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Challenges of Idiom Translation

Idioms are multi-word expressions whose 

meaning cannot be directly derived from the 

meanings of their component words 

• kick the bucket" means "to die“

Translating idioms from one language to another 

requires learning the mapping between the idiom 

in the source language and its corresponding 

idiomatic expression in the target language

• Literal word-for-word translation is not 

good

• Acquired and saved as translation lexicon

Challenges:

• Idioms exhibit varying degrees of semantic 

transparency 

• Cross-language differences in idiom usage 

and connotations add complexity to the 

translation task

Can we leverage large language models to 

mining possible solutions following a 

“standard” step-by-step procedure?



Adding the Semantic Analyses Step 

1. Semantic analysis using ontology [1] or FrameNet [2] on a Chinese idiom to identify key 

concepts and relationships such as action, purpose, outcome, and context. 

2. Generation of multi-word English expressions that reflect similar, narrowed-down, or broadened 

concepts and relationships. 

3. Selection of the top candidate for an English idiom that closely matches the meaning of the 

Chinese idiom.

Reference:

[1] Natural Language Ontology, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/natural -language-ontology/

[2] Berkeley FrameNet Website, https://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/

[3] Strategies for Translating Chengyu (Chinese Idioms), Jim Jones, https://www.ata -divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-

chengyu/



Chinese idiom "破釜沉舟“ direct output from GPT-40



Chinese idiom "破釜沉舟"

Ontology Analysis

Ontology analysis involves looking at the concept and its relationships with other concepts. The 

literal translation of "破釜沉舟" is "break the pots and sink the boats." This idiom originates from a 

historical event during the Qin Dynasty when a general named Xiang Yu ordered his troops to 

destroy their cooking pots and boats after crossing a river into enemy territory. This was done to 

eliminate any possibility of retreat, thereby motivating his troops to fight forward against the enemy 

as their only option for survival.

Key Concepts and Relationships:

Action: Destruction (of the boats and pots)

Purpose: Eliminate means of retreat

Result: Commitment to a single course of action, i.e., to fight forward

Context: Military strategy, determination, and resolve
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Chinese idiom "破釜沉舟"

Here are the top 5 candidates for an English 

idiom that closely match the meaning of the 

Chinese idiom "破釜沉舟“ based on the frame 

and ontology analyses:

• Burn one's boats

• Burn one's bridges

• Cross the Rubicon

• No turning back

• Go all in

•

Human Expert’s Translation

Reference: Strategies for Translating Chengyu (Chinese 

Idioms), Jim Jones, https://www.ata-

divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/)

• Burning one’s boats 

• Burning the bridges

• Point of no return

• crossing the Rubicon

https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
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Chinese idiom "刀山火海"

Ontology Analysis

Literal Translation

"刀山火海" translates literally to "mountain of knives and sea of fire."



Chinese idiom "刀山火海"



Chinese idiom "刀山火海"

Here are the top 5 candidates for an English 

idiom that closely match the meaning of the 

Chinese idiom "刀山火海 “ based on the frame 

and ontology analyses:

1. Run the gauntlet

• This idiom means to go through a series of difficulties or dangers 

to reach a goal, similar to facing a "mountain of knives and sea of 

fire."

2. Walk through fire

• This idiom conveys the idea of enduring extreme challenges and 

difficulties, akin to navigating through a perilous situation.

3. Face the music

• While this idiom primarily means to confront the consequences of 

one’s actions, it can also imply facing difficult situations head -on 

with courage.

4. Go through hell and high water

• This idiom means to endure severe trials and tribulations, 

reflecting the idea of facing extreme danger and difficulty.

5. Into the lion's den

• This idiom means to enter a very dangerous or hostile situation, 

similar to confronting a mountain of knives and a sea of fire.

Human Expert’s Translation

Reference: Strategies for Translating Chengyu (Chinese 

Idioms), Jim Jones, https://www.ata-

divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/)

• Literally meaning “mountain of knives and sea of fire,”

https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
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Chinese idiom "抛砖引玉"



Chinese idiom "抛砖引玉"



Chinese idiom "抛砖引玉"

Here are the top 5 candidates for an 

English idiom that closely match the 

meaning of the Chinese idiom “抛砖引

玉” based on the frame and ontology 

analyses:

"To cast a small stone to attract a gem“

"To plant a seed and harvest a tree“

"To give a penny and get a pound“

"To break the ice for bigger ideas“

"To offer a spark to ignite a flame"

Human Expert’s Translation

Reference: Strategies for Translating Chengyu (Chinese 

Idioms), Jim Jones, https://www.ata-

divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/)

“to get the ball rolling by starting with something of 

average value.”

https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
https://www.ata-divisions.org/CLD/strategies-for-translating-chengyu/
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Chinese idiom "不明觉厉"

Here are the top 5 candidates for an English idiom that closely match the meaning of the 

Chinese idiom “不明觉厉” based on the frame and ontology analyses:

"I don’t get it, but it’s impressive.“

"It’s over my head, but it’s awesome.”

"Sounds complicated, but it must be brilliant.”

"Looks mysterious, but it’s clearly genius.“

"I’m lost, but it’s obviously genius."



Chinese idiom "男女有别"

Here are the top 5 candidates for an English idiom that closely match the meaning of the Chinese idiom “男女有别” based on the frame and ontology analyses:

"Men are from Mars, women are from Venus.“

 This idiom emphasizes the inherent differences between men and women, suggesting that they are almost from different worlds i n terms of their characteristics, behavior, and 

thinking.“

To each his own.

 "While this idiom is more general, it can be applied to suggest that different genders have their own roles, preferences, or behaviors, which should be respected.

"Vive la différence!“

 This French phrase, often used in English, celebrates the differences between the sexes, suggesting that these differences ar e not only natural but also desirable.

"A woman's place is in the home.“

 Although outdated and controversial, this idiom reflects traditional gender roles, implying that men and women have distinct societal roles.

"Separate spheres.“

This phrase historically refers to the idea that men and women occupy different roles or spheres in life —men in public, professional life, and women in private, domestic life.



Conclusion

•

•

•



Thank you
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