The Chinese PAINLESS: A Corpus-based Analysis
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Metaphorical extensions often happen in the language over time. Metaphor research in the past
largely focused on the metaphorical mapping of domain information (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and
often on the nouns or verbs being mapped, but in many cases, metaphorical extensions could occur
subtlety in other parts-of-speech. Lyons (1977: 550) said that metaphorical extension of a sense “is no
more predictable by rule than is the creation of a new compound lexeme.” Extensions in the modifiers
or adjectives are often less noticed than those in the nouns or verbs. Furthermore, metaphorical
extensions do not often have parallel development. For example, in this study, we found that wuatong
‘painless’ (#fJE) could extend figuratively to modify money, investment, and learning, while the
opposite of it tong (JiF) or tongkli ‘pain’ cannot ‘un-negate’ the painless meaning in witong (f#Jq).

In this paper, we analyzed the word wutong () that appeared in the United Daily News (UDN)
(BrE%1:5%E). The data (342 instances) were collected in the recent 10 years (2008-2018). We also
looked at the definitions: Watdng means ‘painless’ or ‘analgesia,’ in which the latter is a medical term
that means ‘the loss of the abilty to feel pain while conscious’ (taken from
https://itw.ichacha.net/%E7%84%A1%E7%97%9B.html). Similar to its English-equivalent medical term,
witong in Chinese is also often used in medical field. Many examples are related to the reduction of
physical pain, with uses such as wutongji (f£Jg7) ‘soothing agent’, watdong baya (fjEik o) ‘a
painless extraction of teeth’, wudtong fénmian (fJE574%) ‘painless labor’, etc. While some examples
referring to the characteristic of the noun being modified were also seen (e.g., wutongxing huangdan
(FEEEE) ‘painless jaundice’, witongxing qingtan (ffjg [4#€EE) ‘painless paresis’, etc.), some other
examples refer to the mental state of ‘feelingless’ wutong wigéan (fEjgit)s;) and some are disease
names (X MdyE e TE) (CIPA). Among these, ‘feelingless’ has developed into ‘ignorant’ meaning.
(TENERERE  SE SR TRANET - R - ).

Although the literal disease-related meanings still dominate about 80% of the data, the figurative
use has changed from mental state to the following uses (1).

(1) (a) fEfzd g 1B E 2RV E P 2EEE - B iR A2 ‘painless learning’
(b) EFEPE A - SO ECiE 2T HI4ERE - ‘a method of queuing that is painless’
(c) £t 3 G P IRETH4) > P 4 GiREEE » 2l g FAa - ‘painless upgrade’
(d) e L#aER - BRI ASE=)7AFE T iEE |, 220 EERess R - A RR - 2
MS NAPEARE TH&E—%], » FEE G E T Skype - ‘A transformation (computer)
program that is painless’

These uses are unrelated to pain, but to ‘difficulty’ — in other words, the sentences mean ‘without any
difficulty’ or ‘with the lowest possible trouble’ (FEP/RF~ » SEfEINEZ A M dT » [HEUIEHI A= ZE
KE).

As mentioned, these findings show that ‘pain’ is a trouble. What people need in today’s world is
something that can be adopted ‘painlessly’ or ‘troublelessly’ or ‘without any difficulty’. If we put these
meanings back to the disease-related uses, one could also mean that child-birth, extraction of teeth,
etc. are becoming more ‘friendly’ and ‘troubleless’, a connotation that encourages the society to accept
them.

References
Lakoff, George & Mark Johnson (1980). Metaphors We Live by. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Lyons, John. (1977). Semantics. Volume 2. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



