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Abstract

Metaphor is not only a linguistic phenomenon, but also a cognitive phenomenon of human beings. This
paper attempts to compare the similarities and differences between Chinese and English love
metaphors, and to explore the factors leading to the similarities and differences. It is found that there
are both similarities and differences in Chinese and English love metaphors. The similarities are
caused by the common physiological and psychological characteristics, physical and social
experiences of human beings. The differences result from the fact that Chinese people and westerners
have different cultural experiences, including differences in cultural origins, geographical
environments, historical backgrounds, legends and customs, as well as differences in language itself.
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1. Introduction

Modern metaphor theory holds that metaphor is not only a linguistic phenomenon, but also a cognitive
phenomenon of human beings. People use one concept to express another. Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
believe that metaphors are pervasive in daily life and all languages are metaphorical. When describing
the abstract thing “love”, people around the world use rich conceptual metaphors. This paper attempts
to make a comparative analysis of the similarities and differences between Chinese and English love

metaphors, and to explore the deep reasons for the similarities and differences.

2. The Similarities of Chinese and English Love Metaphors
The research of cognitive psychology proves that human cognitive process always develops from the
concrete to the abstract and from the known to the unknown. As an abstract concept, love has rich

symbolic meanings. There are many conceptual metaphors about love in both English and Chinese.
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Because of the common regularities of the mindsets, people around the world look at love from a
similar perspective. Therefore, there are many similarities between Chinese and English love
metaphors. That is, there are many common source domains in the metaphorical expressions of love in
the two languages. They are conceptual mapping processes from the same various source domains to
the target domain, which is love. In the following part, we will explore the same love metaphors in
Chinese and English with examples.
1) LOVE IS AJOURNEY
English: a. The marriage is on the rocks.
b. This relationship isn’t going anywhere.
c. We can’t turn back now.
d. We’re at a crossroads.
e. Our way lies where God knows.
Chinese: a. T EEIR 7
The journey of love is arduous.
b. il 74
To go our separate ways
c. MATRFIFFY, BHESIE, R 1 30 M.
They share weal and woe and have gone through 30 years of journey together.
2) LOVE IS A CONTAINER
English: a. She was overflowing with love.
b. They fall in love with each other.
c. She is filled with love.
Chinese: a. AN
Falling in love
b. WALk, BH —FATEERA M, AREIE .
Her heart is fluttering, as if there is an uncontrollable force surging within her body.
3) LOVE IS WAR
English: a. He attacked her, courted her.
b. He overpowered her.
c. He made an ally of her mother.
d. He won her hand in marriage.
Chinese: a. flZ&TAEMR 1 @i
He finally conquered her heart.
b. il A, K%
He attacked her and begged for love.
4) LOVE IS HEART

English: a. I love you with all my heart.
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b. I gave him my heart.
c. He breaks my heart.
Chinese: a. flAFCoLAHED
They are close to each other's heart.
b. ARATTH oA o
Their hearts are agreeable to each other.
c. flikIRAGIRMLL, FHFZRgA IR .
I tied the heart he gave me tightly with my lingering love.
5) LOVE IS MENTAL DISORDER
English: a. I'm crazy about her.
b. He’s gone mad over her.
c. ’'m insane about her.
Chinese: a. flAI1Z/FPIE .
They were madly in love.
b. WE LN T
Every woman in love is a fool.
6) LOVE IS APHYSICAL FORCE
English: a. They gravitated to each other immediately.
b. I was magnetically drawn to her.
c. I could feel the electricity between us.
Chinese: a. i 3ES 5 UBTIRIRIIR 5] 1 4k
Her beauty and temperament attracted him deeply.
b. JATE, At AREAT, EWELFEAT, AMYE? W, 2Rt eEiz
=W R ) S AR Z ?
Why, we ask, can the stars orbit together for eternity without hindering each other? The
attraction. It is the attraction that holds them together. Isn't love the strongest attraction?
7) LOVE IS AFLAME
English: a. I am burning with love.
b. She is his latest flame.
c. I don’t want to get burned again.
Chinese: a. RFLEA LK, REREKFEMSE T K.
You are like that fire and the blazing flames illuminate me.
b. A AGE UL mAT 3 — e, T R R4 o ) K AE
Love is not one heart beating another heart, but the spark of two hearts hitting together.
8) LOVE IS A DISEASE
English: a. I am heart-sick.

b. It’s a tired affair.
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c. Their marriage is on the mend.
Chinese: a. L& 1 HAH B -
He suffers from a heart disease of unrequited love.
b. AR, R MR R R, iEREIEEE, B A K
Love is a kind of disease, and it is a kind of virus that is difficult to cure, making me
yearn for it day and night and unable to extricate myself.
9) LOVE IS MAGIC
English: a. I was entranced by him.
b. He has me in a trance.
Chinese: Mt 4F- 154 BE 1A, BB IR 51 E fth
She seems to have a magical power to attract him.
10) LOVE IS UNITY
English: a. We are one.
b. We function as a unit.
Chinese: a. 1R —F, WRRK T —F, FALFAMR 2R .
You are my other half and I am your other half, so we form a complete circle together.
b. A5 A AT B2 XU — V)R — 4K, A s ORI -
The charm of love lies in the fact that the two lovers merge everything into one,
harmonious, pure, and forever dependent on each other.
11) LOVE IS NOURISHMENT
English: a. I am starved for love.
b. He hungered for love.
c. Lovers live by love, as larks live by leeks.
Chinese: a. %1, RAEHEFRN, BILRLT WAL NELGEN TR,
Love is a nutrient of life, which can make the previously dull life full of vitality.
b. EZfERLNGRIFIRTFA, BRI RR A, R AGIR IR, ka0 R
AT IR 7T
Love is the best skincare product for a woman, which can make her skin glow, her eyes
sparkle, and her soul more youthful and energetic.
12) LOVE IS APLANT
English: a. Our love flowered.
b. Her love keeps growing.
Chinese: a. 1 AUGRE BT, WA NRIE S KB AFERITE, EREG B RMER 1 6
Ko
Love is like a seed and no one knows what kind of flowers it will grow, but it will bring

colors to the whole forest.

b. HEEANZEE, 2 RERIR.
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Sugarcane becomes sweeter as you eat it, and love grows deeper as it lasts longer.
13) LOVE IS A PRECIOUS THING
English: a. You're my treasure.
b. I paid a lot for so little love.
Chinese: a. {4t} H C T A % #4s 1 .
He gave her all his love.
b. ZfHEAR], L5ELWH.
You can't buy love, for it's all about loyalty.
14) LOVE IS ABOND
English: The first time I went to church they threw water on my face, and the second time they tied
me to a woman I’ve had to keep ever since.
Chinese: % /& —{EH#;, ZFHM AL,

Love is an arrow that pierces both hearts.

3. The Characteristic Metaphorical Expressions of Love in Chinese
Due to the differences in culture and thinking patterns, conceptual metaphors have special national and
cultural characteristics. The following are some love metaphors that are unique in Chinese.
3.1 Love Is Spring
In Chinese, “spring” is used as a metaphor for love, but the metaphor “LOVE IS SPRING” doesn’t
exist in English. The following are two examples in Chinese:
a. [LEW/INE, FLIREN.
Recalling the time when she was unmarried, she was still a petite girl. Although she had a
longing for spring, her spring heart could still hold on to itself.
b. dFEFEORAME, B R,
Riotous spring cannot thus be shut in the garden;
There, a red apricot is stretching out of the wall.
“Spring” has the connotative meaning of “love between men and women” or “sexual desire” in Chinese.
Although the word “spring” in both Chinese and English has the associative meanings of “being
beautiful, happy, sweet, young, and energetic”, the Chinese connotative meaning of “spring” in the
above examples is missing in the semantic field of “spring” in English (Wang, 2001, p. 160). Therefore,
“LOVE IS SPRING” is a unique metaphorical concept in Chinese.
3.2 Love is an Agriculture Product
In Chinese, there are metaphorical concepts such as “love is an agricultural product” or “love is a part

of agricultural life”. However, westerners rarely use agricultural products as metaphors for love. For

example, in Chinese there are:
a. HRIGELITIE, WHERIKIAMG T

Spring silkworm till its death spins from love-sick heart.
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A candle but when burned out has no tears to shed.
(Lu & Xu, 2020, p. 122)
b. FZ AR, HMHRA. TEEYS, TERE!
How fresh were mulberries. With their fruit on the trees!
Beware, O turtledove. Eat not the fruit of love!
(Yan & Xu, 2020, p. 83)
In the two cases, “silkworm” and “mulberry” are used respectively to refer to love, which is closely
related to the fact that China has been an agricultural country since ancient times. Although there is also
agriculture in Britain, it is not the same as in China. Therefore, English love metaphors related to
agricultural production and life are also different from Chinese. For example, in English, there is
“bread-and-cheese marriage”, which means poor couple.
3.3 Love is Water or the Moon
In Chinese, there are metaphorical concepts such as “LOVE IS THE MOON” and “LOVE IS WATER”,
while in English, people use the metaphorical concepts “LOVE IS THE SUN” and “LOVE IS FIRE”.
For example:
English: a. the fire of love
b. You’re my sunshine.
Chinese: a. H5eAARKM L.
The moon represents my heart.
b. ZAHRE—WIASAE K, B ISk R BH AN H 5
Love is a lake of unwrinkled water, illuminating the sun and moon in one’s heart.
Although the metaphorical concept “LOVE IS FIRE” also exists in Chinese, Chinese prefers to use
“moon” and “water” as metaphors for love, while English prefers “fire” and “sun”.
3.4 Love is Fate
Chinese people regard marriage as a kind of fate, and people often say that “marriage is destined”, so
there is a metaphorical concept “LOVE IS FATE” in Chinese. For example, T R4 —2k% (A fate
match across a thousand miles is drawn by a thread).
In English, marriage is regarded as a kind of bond, so English has the conceptual metaphor “marriage is
a durable bond between two people”, as shown in the following examples:
a. Their marriage nearly broke up.
b. Their marriage lasted 60 years.
3.5 Love is the Unity of Two Inseparable Things
“The unity of two things” is one of the common sources of love metaphors in both Chinese and English.
There exists a metaphorical concept of "love is a whole composed of two parts" in both languages.
However, in the process of conceptualization, there are some differences between the two languages.
English emphasizes the complementarity of the two parts, that is, “love is a whole of complementary

parts”, such as the expressions “She is my better half’, “We are made for each other”. However,
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Chinese emphasizes the inseparability of the two parts, that is, “love is two inseparable things”, so
there are metaphorical expressions in Chinese as follows:
a. LAIFRNE, TR,
There are twin lotus flowers on one stalk on the top and twin lotus roots at the bottom.
b. AT XA EHE .
They are a pair of inseparable mandarin ducks.
3.6 Metaphorical Expressions Related to Historical Allusions or Conventions
In Chinese, there are some metaphorical expressions related to historical allusions or Chinese
traditional conventions, which can make the expressions implicit. The following are some examples:
a. ZGAEME, BRI BAZRM, Y&HHE.
The red beans grow in southern land.
How many loads in spring the trees?
Gather them till full is your hand;
They would revive fond memories.
(Lu & Xu, 2020, p. 98)
b. RIEPUK, tEHImE, ZHHEGH AR WA R K AR, XSRS !
Their tender love flows like a stream.
This happy date seems but a dream alliance between the two families by marriage.
Can they bear a separate homeward way?
If love between both sides can last for aye,
Why need they stay together night and day?
(Wu & Xu, 2020, p. 66)
c. BIRERIT, RS IHELSM, MR
Instead accompanying the family, she was willing to marry the hero and form a lifelong alliance
between the two families by marriage.
d. 45RNRZE, BEWASE.
To knot the hair together and become a husband and wife, without doubting their love and
affection.
The above expressions have special historical and cultural background, which are unique to Chinese
language and culture. To understand the connotations of them, one must know the related historical
allusions or customs.
In the first example, “red bean” is also known as “jequirity”, which is a symbol of the love or
lovesickness of couples or lovers. According to the Chinese legend, once upon the time, a woman cried
and died under a red bean tree, for she missed her husband who died in the frontier.
In the second example, the Chinese poet uses “Magpie Bridge” as a metaphor, which also originates
from an ancient Chinese legend. According to the legend, the Cowherd and the Weaving Maid, who

were once a happy couple, are now separated by the Milky Way. They can meet only once in a year on

66
Published by SCHOLINK INC.



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/assc Advances in Social Science and Culture Vol. 6 No. 3, 2024

the night of Chinese Valentine's Day when magpies fly together to form a bridge over the Milky Way.
In the third example, “a lifelong alliance between the two families by marriage” originates from the
Chinese historical allusion of the alliance and reconciliation between the Qin state and the Jin state
during the Spring and Autumn Period.

In the fourth example, “Knot hair” comes from an ancient Chinese marriage custom. In ancient China,

the newlyweds' hair is tied together at the wedding ceremony to bless their lasting marriage.

4. Reasons for the Similarities and Differences between Chinese and English Love Metaphors

4.1 Reasons for the Similarities

Modern metaphor theory holds that metaphor is essentially a cognitive phenomenon, which is a result
and tool of human cognitive activities. It is a cognitive activity in which human beings use the
experience of one field to explain or understand the experience of another field (Shu, 2003, p. 28).
Lakoff (1987) defines metaphor as the conceptualization of another domain by an independent domain.
“Conceptual metaphors are systematic mappings across conceptual domains: one domain of experience,
the source domain, is mapped into another domain of experience, the target domain” (Ning, 1998, p.
138). He points out that the structures that make up our conceptual system are derived from our own
experiences, and that the core of our conceptual system is directly derived from our experiences of
perception, physical movement\and social nature. Therefore, our understanding and interpretation of
metaphors should be traced back to our personal experiences.

4.1.1 The Same Physiological and Psychological Bases

It is found that the same metaphorical concepts of love in Chinese and English are rooted in the same
physiological and psychological bases of human beings. For example, both in Chinese and English,
love is conceptualized as a container. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue that human conceptual system
is largely based on ontological metaphors, and container metaphors are the most typical ontological
metaphors. Each of us is a container, and people project this concept to things outside the human body.
Thus, there is the metaphorical concept “LOVE IS A CONTAINER”. Similar examples can also be
found in English and Chinese. For example, Zoltan and Koveces compare the words for anger in
English, Hungarian, Japanese, and Chinese, and find that the words for anger in the four languages all
refer to the human body as a “container”, from which anger is a “gas” or “fire” that “erupts” (quoted in
Shu, 2003, p. 217).

The commonness of Chinese and English love metaphors stems from the common psychological base
of human beings. Chinese and westerners have similar feelings about love, so they all compare love to
mental disorders, fire, disease and so on.

4.1.2 The Same Physical and Social Experience

The commonalities of physical and social experience lead to similar metaphorical expressions in
English and Chinese. People of different nationalities live in the same world and share many of the

same physical experiences. When describing abstract things, metaphorical thinking helps people
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transform abstract things into concrete things, understand and experience unknown abstract things
through concrete experiences. “LOVE IS A JOURNEY”, “LOVE IS WAR”, “LOVE IS A PHYSICAL
FORCE”, “LOVE IS MAGIC” and other common metaphorical concepts in both Chinese and English
are derived from the same physical and social experience. Take the metaphorical concept “LOVE IS
WAR?” for example. People of different nationalities have the same feelings about wars. In a war, there
is losing and winning; there is attack and defense; there is conquest and being conquered, and there
may be war alliances. These same experiences have led people of different nationalities to produce the
same metaphorical expressions when talking about love. This shows that human beings have the
common ways of thinking, perspectives and cognitive models when it comes to love.

4.2 Reasons for the Differences

The differences of cultural experience are the cause of the differences between Chinese and English
love metaphors, Metaphor is a tool of human cognition, which is rooted in language, thinking and
culture. Allan (quoted in Wang, 2004, p. 60) believes that although our physical sensations give us a
starting point to experience the society, our perception of the world varies according to various cultures.
“The source domains of some metaphors not only reflect the cultural characteristics of the language,
but also form part of the culture” (Zhang, 2000, p. 31). Human perception of the world cannot be
independent of specific culture and society, so the metaphorical conceptual systems of different
cultures are inevitably different.

4.2.1 Differences in Cultural Origins

Chinese culture is deeply influenced by Buddhism and Taoism. In Chinese love metaphors, the Yin and
Yang theory in Taoist philosophy is particularly prominent. According to ¥i Chuan, an ancient Chinese
philosophical and ethical work, yin and yang are two contradictory forces and properties that exist in
the universe. Anything rigid, hot, upward, outward, bright, strong, etc., is yin, while anything soft, cold,
downward, inward, dark, weak, etc., is yang. In Chinese culture, yang is often used to refer to men and
yin is used to refer to women. Male and female, like yin and yamg in nature, are opposite,
interdependent, and inseparable. This idea emphasizes harmony under the unity of opposites. Therefore,
when describing love, Chinese focuses on the harmonious beauty of pairs, using mandarin ducks,
phoenixes, double swallows, twin birds (a mythical creature in ancient Chinese mythology) and so on.
Moreover, the philosophical thought of “Yin theory” in the philosophy of Laozi and Zhuangzi in
Chinese traditional culture is one of the contributing factors of Chinese preferring to use “moon” and
“water” as metaphors for love. Chinese people believe that love is beauty of femininity, so they use the
moon and water classified as yin to describe love.

In addition, the Taoist concept of predestined fate also affects the Chinese people's views on love and
marriage. Marriage is regarded as a kind of fate; therefore, in Chinese, there is the metaphorical
concept “LOVE IS FATE”.

Different from traditional Chinese culture, Western culture originates from Greco-Roman culture,

Judeo-Christian culture and modern industrialism. In English, the metaphorical concept “love is a
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whole of two complementary parts” is heavily influenced by the myth of Adam and Eve in the Bible. In
this myth, a woman is seen as a rib of a man. Thus, English metaphorically refers to the man and
woman in love as two complementary parts. In English, marriage is seen as a contract due to the
Roman culture's emphasis on human value and individualism.

It can be seen that the differences between the Eastern and Western cultural experience are major
factors leading to the differences in metaphorical thinking between Chinese and westerners.

4.2.2 Differences in Geographical Environment and Historical Background

Language is rooted in the social and natural environment, and various languages have been affected to
some extent by the unique natural environment (Wen, 2001, p. 127). Located in the Eastern
Hemisphere, China’s territory is mainly land, and the Chinese people have relied on agriculture for
their livelihood since ancient times. Therefore, there is the metaphorical concept in Chinese “LOVE IS
AN AGRICULTURAL PRODUCT”. On the contrary, the UK is in the north temperate zone, which is
an island country with an unfavorable climate for crops. Its agriculture is different from that of China.
Its crops are mainly wheat, so the staple food of British people is milk and bread. Accordingly, there is
a metaphorical expression “bread-and-cheese marriage” in English.

From a historical point of view, the differences in metaphorical thinking between Chinese and English
are also resulted from the historical differences to a certain extent. The Chinese nation had experienced
the feudal system for more than two thousand years. Under the imprisonment of the feudal ethics, the
expression of love is implicit and euphemistic. Britain has gone through the feudal aristocracy era, the
Renaissance era and the bourgeois revolution era, so British people are more extrovert when expressing
feelings. As a result, the Chinese people prefer to use gentle and soft things, such as “moon” and
“water” to mean love, while English use “fire”, “sun” and other passionate things to refer to love.

4.2.3 Differences in Legends, Allusions and Customs

Differences in legends, allusions and customs are another contributing factor of the differences between
Chinese and English love metaphors. Legends and allusions are usually unique to a language and
culture, with strong national characteristics. This makes some words of the language have the national
and cultural connotations related to the culture of the nation. The metaphorical expressions given in
section 3.6 are all based on allusions and customs peculiar to Chinese language and culture. In Chinese,
“spring” is used as a metaphor for love, but there is no such metaphorical expression in English, which
is precisely because “spring” in Chinese has the meaning of “love between men and women” or “sexual
desire”, while the English equivalent “spring” has no such connotations. Language is a carrier of
culture. When people use these historical allusions or customs to describe love, the metaphors used will
in turn bear the special national and cultural connotations.

4.2.4 Differences in Language Itself

Language is a system combining sound and meaning. Every language has its own phonetic and
semantic features. There are some differences between English and Chinese in the phonetic and

semantic features of words. In Chinese, some love metaphors are based on the relationship between the
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sounds and the meanings of some words by using homophony. For example, in Chinese, “silk" is used
as a metaphor for love, because the Chinese character 22 (si) which means silk and . (si) which
means miss have the same pronunciation. The famous line written by Li Shangyin, a famous poet in
Ancient China, “Spring silkworm till its death spins from love-sick heart”, expresses the deep longing
and endless love for someone. Another example is the use of “lotus™ as a metaphor for love in Chinese,
because the pronunciation of the Chinese characters 3% (/ian) which means lotus and 7% (lian) which

means love is the same.

5. Conclusion

Chinese and English love metaphors have both similarities and differences. There are several common
source domains in the metaphorical expressions about love in the two languages, because the Chinese
people and westerners have the same physiological and psychological bases, physical and social
experiences. Therefore, the mindsets of people who speak Chinese and English are similar. The
differences of love metaphors in the two languages are caused by the different cultural experience,
which in turn leads to the different ways of thinking. The comparative study of Chinese and English
love metaphors can help us discover the commonalities and differences in thinking between Chinese
people and westerners as well as the different cultural backgrounds behind the differences, which will

help us better understand metaphors.
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