citations, followed
by Sino-American interactions.

Some media quotations of Chinese proverbs conspicuously demonstrated the significance of cooperation
and conflict-free state-to-state relations. Other proverb quotations were allegoric disapproval of some
countries’ actions. China’s pragmatic intentions were actualized through proverbs focused on either
positive-value concepts or contrastingly anti-value concepts depending on the international event and
China’s attitude to the event. Positive-value concepts directly identified China’s position towards the
desired global and bilateral relations, while anti-value concepts served as proxy concepts, which by
predicting bad outcome contributed to managing the conflict situation. Let us consider both groups in
detail.

4.3.1. Positive-value Concepts Actualized by Chinese Proverbial Quotations

China as the second largest economy plays an influential role in various parts of the world. Native
proverbs quoted in mass-media on China’s attitude to global international situation and various local
events declare China as being a stakeholder of peace and stability in the world on the one hand, and of
win-to-win partnership with other countries on the other. This follows from the fact that 62% of the
selected Chinese proverbial quotations on international affairs (categorized in six groups as in Table 1)
accentuated positive values in inter-state relationships.

Table 1: Positive-value Concepts Actualized by Chinese Proverbial Quotations on International Affairs

Concept Example of proverb quotation in Chinese proverb  Proverb
English prototype type



neighborhood, friendship, A good neighbor is not to be traded 4R B4 A suyu
Sfamily-like relations for gold

A friend in need is a friend indeed EBE LA A chéngyt
harmony and partnership Seek harmony without uniformity FIT A géyan
security, peace Peace is of paramount importance KT K chéngyu
unity Unity is Strength B Bk chéngyt

If two people unite as one, their — NJEOEF) géyan

strength is powerful enough to cut Wi 4

metal ’
patience, modesty One loses by pride and gains by W, iz gfyan

modesty
success, prosperity Bring prosperity to the nation and GEEIRe chéngyt

bring the security to the people

The core message which such proverbs communicated in mass media focused mostly on common human
values as shown in the example below, where two Chinese proverbs — Xinjiang yanyu 25 ik, T fia

(harmony holds the key to success) and yanyt i &3, Foifi & (a good friend is an invaluable asset) —
were used about China-Eurasia economic development:

Chinese Vice President Li Yuanchao on Monday delivered a speech at the third China-
Eurasia Economic Development and Cooperation ... “Harmony holds the key to success.”
Over the years, Eurasian countries have been committed to fostering a stable and secure
environment for development ... China is committed to common development through
mutually beneficial cooperation. The Chinese people often say that, “A good friend is an
invaluable asset.” (Li 2013).

The proverbial imagery which helped convey universal human values was based on emotionally positive
action (wish well, get rich, prosper, foster, gain, not to be traded for gold, etc.). An agent in such proverbs
was associated in people’s minds with kind and respectful relationships (neighbor, friend, family
(member), a wise man, great souls, etc.). The proverbs abounded in complimentary characteristics of the
agent, of the action, and of the key concept (precious, peaceful, near, invaluable, powerful, paramount,
important, true, better, etc.).

To illustrate the point let us present the quotation by the Chinese President Xi Jinping on the concept of
China-Asia security, in which the yanyt 33 3, 4FE4FEF (neighbors wish each other well, just like
family members do) was used:

He meanwhile vowed China's firm commitment to the path of peaceful development and the
win-win strategy of opening up, and expressed China's willingness to develop friendly ties
and cooperation with other countries on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Co-
existence ... Quoting a Chinese proverb, Xi said, ‘Neighbors wish each other well, just like
family members do’ (Sun & Yao 2014).

The quoted proverbs were either allegoric or non-allegoric, but in both cases highly intelligible to the
cultures-addressees. In the following fragment on China’s attitude to the economic relations between
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Greece and Europe, Europe was allegorically presented as afamily (yanyl % i1 J3 252%), which China
wanted to see united, peaceful and prosperous: “There is an ancient Chinese proverb saying ‘a peaceful
Jamily will prosper.” Chinese Premier Li Keqiang said to EU leaders that China would like to see Greece
stay in the eurozone and would be willing to play a constructive role in efforts toward that end.” (*Vital
Greek Solution Can Only Be Found through European Compromise’ 2015).

The family frame was actualized by the Chinese expressions ] WiE L% & (even if bones are broken,

something is still connected by flesh) and Ifil #¢ F 7K (blood is thicker than water) in comments regarding
the relations across the Taiwan Straits: “Compatriots across the Straits are ‘brothers who are still
connected by our flesh even if their bones are broken’as a Chinese saying goes. They are a family,
because blood is thicker than water.” (‘Cartoon commentary Xi-Ma meeting: New chapter in history of
Cross-Straits relations’ 2015).

Both non-allegoric and allegoric frames were combined in the Vice President Li Yuanchao’s speech about
China-South Asia relations: “...in China, proverbs such as ‘peace is most precious’ and ‘beat swords into
ploughshares’ reflect the philosophy of peace cherished by the Chinese nation” (‘Li Yuanchao's speech at
the Commemoration of the International Day of Peace 2013 & China-South Asia Peace and Development
Forum’ 2013).

Both quotations, the non-allegoric aphorism géyén attributed to Confucius DL 435 (harmony is most

precious), and the allegoric chéngyt %481 %2 (beat swords into ploughshares), communicated the
message that harmony and peace in the region were of great value.

In mass media discourse some allegoric proverbs developed into a scenario as in the fragment from
“Speech by Chinese President Xi Jinping to Indonesian Parliament” (2013) which contains the quotation

HZAR, ETZKR;, WEZE, T 21 (abig tree grows from a small seedling; and a nine-
storeyed tower is built out of soil):

... as a Chinese saying goes, “A big tree grows from a small seedling; and a nine-storeyed tower is built
out of soil.” To ensure that thetree of China-ASEAN friendship remains evergreen, the soil of social
support for our relations should be compacted.

The example above is a scene-sequence in which China-ASEAN friendship was explicitly presented as,
first, the tree which should remain evergreen, and, second, implicitly as a nine-storeyed tower built out of
the soil of social support.

The important result was that proverbs revealing positive values were of rather low diversity but of high
frequency, and the same habitual proverbs (twenty three items out of sixty two in total) with slight
variations were recurrently quoted in comments on bilateral relations of China with different countries.
The function of such proverbs from the perspective of intercultural pragmatics was a positive
confirmatory one, i.e. declaring China’s positive intentions to pursue a stable and peaceful cooperation.

4.3.2. Anti-value Concepts Actualized by Chinese Proverbial Quotations

On the other hand the complexity of international situations in different parts of the world bestowed on
proverbs a conflict-managing function through actualizing anti-value (i.e. conflict-related) concepts. They
were found in 38% of the analyzed Chinese proverbs quoted in media as in Table 2.

Table 2: Anti-value Concepts Actualized byChinese Proverbial Quotations on International Affairs

Concept Example of proverb quotation in English = Chinese proverb = Proverb
prototype type

rivalry No two rival tigers can exist in the same — A suyu
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domineering Letting state officials set fire only while not Bk A~ sdyu
allowing common people to light a single ) ey
lamp ‘Ltl:ﬁﬁili‘\k‘]‘

fragility of peace, An ant hole causing the collapse of a great FHZIE, BT géyin

threat, war dike e
The war-like state, however big it may be, Bk, IR géyéan
will eventually perish T

relationship rifts While the tree craves calm, the wind will AR XA L géyén
not subside

distortion Lose an axe, and blame the neighbor 22 BEAL chéngyu

impatience Those who lack patience will not get the DA TIE suyu
hot tofu i

The proverbs focusing on conflict-related concepts may be viewed in intercultural pragmatics as
admonition, remarks of caution, or advice which are the tools of conflict-managing strategy. The example

below, which contains the géydn T H 2, T H/T ‘an ant hole causing the collapse of a great dike’,
meaning ‘huge damage from a moment's negligence’ (caution remark), proved that the concept of
fragility of peace was one of the great concerns:

An injured person is evacuated to Rambam hospital in the northern city of Haifa, Israel, May
31, 2010. Clash happened on Monday morning between an international Gaza aid flotilla
and Israeli navy, causing at least 19 casualties, Israeli military confirmed. ... History,
especially that of the Middle East, has repeatedly proved one ancient Chinese proverb: one
ant-hole may cause the collapse of a thousand-kilometer-long dike (Deng 2010).

The research provided evidence that proverbial quotations, which actualized the conflict-related concepts,
were of higher diversity (thirty nine items out of sixty two in total) but of lower frequency, and this makes
a difference in comparison with proverbs focused on positive-value concepts. Conflict situations on an
international scale are of wide topical and referential diversity and multiple are the causes leading up to
them. This may be the reason why a greater variety was found among proverbs that actualized conflict-
related concepts.

The proverbial imagery and frames of such proverbs could not be reduced to certain types, and instead of
visible uniformity of the positive-value proverbs, they demonstrated heterogeneity of prototypical
situations, which proved more frequently allegoric and culturally-specific. Let us illustrate the point with
a quote from the article entitled “China and the U.S.: Who threatens whom after all?”” (Yang 2011)

At present, US aircraft carriers are plying far and wide across the world, including those swaying at
China’s main “entrance gate” but the growth of the Chinese nation’s corresponding defense power has
been treated with an overbearing logic of “letting state officials set fire only while not allowing common
people to light a single lamp,” as another popular Chinese proverb goes.

China’s attitude to increasing global influence by the USA was allegorically presented by the siyt i

MBI A B 5T (only officials are allowed to light the fire, and common people are not), which
proved that one country domineering was viewed as an anti-value concept. The proverbial analogy served
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as a sign of the addressor’s awareness of perceived inadequacy of the situation and the addressor’s
intention to admonish the addressees.

The imagery and the allegoric frame of the proverb are unique to China’s culture, for the saying goes
back to a historical episode during the reign of the southern Song dynasty.

By the following proverb quotation about Sino-Japan relations the anti-value concept of rivalry was
actualized:

An old Chinese proverb goes that no two rival tigers can exist in the same mountain.
However, China’s rapid growth in economic, political and military terms has made it such a
tiger. This tiger will have to co-exist with an existing tiger for quite a long time to come.
Japan will have to accept this reality and learn to co-exist in a peaceful manner with China.
(Chen 2015).

Culturally-specific were the images of two strong tigers associated with the mighty states of China and

Japan. The allegoric situation expressed by the Chinese siyl —[[] /%5 .} (no two rival tigers can exist
in the same mountain), continued beyond the proverb, and developed into a scenario. Imagine one strong
tiger on a mountain, then another strong tiger coming along. The two rival tigers were seemingly unable
to exist on the same mountain, but the final scene of the scenario demonstrated the urgent need for co-
existence. The proverbial quotation expresses an admonition which is a strategic tool of preventing
conflict situations.

The cognitive structure of conflict-related proverbial quotations proved to be dichotomous, which makes
the difference with positive-value proverbs. In many cases the dichotomy based on cognitive oppositions,
which were universally intelligible, such as set fire - not allow to light a single lamp; big war-like state —
perish;tree craves calm — the wind will not subside; or two rival tigers. In other cases dichotomy involved
‘cause and effect’ culturally-specific experience: lack patience — not get the hot tofu, lose an axe — blame
the neighbor.

Dichotomy-based structure served as a strategy of reasoning in conflict managing, which reflected
undesired consequences and displayed negative oppositions.

Conclusion

When studying Chinese proverbs in an intercultural communication perspective, scholars have
traditionally been engaged in cross-cultural comparison of proverbial images (Liu 2013), conceptual
in/comparability of Chinese proverbs with their counterparts in other languages (mainly English or
American) (Li 2000; Yu & Guo 1999), and investigation of the national worldview, values, and
stereotypes reflected in proverbs (Lee 2015; Weng 2008). Such works may become a solid base for
research on the use of Chinese proverbs in an intercultural context. However, this kind of analysis is still
rare in Chinese proverb studies.

Extensive citation of Chinese proverbs in English media has inspired new research ideas. One of the
challenging issues concerns the intercultural pragmatics of proverb quotation. Since Chinese media in
English are a form of intercultural communication and media coverage of international events is a means
of international communication and both are extremely sensitive to discursive failures, the use of ethnic
proverbs in such media should be appropriate to the situation and their meaning — intelligible to the
addressee-cultures or nations. Ethnic proverbs quoted in English may become the keystone of pragmatic
success in intercultural communication but they may also provoke an undesired effect if they are misused
or abused.

Chinese native proverb quotations in English media have also posed the general question of the
compatibility of different cultures’ communication patterns when communicating in English. On the one
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hand, the English language per se imposes a certain mode of thought expression. On the other, Chinese
media transmit China’s views, Chinese cultural values, and Chinese national identity in English using
Chinese traditional discursive norms, lavish proverb quotation being among them. When different types
of cultures (low context or high context) interact in English, the mode of communication should be finely
tuned to reach understanding. People belonging to different cultures should be aware of each other’s
discursive patterns.

Global communication in English as a lingua franca facilitates a dialogue across cultures and countries
but the concrete outcome of any interaction is in no small measure determined by the competence in
intercultural pragmatics.
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