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Abstract: Chinese idioms, as a national culture of concentrated essence, have the
nation’s unique cultural connotation. With the growing number of western and
eastern cultural connections, the idiom translation has become more and more
important between communications. Thanks to the different expressions between
Chinese and English, especially in terms of history, geography, religious beliefs, and
customs and so on, there are many significant differences in several aspects,
therefore, how to make the English national readers appreciate Chinese idioms and
feel the same way with native readers is the key to translate Chinese idioms. This
thesis attempts to explore the English translation of four-character idioms under the
guidance of Nida’s equivalent translation theory, and make an analysis of idioms
translation through the different methods.
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1 Introduction

To some extent, translation has existed since pebpyan to use different languages to
communicate with each other. As Theodore Savory, Jaanslation is almost as old as original
authorship and has a history as honorable and agler as that of any other branch of
literature.

In eastern countries, Strictly speaking, a trammtatheory in its true sense in China
originated from Yan Fuff&). Yan fu was a famous translator in the late Qiygasty, he
learnt French, western science and technologyudiady philosophy, natural science and social
science, he even went to the field investigatibraid a solid foundation to his later western
sociology of the translation.

He proposed the famous triple principles for tratish: faithfulness{g), expressiveness
(GX), and elegancefif). The so-called “faithfulness, expressiveness eledance”, with simple

words to explain: faithful to the original (faitihess), meaning accurately and smoothly
(expressiveness), having beautiful style and ski(legance).
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The translation principle of “fidelity” has beengerded as the first principle among the
Chinese and a western translator, Yan Fu's “faltt@ss” is the meaning of the faithful,
“faithfulness” emphasizes the original content nsmission, advocates in the process of
translation to sense of sense. The expression ghmmubf fluency and of acceptance. Yan Fu
uses “expressiveness and elegance” to show hig pbiview, “elegance”especially embodies
that Yan Fu pays attention to readers’ thoughtchthias caused wide attention in the Chinese
translation circle and produced far-reaching effect

In the west, at the end of eighteenth centuryBhtsh literary theorist Tytler proposed: In
good translation, the original advantages have lweampletely into another language, so that
another language belongs to the people can getaa ehderstanding of and strong feelings, and
used the original equality. American translatioadtist Eugene Nida Tatsuya pointed out: “the
so-called translation is from semantics to stylethie target language the closest natural
equivalent of the reproduction of the original imf@tion.” (Nida, 1964). The translation of
Chinese set phrases, namely from semantics to ddsemantic equivalence process, so that the
target language readers can be achieved the salmgyfeith the source language readers.

2 Equivalence Trandation Theory

Equivalent translation theory, which is the eatlifseory proposed by AF Taylor in
eighteenth century, and then has further developimg®\, Eugene Nida. The theory has great
impact among the Global translation researchersalse the theory pays more attention to the
recipient response but not the information in tenf, to some extent, it quelled long struggle of
literal translation and free translation.

Equivalent translation in the western translatidnd®s is a recommended translation
principle. It emphasizes the original works on pgoe influence and implications for receptor
equivalent translation. Equivalent translationhis focus of the two languages history behind the
culture, language habits, thinking emotional temgerand not dwell on the difference in
thousands of ways personality.

In Nida’s “The Theory and Practice of Translatiq@969), Nida's “dynamic equivalence”
was further elaborated: “in a dynamic equivalemaadlation, we ask the readers of the response
and the original readers’ reaction should basictidly same”. It is not difficult to find, Nida’s
translation theory emphasizes the “equivalent”, &oav, “Dynamic equivalence” was put
forward first. Later on, it was modified into “futicnal equivalence”.

In explaining the new concept of translation. Nfatat studies the nature of meaning and
language. According to Nida, language is used bydrubeings to map the cultural experience
of different people, and the nature of languagéres symbols enables it to express those new
experience and concepts that come from other laygguand cultures.
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With this view of language, Nida argues that eu@ng said in one language can be said in
another, and the form of the original message shbel adapted to the target language and
culture in order to communicate the meaning of iiessage effectively. This means that the
main focus of translation should be the intellifiipiof it, that is, a translation is intended te b
understood by the receptors. So the translatorldredways take into account of the reader’s
conditions when translating message.

In 1990s, Nida has improved his theory, taking iatwount the differences between the
original text and the translation text. He dividednslation level into two levels: “the highest
level and the lowest level.” Although in the actaianslation, it is difficult for us to get the
highest level of equivalence, but the lowest leigelthe minimum criterion of translation
equivalence.” To this point, we can define by Nitthe lowest level of equivalence refers to
readers to understand and appreciate the readdreasource text is how to understand and
appreciate the text information”. If the translatis not up to the standard, it cannot be called a
good translation. In his book, Nida has repeatsthgssed, in his definition, equivalence is not
absolute but relative.

Nida’s new concept of translation is expressedha following statement: Translating
consists in reproducing in the receptor language diosest natural equivalent of the source
message, first in terms of meaning and secondrinstef style. This definition of translation
clarifies the relationship between meaning and fdhat is, meaning has priority over form, and
in order to preserve the meaning, the form musthanged. In the concept of “closest natural
equivalent”, Nida proposes a new principle of ttatien-dynamic equivalence. He thinks that
the traditional principles of translation are mgiriented toward formal equivalence, which
focuses upon producing the formal and stylisti¢uess of the original language and culture. In
the new principle, the old focus is shifted frore florm to the receptor’s response. Hence, when
a translator translates or evaluates, the firshefg he should keep in mind is: Who will be the
reader of the translation and can he understandrémslation correctly? Then, the goal of
translation is to elicit from the TL (target langeg reader the same response as that of the
source language reader to the original message.

Translation is treated as a dynamic communicatiorcgss in which the relationship
between the message and the receptor becomesritral gwint of translation. This view is
different from the traditional ones in which traatsbn is mainly message-oriented. In order to
achieve the dynamic equivalence, Nida sets up &eibtage translational procedure
characterized by the famous deep-structure transfer

In summary, Nida’s theory is a systematic analggishe problems of translation, which
consists of its theoretical foundation, the defamtof translation, the principles of translation
and the procedure of translation.
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3 The Background of Four-character 1dioms

Generally speaking, four-character idioms are npadérived from ancient literature. The
meaning of a four-character idioms usually surpasise sum of the meanings carried by the four
characters, as four-character idioms are oftemately linked with the myth, story or historical
fact from which they were derived. As such, fouasccter idioms do not follow the usual
grammatical structure and syntax of the modern €d@rspoken language, and are instead highly
compact and synthetic.

Four-character idioms in isolation are often urligble to modern Chinese, and when
students in China learn Four-character Idioms hoetas part of the classical curriculum, they
also need to study the context from which the Fdharacter idioms were born. Often the four
characters reflect the moral behind the story rathan the story itself. As is known to all,
Chinese is heavily idiomatic, Chinese four-chanagleom is widely used both in writing and
speaking, it takes on various characteristics.

3.1 The Features of Four-Character 1dioms

Firstly, the four-character idioms are readily #&fale and conventional. To be specific, the
idioms “ZIEf7, “ 17i4<EFE and so on, are all modern generation, formatibidioms. As for a
handful of four characters, such &9, “ BZRFY, are possibly a long-term use.

Secondly, the four-character idioms should havenstrrhetoric function. The idiom has
strong expressive and special rhetorical effecttffe idiom judgment, people can not consider
the difference with the general language charastiesi As people usually say, if idioms can be
used well, it can be worth a few adjectives. Thiguanent simply reflects idiom’s economic
effect and rhetorical effect. The rhetorical funatiof the same idiom ideographic characteristics
related to the overall meaning of the idiom, literseeaning is often inconsistent, which makes
the person produce associative, concise and commsele effect.

Thirdly, the four-character idioms should be stégyped. For instance, the idiom in china
has the meaning of “has become”. The “type”, mairdfers to the number and order of
syllables. In the popular mind, an external formidibms is four syllables. “Stereotypes”,
emphasized the idiom parts and format, can notgadere, we say “stereotypes”, is mainly
about idioms’ formation — definitely four words. i more convenient and efficient to judge
from the external idioms’ form.

3.2 Applicationsin Trandlation of Idioms

Peter Newmark defines culture as: the way of lifd &s manifestations that are peculiar to
a community that uses a particular language ané@ns of expression. Culture manifests itself
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in patterns of language; the amazing developmehtafan history is mirrored to a large extent
in the development of the vocabulary. Calver Wdh#s once remarked, though by no means a
perfect mirror, the lexicon of a language remaimes single most effective way of approaching
and understanding the culture of speakers, therefdiom as a specialized form of language,
will naturally reflect its culture like all otheiikd of words.

As the most sensitive part of vocabulary, Englidlon may provide clues to people’s
history, geographical features, environment, custoreligion and literary works, etc. The
emergence of idiom is closely related with peopliss and their work. England is located on a
large island; its navigation was once most advamtéide history, people created a lot of idioms
that have something with water, sea or navigatghile Chinese people live on the mainland so
far, therefore, the “land” of “something with landppears in the Chinese idioms very much.

Besides, it is well acknowledged that idioms hagk national features; its figurative image
reflects the ethnic characteristics. Some of theges aren’t familiar with foreign culture, if you,
not for the target language reader to accept, dowpito the principle of equivalent translation,
we need to make some adjustments to the originagjénwhich can be converted into the target
language for translation readers who accept thg@m8uch as: Chinese Idiomif5 & to
describe things in general and the rapid developwielarge numbers. Because it is not English
native plants, the word “bamboo” is introduced frabiroad. If people use literal translation, it
would cause the barrier to understanding. Theretbre idiom in English should be spring like
“Mushroom” to reflect the same effect. The idioff %7 N, FFEKR", contains a “day” of
Buddhist terms. In Christianity as the religion tbgé British and American people, “God” is
people’s worship idol. Therefore, this idiom of Blism should be converted to Christianity in
the “God” to make the readers do not produce miststdnding, so as to achieve the
equivalence principle.

4 M ethods of Chinese ldioms Translation

In our native language, the Chinese four-charadiems play a very important role in our
life. Chinese idioms are mostly four-character mg) they are concise, vivid, powerful and
endowed with the imagination, and most of the ididmve a relation with ancient Chinese story
that makes the idiom of the translation particylalifficult. The translator should not only strive
to linguistic precision, but also has great knowlkedSo the Chinese idiom translation is complex
and out of the ordinary.

4.1 Literal Trandlation

It does not violate the language specification arrdr association rather than maintain the
original style of direct translation, in other werdhe translation tries to keep the original form
of the language, including vocabulary, sentencecsire, imagery, and verbal fluency. Literal
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translation in Chinese idioms translation is perfed for a literal meaning of the idiom
translation. Besides, it has the advantages ofivivage, easy to understand and original. Such
as ‘45" (play the lute to a cow), HiFExTIE” (exceed the proper limits in righting a
wrong), “FiEIME" (give up half way), “~3CF~4” (without a penny to one’s name),
“JEIFRCN” (cure the sickness to save the patien) & 3&)E” (cut the feet to fit the shoes). The
translation of four-character idioms is all corresged with their Chinese four-character idioms
in terms of vocabulary, sentence structure, imagerg verbal fluency.

4.2 Free Translation

Thanks to the influence of cultural factors on #lation, some idioms do not retain the
original statement of literal meaning and significa of the image, they cannot find synonymous
idioms borrowed as well, in this case, the originage can be replaced by another translation
image which readers are familiar with so as to egnthe original language meaning. For
example, % {EJi/K” usually refers to the big break, translated igtwlish is “to be shattered to
pieces”; “LHfE <" “to describe the situation of confusion”, withHaos” a word to express;
“SH¥-p k" in the English translation cannot be translatedrage, then translated into English
we should use short words to describe the mearfitigeovord: “to expect one’s son to become
an outstanding personage”.

4.3 Combination of Literal and Liberal Trandation

This method is one of the most important transtatieeans for adaptation in th@nslation;

it can have literal meaning, significance and imgiions of the image. The idiom can be
translated into other language according to litenglaning, but the translation will lose its
original meanings (metaphor and rich colors) thatokshe different cultural, social, historical
connotation, and make people feel confused, thesheeald adopt “combination of literal and
liberal translation”. For example,& A¥Z” can be translated into “A blind man on a blind
horse rushing headlong to disaster.” Its advantageavoid those who don’t understand Chinese
and retain the original image.

4.4 Borrowing Tranglation

It is one of the most commonly used methods ofnidtcanslation, namely they use words
from target language, which can make the translagiasy to understand. But if the translator
lacks a correct and comprehensive understandirtheofdioms’ cultural connotation, it could
easily lead to improper use.

As a result of human different feelings about tkimgd different social experiences, there
exist a lot of differences between English and €sénidioms, For some idioms, if the literal
meaning and significance of the image convey timeeseultural information, this idiom can be
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used “borrowing” in translation. As the Englishadi “Practice makes perfect” can be translated
into Chinese #HE/E15”; “Strike while the iron is hot” into T4 “fRiEA E” into
“Walls have ears”. These translations between Bhgknd Chinese idioms are in some
corresponding. Because of similar sources, these bame understanding. Besides, Chinese
idiom “fiz227Tfit" and the English “burn one’s boats” are both dedivfrom the bilateral
military strategy, so the usage and the meanitigeisame.

4.5 Rhetorical Transation

It is faithful to the original, the appropriate usksynonymous idioms, both original and
beautiful. To be specific, In Chinese idioms, thare often juxtaposed and dual structures,
which use two different metaphorical expressionthefsame meaning, the meaning is repeated
before and after. When encountering this kind tfadion, translators can use abridged method
to save juxtaposition, repetition, and retaining thasic means while avoid superfluous. For
example, $i5%§EE" can be translated into “wall of bronze”, insteafd“wall of copper and
iron”; “FXJE G can be directly translated as “gloomy facesp:Ff4207” can be translated
into “sighing deeply”.

4.6 Literal Translation with Annotation M ethod

Some literal translation of idioms may be ambiguamsl fuzzy, so filling the original
historical background and source can be a betfession of the meaning of original text.

Annotation is to retain the original national craeaistics and local color, for some contains
allusions to idioms, translation must fill its ownltural background in order to clear the intent.
In Chinese English translation, some Chinese alltosckgrounds should be added to assist the
specific notes. For exampleiff& &4E" can be translated into “To serve (the state df) iQ the
morning and (the state of) Chu in the evening’,alihinake readers difficult to understand, so
need to add “be quick to switch sides” with anriotat Thus translators should interpret this
context well.

5 Conclusion

Language is the expressional form of culture, aedmwhile, idioms are the same as poems
and other literary works which is the essence ofjlege. Chinese four-character idioms are
large and complex, for their meanings are very rdolcand distinctive. On the basis of the
equivalence translation theory, it is of great hielpmake the four-character idiom translation
easier and more precise. Of course, every idiom ehateep meaning and association, the
difficulty of translation is the differences betweeultures, so when translating, it is very
necessary to consider the different cultural bamligd and get to know the differences of
Chinese and English vocabulary.
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