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“OLDER GINGER IS SPICIER”: LIFE-VIEWS ON OLD AGE
AND AGING IN CHINESE PROVERBS

Abstract: While proverbial expressions have the commonality as the
“salt” of human cultures around the world, this salt has many nuances in
its flavor. Each of these flavors contains its local specialty, and together
they make our life diverse and joyful. Those specialties are the verbal
reflections of the fundamental beliefs and values in different cultures. In
this regard, exploring Chinese proverbs in general, and proverbs about
old age and aging in particular, helps understand the essence of Chinese
culture. Such an understanding is urgent in an age of global communica-
tion, where stories of conflict also increasingly occupy our attention.
With this conviction, the author first outlines the history of Chinese prov-
erb collections and studies, then examines a specific proverb, and subse-
quently concludes by connecting and analyzing the Chinese proverbs
about old age and aging and the four life-views that reveal the essence
of Chinese culture, with the emphasis on the polytheist/inclusive belief
system and its practical expressions in everyday life.

Keywords: paremiology, old age, aging, belief system, values, everyday
life, Chinese proverb

I. Introduction

The primary goal of this essay is to explore the Chinese views
of old age and aging through the proverb “older ginger is spicier,”
and to propose a theoretical framework for interpreting the con-
nection between Chinese proverbs and the fundamental beliefs
and values in Chinese culture. To do so, this essay first sketches
the present state of proverb studies in China — mainly in the field
of folklore studies. Secondly, it examines the traditional and con-
temporary concepts and proverbs about old age in Chinese history.
Third, this essay focuses on the origin, transformation, and current
circulation of the proverb in discussion. Finally, this essay argues
that Chinese proverbs about old age express the four life-views
which are rooted in the fundamental beliefs and values in Chinese
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culture. This study is expected to shed light on Chinese cultural
values in contemporary global and cross-cultural communication.

This essay is my first probe into the subject of Chinese prov-
erbs, and it arises out of a commitment to understand Chinese cul-
ture from its roots, and especially in cross-cultural context. The
central thought is that there is a dynamic force in the transmission
of traditions containing two intertwining aspects of vitality and
validity (Zhang 2009), and that there is a cultural mechanism of
self-healing through the means of traditionalization and historici-
zation (Zhang 2017). Further, these ideas are shown in the adap-
tion of local and imported folktales (Zhang 2014) and fairy tales
(2019), as well as in the integration of disciplinary paradigms
(Zhang 2018, 2020a, 2020b).

The motivation for this effort is four-fold: 1) comparative con-
sideration of the evidence in Wolfgang Mieder’s essay on “Age Is
Just a Number”;* 2) excitement of finishing translating and editing
a collection (in Chinese) of the essays by Wolfgang Mieder;’ 3) a
long standing interest in funeral rituals and rites de passage,' and
4) personal reflection to the process of aging. The evidences used
here are from collections in Chinese by Chinese scholars. In addi-
tion, this essay is expected to contribute to the studies of folklore
and aging in general because it is “only recently have researchers
begun to examine how folk traditions can play an important part
in making one’s senior years a positive experience and helped to
change the prevailing negative view of aging” (Lockwood 2018:
95), and attention is given to “creative aging” from folkloristic
perspective (Higgins 2018: 27).

As of now, the number of published studies of Chinese prov-
erbs, in both Chinese and other languages, is small relative to stud-
ies of other folkloric genres.’ Given the nature of this essay and
the length limit, I have decided to treat the subject of “the transla-
tions and studies of Chinese proverbs” in a separate article. In
brief, here are significant stages in the study of Chinse proverbs
in European languages:

a) the stage of philological works by the missionaries prior to
the 1930s, which included a number of translations and studies
(Wilkinson 1761; Davis 1822; Perny 1869; Moule 1874; Lister
1874-1875; Scarborough 1875; Dawson- Grone 1911; Brace
1916; Van Oost 1918; Plopper 1926; Edwards 1926), and with
some analytical studies (Smith 1902; Hart 1937);
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b) the stage of limited works between the 1930s and 1980s
(Chang 1957; Mateo 1971-1972; Eberhard 1967, 1985; Lee 1979,
1981; Ting 1972; Sun 1981; Hermann 1984; Kordas 1987), but
with some academic probes from different disciplinary perspec-
tives;

c) the stage of a surge of publications since 1990s, mostly in
the forms of collections or dictionaries (e.g., Kordas 1990; Weng
1992; Yan 1995; Paczolay 1997; Lau 1995; Osterbrauck 1996;
Wang 1996; Heng and Zheng 1998; Lin and Schalk 1998; Huang
1998; Clements 2001; Rohsenow 2001; Mah 2002; Rohsenow
2002; Herzberg and Herzberg 2012; Jiao and Stone 2014; Zhou
2016), but with some specific topical studies like proverbs about
women (Zhang 1992), power (Park 1998), and face value (Yan
1995).

Those previous works have pried open the lid on a treasure
trove of Chinese proverbs, even though there have not been
enough theoretical studies to establish a “field” of paremiological
studies of Chinse proverbs. Nevertheless, these translations have
mesmerized anyone interested in proverbs, because “In no country
does the proverb flourish more abundantly than in China,” as
noted by a scholar of Chinese literature (Hart 1937: xix). Further,
“Even more important, however, is their [Chinese proverbs’]
value as exhibitions of Chinese modes of thought,” as a mission-
ary in China observed (Smith 1902:6). Indeed, more than 7 million
proverbs were collected all over China in the late 20" century, as
further discussed below.

To establish a framework for this probe, I propose that the de-
velopmental history of Chinese proverbs be seen through four
chronological stages,® and that these four stages also represent the
four major sources of Chinese proverbs, which I would call “four
strands of Chinese proverbs.”” Of course, it is impossible to treat
these four stages/sources separately because most of the current
proverbs have evolved through different stages and changed in
form and/or meaning, with some even gaining opposite meanings
of their early forms as “counter-proverbs,” or being twisted with
different words to create different meanings for different purposes
as “anti-proverbs,” as will be seen in our proverb here, “older gin-
ger is spicier.”
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Stage and Source One: Classical Period (before the 7"century).

While the Oracle Bone Inscriptions (fl. 1300 - 1000 BCE)
contain some phrases that are related to the much later proverbial
expressions, the overwhelming majority of contemporary Chinese
proverbs are from written classics. It was also the time when writ-
ing styles were standardized and the technology of paper-making
and printing became mature, and when different schools of cos-
mic, philosophical and religious thoughts took root, such as Con-
fucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, Legalism, or other schools. For
example, more than 8,300 proverbs and proverbial expressions are
identified from hundreds of classical works and documents during
this period and the following pre-modern period (Wen 1989, first
two volumes).

The most significant collectanea during this period include the
following, to mention only a few. The Book of Songs (Shi Jing),
which is known to be edited by Confucius (551 — 479 BCE) con-
tains some proverbs that are still used today. For example, these
two proverbs from the chapter of Folksongs:

—HAR, M=KD A day without seeing (him) is like
three autumns!

IR UUAML, 2B When I am presented with a peach,

PF. I return a jade pendant.

This second expression was transformed into a more literary
form in a different piece in the chapter of Greater Odes (to the
Kingdom by the literati):

R, iz Present me a peach, I return a plum.
(He who gives me a peach shall be
rewarded a plum from me.)

As time went by, this form was further evolved into the unique
proverbial expression in the fixed-idiom form of four-character
(chengyu), as in this one:

BepkIR 2= Receive a peach, return a plum.
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Still further, more variants are developed from this meta-
phor, and they contain more ethical meaning than in the earlier
songs of love:

NEFR— R, FRAA— He who respects me once will be

XL respected ten times (from me).

K2 BE LR RMHIR A favor of a water drop is to be re-
turned with a flowing spring.

Some recent studies have paid attention to those classics as
sources of proverbs (Wang 2015; Sun 2013; Huang 2015; Yue
2015; Xu 1984; Wang 2010). Lun Heng (by Wang Chong 27-97)
and Fengsu Tongyi (by Ying Shao 1537-196) are two such classics
(Liu 2009; Wang and Gong 2014). Shui Jing Zhu (Commentary
on the Water Classic, by Li Daoyuan 466?-527) particularly rec-
orded many regional customs and weather proverbs (Xu 2009).

Proverbs related to agricultural production and weather, how-
ever, undoubtedly take the majority of the entire Chinese proverb
repertoire, given that the history and culture of China are substan-
tially based on agriculture. In the four most important agriculture
books.? there are numerous weather and agriculture related prov-
erbs and proverbial expressions (Han 2015; Tian 2009).° For ex-
ample, in one of the four books, Qi Min Yao Shu of the sixth cen-
tury, there are not only agriculture proverbs based on experience
and wisdom, but these proverbs are also integrated into Confucian
ethical values:

BhmAE, AufEsE Plowing without harrowing is
worse than damaging.

ALK R BT Plowing and hoeing, shining or
raining.

JBRES, SR, MIAH  Following the celestial timing and

JIb T Ih % AT 5181  measuring the earthly advantage,

, 57 M AG3R. there is more success with less
strength.  Following  emotional
mood against the Way, hard work
yields no harvest.

Also from one of the key Confucian classics Mencius (by
Mencius 3727-289 BCE) are these examples of integrating values
into those sayings:
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hyE, Fhz KFd; It is wonderful to grow the five

HIAAE, AR chief grains, but if they are not ripe,

FRAIMETF- M EL 2. they are worse than other low-level
grains. So is the virtue of human-
ism, its value lies in its maturity.

KEAHAF], #F]4A  PFortunate timing is not equal to ad-

an . vantageous location; advantageous
location is not equal to humane
harmony.

Regarding family life as a key venue for social and ethical
education in China, there has been a long history of “Family
Books” (jia xun) as a category of Chinese literature and moral
teaching. For example, The Family Book of the Yans (Yan Shi Jia
Xun) by Yan Zhi Tui (531-591) used many proverbs by quoting
“the ancients say” or “the proverb goes” (Yan 2011). In his pref-
ace, he said similar “family books” have been many, but he still
wanted to write one for his own family, even though it may seem
to be repetitious of the old sayings, by saying:

R TRE)R, KR IHER Build a room under a roof; set a bed
on top of a bed.

In talking about the importance of teaching young children
to love learning and be ethical, he first quoted Confucius’s words:

DEAERME, SIPRUIE  Teach the young the habit (of lov-
S ing learning), their habit becomes
natural.

and then quoted an ancient “proverb”:

Ak, #HLE. Teach a wife when she first enters
the house, teach children when they
are babies.

In punishing young children for their wrongdoing to make
them remember the lesson, he said that bamboo sticks could be
used to spank them, by saying:



OLD AGE AND AGING IN CHINESE PROVERBS 407

BEE AT A 2, T Strict and compassionate parents

EMAT AR ZE R make children respectful with awe
and filial.
This idea was later developed into:
BRI IR T Compassion and strictness together

bring up a good son.

Today, these expressions are still common, with a more col-
loquial sentence structure:

P T A strict father brings up a filial son.
FEFE R T 221 A filial son grows out of sticks.

To encourage learning, he quoted the proverbs from a story
written four centuries earlier:

Duke Ping of the Jin State (fl. 6™ c¢. BCE) once asked Shi
Kuang, a sagely master of music, “I am 70 years old. I have a
desire to learn, but I am afraid it is too late.”

“Why not hold a lamp?” replied Shi Kuang.

“How dare a minister make fun of his master?” said the Duke.
“As a blind man, how dare I make fun of my master? I have
heard that ‘7o love learning at a young age is like the sunshine
at sunrise. To love learning at mid-age is like the sunlight at
noon. To love learning at old age is like walking at night with
a lamp.” Walking at night with a lamp or without a lamp,
which is better?”

“Good advice, indeed!” said the Duke.

Therefore, those three lines have become popular proverbs, along
with these variants that are still commonly used:

s, WHH )% Learning as a young child is like the
light at sunrise.

ZMY#, WFMAAIT  Learning as an old man is like walk-
ing at night with a lamp.

Overall, the classics of this period are one of the four major
sources of proverbs in Chinese. The collection, categorization,
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and application of proverbs during this period are in line with the
use of other forms of oral traditions (e.g., folksong, legends,
myths, jokes) as ways of educating and reforming (jiaohua 1)
the folk with Confucian humanistic virtue (renf”) and observing
the reactions of the folk to the rulings of the governments by “ob-
serving the fashions” (guanfeng W), “listening to the music be-
ing played” (lingyi ¥ %), and “inspecting governance” (chaili %%

).

Stage and Source Two: Pre-modern Period (7" - 19" century)

The separation of this stage from the previous does not indi-
cate any discontinuity of the proverbial tradition, but is solely
done for the sake of emphasizing the widespread use of “folk lit-
erature” (suwenxue 1% 3L ) from the 7 century on, which is con-
sidered here as another major source of Chinese proverbs. This
term is used to refer to the widespread of non-classical Chinese in
writing as wells as in forms (genres) beside the orthodox poetry
and prose (Zheng 1938:1)."° This change is seen in the popular use
of semi-classical grammar and vocabulary, written records of eve-
ryday and/or strange stories, which laid the foundation for the de-
velopment of fiction writing in Chinese. Printing technology and
social mobility were among the factors that should not be ignored.
As a result, official and non-official written records during this
period contained numerous proverbs and proverbial expressions.

Extensive Records of the Taiping Era (Taiping Guangji Nt
J718) and Imperial Reader or Readings of the Taiping Era (Tai-
ping Yulan K F41%%), both formed during the tenth century, col-
lected nearly all literatures before the Song Dynasty (960-1279).
The former contains the well-known tale of Chinese Cinderella,
Ye Xian (ATU 510), first recorded in the ninth century.

The proverbs quoted in these two grand collections include:

—R— R T A bite or a drink, all predetermined.

—XGFE, — GG One chicken dies, another crows.

AR, HATEN"  Not saving the eclipse will catch
you in the rain.

HTABTK, MHiT A man of virtue does not use the

; mirror of water, but the mirror of

BF/KILMZ %, $T  people. The mirror of water reflects

NPT a face, the mirror of people tells for-
tune.
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Besides such encyclopedic collectanea, there are also some
specific collections of proverbs in this period containing proverbs
from the classics and contemporary variants or new proverbs.
They are representative of the development from classical literary
idioms to folk sayings or proverbs popular then, and some are still

used today:
%%KWﬁ,%ﬁﬁw
s N DN
SR, AR
IR AL AR

BEUHEHA T4, 84
= OF T

AARIEZ, AL
L, KA

T IRANRGE K

TG RENS, 15 A E A
P TS0, AR
REGHUE, NEIRLF
T HIEREE

Women'’s love wears out before the
mat is worn out, men’s love wears
out before the wooden wheel gets
rotten out.

A better respect from a guest is to
submit to a host.

Strength distinguishes horses, expe-
rience tells apart people.

Relatives afar are less beneficial
than neighbors nearby.

Loyal words are harsh to ear but
good for behavior, strong drugs are
bitter to mouth but good for health.
Trees are afraid of skin-peeling;
people are afraid of heart-hurting.
To do well, to do small.

(To get a thing done well, one needs
to lower his status or ignore one’s
status.)

Water from faraway can’t extin-
guish a fire nearby.

Marry a rooster, follow a rooster;
marry a dog, follow a dog.

No matter how tall a tree is, its
leaves fall to its roots.

New clothes are good, old spouse is
good.

Go a thousand miles to deliver a
goose feather.

Zeng Guang Xian Wen (irﬂl{fi) of the late 16™ and the
early 17™ century contained nearly 1,000 proverbs. Unfortunately,
there is no contextual information for each proverb in this
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collection. But many of those proverbs are still used today, and
many were translated into English (Perny 1869). Some examples
include:

MEETRMESTT, 532EJR 5 Hard to be friends, hard to be apart;
Ho ‘ ‘ easy to be together, easy to be apart.
TAGRKEIL, ILAGEEE  Dogs don’t see their owners’ pov-

Ho erty; sons don’t see their mothers’
ugliness.

WARIEEMNH K, AT Dried trees sprout when spring re-

PRSP/ DA turns; people can’t be young again.

FHAMET OF, ¥ No wrong doings all the time, no

e oA fear at door knocks at night.

Gu Yao Yan (Ancient Proverbs 1 VE1E) of the 19™ century by
Du Wen Lan (1815-1881) may be the most important collection
and study of proverbs during this period. It is also the most fre-
quently cited work in studying ancient Chinese proverbs. It con-
tains a total of 3,300 proverbs and proverbial expressions (includ-
ing ballads and rhymes) extracted from 860 ancient books with
references (Du 1958). Some examples include:

BICH, nIffi Money can drive devils.

FIBLEE K, NIERE 4 What is left behind by a leopard
when it dies is its skin, what is left
behind a man is his reputation.

U F T, RANERK A dry day on the fifth of the fifth
moon is a farmers’ joy.

WHEAHTT, BHITT  Good things don't get out of the

H house, bad things travel a thousand
miles.

While there are numerous proverbs recorded in many anthol-
ogies (Wen 1989), the attention from those collectors or even re-
searchers was mostly on the text or the intertextuality of the prov-
erbs (An 2008: 585), but rarely on the broad context of using the
proverbs.

Stage and Source Three: Modern Period (20" century)
The pivotal change of the Chinese language (e.g., standardi-
zation of pronunciation, new grammar, new vocabulary, new fonts
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and low cost of printing), and thus also of literature and arts, is the
movement of promoting baihua-wen (baihua for folk or oral
speech, wen for writing, i.e., writing literature as it is spoken in
everyday life, rather than in traditional classical Chinese) in the
early 20" century. This change was part of the New Culture Move-
ment that revolutionized Chinese traditional beliefs and values
and gave birth to modern folkloristics in China as well (Zhang
2018). As a result, this period also generated a large number of
new proverbs and variants of traditional proverbs, being the third
major source of Chinese proverbs. They are also vital in connect-
ing the past and the present.

Baihuawen, in contrast to classical written style, was pro-
moted to use folk or oral speech in writing as a new genre. Alt-
hough “baihuawen” is often translated into “vernacular,” it was
fundamentally about the reform of writing style, while spoken
style had a much longer history of being “vernacular.” Baihua had
been used to mean common speech in contrast to “official” and
classical style, while wen referred to writing. In fact, baihua began
from the Tang as seen in the non-orthodox writings (as a marker
between the first and second stages discussed above). By the early
20" century, with massive publication of new literature, baihua
(or baihuawen) had become standard in speaking and writing, and
largely formed the current “common speech” (putoghua) or
“Mandarin.”

This linguistic transformation is widely seen in the parallel
use of the fixed idioms as proverbs and folk sayings. For example,
the classical literary form of

PICEE A A Single palm [is] difficult sounding

was transformed into:

— A EER A One palm claps no sound; You
can’t clap with one palm. (cf, It
takes two to tango.)

Chinese paremiology can be seen to have begun in the early
20" century, with the publication of a few specific studies of prov-
erbs (Guo 1925; Xue 1936; Yue 2019; Chen 2019: 28). However,
most decades in the 20™ century in China witnessed wars and so-
cial instability, and all academic activities entered a traumatic
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period. It was in Taiwan where a prolific paremiologist Zhu Jie
Fan (/L1912 -2011) spent his lifetime and compiled an
eleven-volume ethnographic collection of Chinese proverbs, con-
taining 52,000 proverbs (Zhu 1989; Guo 1997).

China’s economic reform in the late 20™ century also posi-
tively influenced the development of Chinese folklore studies
(Zhang 2018). At least two dozen dictionaries or collections were
published in the last two decades of the 20™ century (Chen 2019:
30). A six-volume collection of proverbs from Chinese classical
literature included more than 20,000 entries (Wen 1989), and later
a one-volume dictionary with 15,000 proverbs (Wen 2011). How-
ever, the sources of these works are limited only to the classics
and well-known authored literature.

One important paremiological issue of this period is about the
definition and “author/creator” of proverbs by various scholars.
According to an authoritative linguist, yanyu (proverb) is seen as
a typical type of suyu (popular/vernacular/non-literal saying) (Lii
1987: 1), and, along with xiehouyu (two-part proverbs) and guan-
yongyu (fixed folk and proverbial phrases), is called suyu (Wen
2004:1). This view is widely accepted in linguistics, literature, and
folkloristics. Similarly, in regard to the authorship of proverbs, the
representative view in those academic fields is that “proverbs do
not have clearly identified authors, and are created collectively by
the folk” (Wen 2004: 9). In the most influential textbook of folk-
loristics, it emphasizes that “proverbs are collectively created by
the folk” (Zhong 1998:310), so states the official website of China
Folklore Society.'> This view is in clear contrast to what has been
argued since the 1930s by paremiologists such as Archer Taylor
and Bartlett Whiting who argue that “proverbs are not created by
the folk but rather by an individual” (Mieder 2014:28).

The unprecedented collectanea of proverbs in Chinese history
is the Grand Collection of Chinese Proverbs, as part of the trilogy
of the national project (i.e., folktale, ballad, and proverb, total of
298 volumes) directed by Zhou Yang (1984-2009). This proverb
collection contains a total of 7,180,000 proverbs (Ma 1990-2009;
Liu 2006)." Naturally, there are some shortcomings in this pro-
ject. One serious problem is that there is little contextual infor-
mation about the users and the situations of using those proverbs
(Chen 2019: 33), not to mention the origin or history of those
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proverbs. Clearly, this remains to be a task for current and future
paremiologists — indeed, this challenge is now being answered!

Stage and Source Four: Contemporary Period (21* century)

The problem of the previous text-centered collections of prov-
erbs without contextual information is now dealt with by another
ambitious national project, Treasury of Chinese Folk Literature
(Zhongguo minjian wenxue daxi), launched in 2017 by the China
Federation of Literary and Art Circles. It is expected to be com-
pleted in eight years with 1,000 volumes covering such genres of
folk literature as ethnic myths, legends, tales, ballads, proverbs,
epics, folk operas, and narrative and singing texts. This Treasury
includes written and oral materials of the past century. The inten-
tion is to collect what was not included in the previous Three
Grand Collections, with a guiding principle of “improving text
with annotated context” by collecting information about the time
and region of the use, meaning in use, along with related images,
to comprehensive contexts (Chen 2019: 34, quoting Deming An’s
words).

Obviously, the Treasury of Chinese Folk Literature is an ef-
fort of “looking backward” by reviewing the past. For example, a
review of the studies in the past 40 years specifically on ancient
proverbs lists dozens of publications on the topic (Zhao 2009:122,
Ma and Zhao 2019). Another review on proverb studies in the past
70 years reveals that a disciplinary framework for “paremiological
studies” is taking shape (Li 2001:30), as well as that of “history of
Chinese proverbs” (Fu 2018:117).

Two characteristics of proverb studies in this period can be
generalized here: in academic sense, the shaping of paremiology
based on folk literature and folklore studies. In a practical sense,
the wide use of counter-proverbs and anti-proverbs as well as new
proverbs, along with those standard or traditional ones, by means
of media technology of computer and Internet. This latter aspect
also constitutes the fourth sources of Chinese proverb repertoire.
In this regard, the dramatic social and economic changes in the
past four decades or so in China can be seen through the similarly
drastic change in proverbs.

The use of anti-proverbs in Chinese proverbs is uniquely pop-
ular and fashionable because of its linguistic characteristics, that
is, a higher percentage of homophonous (and/or tonal) words in
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Chinese than in any other languages. For this reason, a large num-
ber of symbols in Chinese culture are related to the homophones.
For example, apples (ping-guo) are used as gifts to mean “peace”
(ping-an) due to the sound-meaning connection of ping). Such
uses of anti-proverbs are getting even more popular in commercial
advertisements and media reports through the platform of Internet:

—M {5 Nyi ming jing ren To amaze the world with a single
ming= bird singing sound (act, feat).

(Or, To become famous overnight.)
— 315 Nyi ming jing ren  To surprise people (oneself) with a
ming = clear; bright clear vision.

(Anti-proverb: An advertisement of

a medical product of eye-drop.)
Bti.CoBrfiksui xinsuoyu  To follow your heart as you desire.

yu = to desire (A Confucius saying about being at
seventy.)

B -Ca FFrift sui xi suo yu To follow your heart to shower.

yu = to shower (Anti-proverb: An advertisement of

a shower equipment.)

Ironically, such anti-proverbs are often seen as “abusing” or
“misusing” traditional proverbs. There have been times when the
governments tried to ban the use of such fixed idioms or proverbs.
But the uselessness of those official rules proves that anti-proverbs
have their vitality because they are a dynamic part of the language.

As the world began the year of 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic
changed the world in many ways. Such a historical event is cer-
tainly most instinctively reflected in the use of anti-proverbs or
fixed-idioms, not only in everyday life,'* but also in official uses,"
for example:

NAZEEE Yiburong ci Justice can’t tolerate one’s dismis-
yi = righteousness sal of duty.

JEAZEE Yi bu rong ci Anti-proverb: Pandemic won’t let
yi = pandemic; epidemic itself be ignored.

{=#& Y )X Renzhiyijin  Humanism arrives, righteousness/
yi = righteousness justice is fully served/fulfilled.
=&)< Ren zhiyi jin  Anti-proverb: Humanism arrives,
yi = pandemic; epidemic  pandemic completely disappears.
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In addition, there are also some other characteristics of the use
of “new” proverbs in the recent decades: the adoption of foreign
proverbs through loan translation; even by the national spokes-
men, government newspapers and TV. For example, from the
most important newspaper/news media in China, there are uses of
the proverb “One picture worth a thousand words” (— BT 5
)'® with an exotic taste. However, the proverb in English has been
traced to its origin in the 1910s (Mieder 1989:6, 1990:208), and
studies show it to be from a Chinese proverb, "Hearing something
a hundred times isn't better than seeing it once" (H [#ANU1— )
(Stevenson 1949:2611). This circle of “new” proverbs is another
feature of the third and fourth stages/sources.

Contemporary proverb studies in China have continued those
conventional topics: a) proverbs studies as a field (An 2008; Wen
2000; Xu and Li 2016); b) proverbs of weather (Wang 2018) and
agriculture (Li 2016); c¢) proverbs in classics (Zhao 2009; Ma and
Zhao 2019; An 2017); d) compiling collections/dictionaries from
different textual sources (Wen 1989; Wen 2002; Zheng and Jiang
2008, Wen 2011); e) proverbs of certain philosophical or religious
ideas (Liu 2004; Li 2005).

In addition, new topics are being studied: a) the attitudes to-
ward females in ancient proverbs (Zhang 1992; Geng 2005; Wang
20006); b) proverbs of the minority groups in China (Li 1995) like
Kazakh (Yuan 2013), Mongolian (Mei 2018), Tujia (Lei 2006),
Tibetan (Zhaxihuadan 2011), Uygur (Fu and Chen 2014); c) prov-
erbs in Chinese dialects (Zhang 2012; Hu 2015); d) proverbs in
teaching Chinese as a foreign language (Shen 2011; Wang 2012);
e) proverbs of occupations like medicine (Luo and Lin 2008),
handcrafts (Pang 2017) and martial arts (Peng 1988; Cui 2008); f)
proverbs used by contemporary political leaders like Deng Xiao-
ping and Xi Jinping (Feng 2001; Li 2015).

Unfortunately, there has been an effort to establish a “pare-
miological minimum” (Mieder 1992), which, by means of statisti-
cal investigation and survey, highlights the most frequently used
300 proverbs as the basis of paremiological studies. Clearly, the
academic attention to current new proverbs and proverbial phrases
is insufficient, because the change and the emergence of new pro-
verbs and proverbial phrases are not just linguistic or sociological
issues, but also related to the fundamental beliefs and values in
Chinese culture. For example, traditional expressions such as,
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“More sons, more happiness” (% % 1f), “Raise sons to prepare
for old age” (3% /LB #), and “Marry a rooster, follow a rooster;
marry a dog, follow a dog” (ISR, L5 AKE ) are being re-
placed by the current ones: “Get engaged with the white-haired” (
H K AHZE, older parents as matchmaker for their mid-aged child),
and “Twilight love” (3 BZ%, older widows or widowers get re-
married). Some “new” expressions in the 20" century are already
outdated and in the twenty-first century replaced by “new” ones.
For example, words for “senior/nursing homes” (& AP ; 72E& %
; Hi(Z£B) have become everyday words.

I1. Concepts and Proverbs of Old Age and Aging

Semantically, the word “old” (lao%) in the Oracle Bone In-
scriptions (fl. 1300 - 1000 BCE) is depicted as a (humped) man
with a cane, as shown in the images below. According to a number
of records in the early classics, this word referred to the age of 70
and above. But, there were also different definitions: “old man”
(laonan % %) meant men above 60 years old, “old women" (laonu
2 1) meant women above 50 years old."”

Oracle Bone Cleric handwrit- | Standard Current hand-
Inscriptions ing (2,000 years | writing writing/print
(3,300 years ago) (1,000 (same as 1,000
ago) year ago) | year ago)

The evolution of the character “old” in Chinese writing shows
its image/writing has become more and more abstract and sym-
bolic, but the connotation remains little changed. Similarly, the
character “spicy” (xin ¥; la ¥{) has also gone through such a pro-
cess:
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Oracle Bone In- | Cleric handwrit- Standard Current hand-
scriptions ing (2,000 years writing writing/print
(3,300 years ago) (1,000 (same as 1,000
ago) year ago) | year ago)

% (xin;
%ﬁi (la)

While longevity (long life, shou %) is a key term in Chinese,
it was further defined to mean “high shou for one hundred and
twenty, mid-shou for one hundred, low shou for eighty.” Today,
the character shou is a must at all birthday celebrations (e.g., in
writings, decorations for gifts or food/cake) for those who are
above the age of 60 (although it is not rare to use the word to refer
to those who are 50 and above).

What has been most popular and influential in terms of pro-
verbial expressions of age may well be Confucius own self-reflec-
tion (in The Analects 2.4), which is still commonly used today:

“At fifteen, I had my mind bent on learning. At thirty, I stood
firm. At forty, I had no doubts. At fifty, I knew the decrees of
heaven. At sixty, my ear was an obedient organ for the recep-
tion of truth. At seventy, I could follow what my heart desired,
without transgressing what was right” (Legge 1861: 10-11).

Given that Confucian ideas have been dominant in Chinese
thoughts and values, and that Confucius is believed to have died
as the age of 73, and his most important follower Mencius (372-
289 BCE) died as the age of 84, this saying is more popular in
everyday life:

t+=,/)\1+JU, [EEA At seventy-three or eighty-four,
njH 2 even if the King of Hell does not
summon, a man will go himself.
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(t+=,)\+I4, BEA (At seventy-three or eighty-four,
ny 5 ak) even if the King of Hell does not
summon, a man will die himself.)

Obviously, the meaning of “old” or “longevity” has trans-
formed over time. For example, the proverb “Three/four genera-
tions under one roof” (=t [H] % ; DY iH [F]%E) was a marker of “a
complete and happy life” (shou). But it has changed along with
the change of family structure or kinship relations in modern
China, not to mention the impact of the one-child (now two chil-
dren) per-family policy in the past four decades. In fact, the tradi-
tional sense of old age is being replaced by the modern legal con-
cepts, including the concept of “retirement” (though the majority
of Chinese population is still in rural areas).'® Thus, the new con-
cept of “aging” (laolinghua % {) has also become an everyday
term.

Here is a brief outline of some of the proverbs relating to spe-
cific age, even though “age is just a number.”

Fifty as Old

When Yan Zhi Tui in the 6™ century quoted the following an-
cient proverb, he continued by saying that “since I am now more
than sixty, I have no concerns of any kind about my life”:

htARK Fifty is not an early death.
(Death at fifty years old is not an
early death.)

This mention of the proverb seems to be the earliest written
record, but it also reflected a typical concept during those centu-
ries, as in these two uses:

The famous Tang poet Wang Wei (701-761) wrote in his fif-
ties:

LA ML Quietness is a peculiar favor in my
old age.

Bai Ju Yi (772-846), another famous Tang poet, used at least
twice in his poems, even before he reached his fifties:
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TLHANK, BEA/REL Fifty is not early death, and I have a
H few years to go.

Of course, Confucius’s saying of “at fifty knowing the man-
date of fate/heavens” is still influential. In rural areas, the fiftieth
birthday celebration as shou with a village-wide feast for a man
(within family for a woman) is still common.

Sixty as Old

The importance of “sixty” as old, or even as a completion of
a life, originated from the naturalistic cosmic view or philosophy.
From this early cosmic view there developed the ancient numero-
logical system for calendric or chronological purpose. In this sys-
tem, the combination of two sets of units (e.g., ten celestial stems
and twelve earthly stems) makes a total of “60,” which is then a
complete cycle, and it repeats in the same combination. Within
this system derived the 12 Chinese “zodiacs,” still essential to the
Chinese everyday life. Therefore, 60-year-old is seen as a comple-
tion of the rites of passage for human life. This notion was histor-
ically related to Daoist and Buddhist concepts of staged transfor-
mation of life. Today, this notion is seen in the most popular cel-
ebration of “old age” or “shou” in China (and Japan, Korea).

Currently, many local and traditional concepts of “old age”
have gradually adapted to their national laws which, in turn, are
influenced by the international conventions set by the UN, draw-
ing a line of 65-year-old for counting the population of “aging.”"”
With this line, as of 2014, China’s “old aged” group took 15.5%
(e.g., 212 million) of its total population, the highest percentage
among all countries in the world, and by 2040, it is estimated that
the percentage of the group of 65 and above will increase to 30%.
The establishment of the China National Committee on Aging
shows the seriousness of this situation in China. This problem is
also clearly shown in everyday proverbial expressions, challeng-
ing traditional notions in both positive and negative senses.

The terms like “huajia” ({£H, grey-haired at 60), “ershun” (
H i, ear-in-tune at 60, in Confucian sense), and “huanli” (& )J7,
restart the cycle of the calendar) are metaphorical uses for this age,
while these proverbs are common:
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H+E5AR%L8,, N+%  Don’t deal with money at fifty,

R2EE don’t talk too much at sixty.
ANEAEE, E+AH  Don’tattend banquets at sixty,don’t
18 sleepover at seventy.

NTZHWRAT, A R4 To learn to play trumpet or drum at
A sixty, sufficient desire with insuffi-
cient strength.

Seventy as Old

PN U S People over seventy are very few
since ancient times.

NAEMA L+4%, %70 There are only a few who live be-

S NEE] yond 70, customs and times are ever
changing. (Trans. by Dawson-
Grone 1911:37).

R, At seventy, don’t keep him for a

IR, visit; at eighty, don’t keep for a

TR AL, meal; at ninety, don’t keep him for a
sit.

In the Confucian Book of Rites, there is a saying referring to
age and status: “One can carry a cane at home at fifty, in the vil-
lage at sixty, in the capital city at seventy, in the imperial court at
eighty.”

Also in everyday life, the expression of “white happiness”
(baixi) is used for a death of old age, in contrast to “red happiness”
(hongxi) of a wedding. The common use of “someone is ‘old’”
(laole) in certain context is also a euphemism of “death.” Of
course, the “old age” has meant different things throughout his-
tory, especially the life expectancy of the Chinese, along with the
world population has increased dramatically in the past century.”
In Old China, 70 could be indeed “rare” a century ago, but the
average life expectancy in China is now above 70.

Clearly, views and attitudes toward old age and aging are
changing in all cultures. For example, in contemporary American
society, as shown in the proverb “age is just a number,” the belief
that “staying young” is important with “denial of the natural aging
process” seems to be prevalent (Mieder 2020), meanwhile the
mentality of “youth-centered” culture remains strong (Bronner
2016). In contrast, however, even though “immortality” is an
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important part of Chinese thought, Chinese proverbs show a men-
tality and practice of “staying old” or having a “white happiness”
as the auspicious ending of this life and a good beginning of the
next. Contrary to the pessimistic view in “You can’t teach an old
dog new tricks,” the Chinese “Older ginger is spicier” praises the
wisdom of the aged and encourages the young to long for the re-
spect and power at the golden age.

III. Text and Context of the Proverb “Older Ginger is Spicier”
With the contexts drawn above, this section focuses on the
origin and context of our proverb, “older ginger is spicier,” in or-
der to prepare for the following discussion about how the Chinese
cultural roots are reflected in proverbs about old age and aging.

1) The origin of the proverb

The earliest written record of this proverb, according to vari-
ous dictionaries (Zhu 1985:560; Song and Duanmu 2001:365), is
from the official history book of the Song Dynasty (960-1279),
The History of Song (Song Shi), written and revised during 1343-
1345, with a story as such (Tuo 1985): The well-known minister
Yan Dun Fu (1120?7-1191?) was an upright official. He was once
bribed by the most notorious corrupted prime minister in Chinese
history, Qin Hui (1090-1155), to support an agreement forced by
the invading northern state, but Yan blatantly rejected it by saying
that “I am never to be involved in any conspiracy to destroy my
country, not to mention that I have the nature of ginger and cinna-
mon, the older the spicier.”

Thereafter, the expression carried the virtuous meaning of be-
ing “direct,” “straight-forward,” “loyal and righteous,” and be-
came a proverb:

FEREZME, BIE&B (Jiang gui zhi xing, dao 1Ho yu 12)
The nature of ginger and cinnamon, the older the spicier.

The description of the “spiciness” as the nature of ginger and
cinnamon can be traced to the Han Dynasty (221 BCE- 220):

REHERFHMmA, A Ginger and cinnamon grow in vari-
Hh i o ous soil, but their spiciness does not
change because of different soils.
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FKHEHEFML, F{EAYE  Ginger and cinnamon grow from the
same place, and have their common
nature.

Perhaps two reasons can be drawn to explain why the version
used by Yan has been considered as the earliest written proverb,
and cited the most in proverb collections. One is that Yan’s ver-
sion revealed a metaphorical context, i.e., his integrity and person-
ality being intolerant of the corrupted deed; the other is the fact
that he was facing the most notorious traitor in Chinese history.
Clearly, this origin also shows the vitality of this proverb, that is,
its underlined ethical values in a metaphorical expression.

2) The transformation and variants of the proverb

The transformation of this proverb can be seen in three forms
or stages. The first is the simplified sentence with only one part of
the original two-part proverb, or a condensed simple sentence.
This is consistent with the format of the fixed idiom (chengyu),
that is, using four characters, and is also in consistent with the two-
part idiom (xiehouyu), that is, using only one part so that the
reader/listener is expected to understand the hidden meaning. For
example:

LREZ M The nature of ginger and cinnamon.
(Liu 2000:528)

The second is to directly describe or compare a person to the
old ginger, a change from literary to vernacular/oral usage:

LR Old ginger is spicy (or spicier).
(It is the old ginger that is spicy)
(Dong 2005:156).

The third transformation is by adding the adverb “hai” (i&:, or
jiu ¥, also, still, indeed) so that it brings a rhetorical effect by
saying:

LA Z B Indeed, the older ginger is spicier
(or, nevertheless, the older ginger is
still spicier) (Hu and Fu 2006:83).
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This usage implies the speaker admits that he/she is not as
“spicy” as he/she thought since now there is an older/wiser person
in front of him/her. In other words, context is required to deter-
mine the meaning, as proverbs often are “double-bladed.”

Thus, over those centuries, the “idea of [its] traditionality” of
this proverb, as “the single, and the most crucial, element that em-
powers proverbs” (Ben-Amos 1995: 20), is affirmed. Thereafter,
other variants are also created:

FhEZ M, BIEEF The nature of ginger and cinnamon,
it grows older and spicier.

LR, ZmE B The nature of ginger and cinnamon,
older it gets spicier it is.

HEEGWRAH, Z4EF]  Ji-herb and tu-vegie (are bitter and)

2 don’t get sweet in different places;
ginger and cinnamon get spicier as
they get older.

W2, 22 K The nature of ginger and cinnamon,
no change as they get old.

3) Contemporary uses of the proverb: continuity and renovation

In the recent comprehensive collection of folk sayings with
100,000 entries, including 13,000 categorized as “proverb”
(yanyu), the variants of our proverb are listed here (Wen 2004:
421). Note how “cinnamon” is gradually dropped from modern
uses:

LR, mEEH The nature of ginger and cinnamon,
the older the spicier (/a).
LM, mEEF The nature of ginger and cinnamon,
the older the spicier (xin).
e Uy A Older ginger is spicier.
(Older ginger is indeed spicier.)
LHTPE, LR Old ginger is spicier; old sugar cane
is sweeter.
FBEZHIRK, NEZZL  Old ginger tastes spicier, older peo-
EZ ple have more experiences.
B, NEBIHZ Old ginger tastes spicier, older peo-
ple have more guts.
FRZHIH, BEZFRE Old ginger is spicier, older vinegar
% is sourer.
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Old ginger is spicier, scallions in
ditches have longer white stems.
Old ginger is spicier, older liquor
has better aroma, red peppers have
to be older.

Old ginger is spicier, younger
plums are sour, twilight can also be
scorching.

Old ginger is spicier, longer sit tea
tastes bitter.

Old ginger is spicier, older lotus
roots are squishier.

Ginger grows in soil, the soil should
be dryer.

Among these current variants, there are probably the most fre-

quently used:

LRI
LR LRI
ST R TR

Old ginger is spicier. (Old ginger is
spicy.)

Older ginger is spicier. (The old gin-
ger is indeed spicier.) '

The older the ginger, the spicier it is.
(The older the ginger is, the spicier
it gets.)

The variants about sugar cane, vinegar, wine, pepper, or scallion
clearly show the local modes of production and lifestyle. They
further prove the proverbiality of our proverb here, showing its
versatility in adapting to different regional, dialectic, and occupa-
tional contexts. It also shows that a proverb’s vitality lies in its
adaptation to a new social environment. Here are some rather
modern variants, and even in counter-proverb or anti-proverb

sense:

LREE B BRI
e AP I CIP R

HNFEN

LA, B2 R

Old ginger is spicier, younger scal-
lions are tastier.

Old ginger is spicier, but smaller
pepper is spicier.

Old ginger is spicier, older celebri-
ties are cooler.
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FRZHIH; B2 IHEF  Older ginger is spicier, older love is
(&I = IR 2 1) better.
(Older ginger is spicier, first wife is
better.)

Other variants do not use the “ginger” part, but clearly show
the “old age” and “aging” related connotations (more examples in
the following section):

ZHHE, —ANTH When an old general mounts a
horse, one is for two.
(An experienced hand can get twice
as much done.)

WIS R Calves have no fear of the tiger.

LA 5 Good old man does not brag about
his youth.

NEMEE, Old men are worth nothing, but bur-

i 2T Ak densome and annoying.

MAE T AR R Old door gods catch devils no more.

KILJEIRHERTIR, The latter wave of the Yangtze

—REE— River pushes the former wave, each
generation grows stronger.

KILJEIRHERTIR, The latter wave of the Yangtze

FIVRIE G IRHER VDM L River pushes the former wave, the
latter wave pushes the former wave
onto sand beach.

By now, “older ginger is spicier” has become ever more pop-
ular and diverse, though the original political and ethical implica-
tion is often overweighed by the practical and experiential impli-
cation. All of these changes also revealed the changed history,
language, and family and social values, particularly, attitudes
about old age and aging.

Here are a few examples of using this proverb in certain social
and political contexts, but there are numerous uses by the common
people in everyday life as well as in literature. Here is a report in
the most important newspaper in China, People’s Daily, which re-
printed a story from another influential newspaper, China Youth
Daily, about a village head who used the senior villagers to solve
one problem, among others:
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“It was close to the Spring Festival in 2015. There were two
brothers quarreled hard on the issue of splitting household
property and their neighbors could not easy ease or remedy the
situation no matter what. They then went to the village head
who had an idea. He gather a few older people who had good
reputation in the village because he thought the brothers would
at least care about their “face” (mianzi). They went to the broth-
ers and began to chat. “The older ginger is indeed spicier.” Soon
the two brothers felt ashamed and guilty of themselves, and
compromised to each other. The problem was solved.”

Interestingly, the book, Conversations with Clint: Paul Nel-
son's Lost Interviews with Clint Eastwood, 1979-1983 (Kevin
Avery,2011), due to the fact that Clint Eastwood is seen as a great
master in the film world, is translated into 2kl /& & )5 (The
Older Ginger is Indeed Spicer) (2015).

Also, during the regional election in Taiwan in November
2013, the former “vice-president” Lii Xiulian was one of the two
front runners. She was criticized to be too old to hold that office,
but she responded, “Older ginger is spicier.”*

1V. Four Life-views Reflected in Chinese Proverbs

As “older ginger is spicier” has transformed into the status of
a traditional or standard proverb, its proverbiality of duality and
agility became more obvious. It can be positive to praise one’s
wisdom and prudence as one is getting older (though the idea of
moral integrity in the original context has been changed); it can
also be negative to indicate one’s cunning and scheming. As seen
in the above examples, being old at a certain age meant specific
respect and treatment from family and society in ancient China.
Today, the changing meaning of the number of ages has blurred
the specific social behavior, but those proverbs still reflect funda-
mental beliefs and values of Chinese culture. I argue that the fol-
lowing four life-views are well reflected in old-age related prov-
erbs.

The term “life-view” (rensheng guan, or view of life**) is a
more or less a direct translation from the Chinese expression. It is
really about the views or attitude toward how to live a life. It is
not related to the religious “pro-life” view, nor to the concept of
“value of life” used in economics, social and political sciences.
This “life-view” is not equivalent to the ethical concept of value
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(values) for human actions, though it is heavily influenced by
Confucian ethics. Therefore, I use “life-view” to indicate the dif-
ference between this practical philosophy of “living a life” (ZE7i%
shenghuo; 33 H {-guorizi) in Chinese culture and the concepts
used in folkloristic studies such as “worldview,” “folk idea,” and
“folk fallacy” (Dundes 1971%; Bronner 2007), and to echo the
idea from Dundes about studying “human thought, rather than fol-
low a natural history model of the collection and classification of
items somehow devoiced from contemporary life,” as Bronner
(2007: 179) interpreted.

1) Entering the world (rushi A 1t

This concept embodies these beliefs and values in Chinese
culture: a) the immortality of the soul (linghun bumie R ZEAK),
as practiced in ancestral reverence/worship; b) the belief in seek-
ing harmony within maintaining differences in personal life and
interpersonal communication (heer butongRITMiANF]), as prac-
ticed in the concepts of yin-yang and five-elements; c) the ethics
and practice of following local customs (ruxiang suisu N\ 2 [
), as practiced in being inclusive of different lifestyles and adap-
tive to new environment in everyday life. This concept empha-
sizes Confucian values that a person should strive to enter and ser-
vice the society as a useful member by studying the classics, pass-
ing the exams, and holding offices in the government. It encour-
ages a person, especially a young man regardless of family back-
ground, to study diligently and be optimistic toward life and real-
ity, and promotes the idea that education is the only ladder to ele-
vate one’s familial and social status. These examples are clearly
positive toward old age and aging:

R, R Live to an old age, learn to an old
age.

HBZYRE, —4—  Live long and learn on, much to

HEEAT learn in one life.

(cf. Life is short, art is long.)
R AN, AL Ants are not afraid of high trees, the
EAANE will to learn is not afraid of old age.
AANZE, #moE Old age is not fearful, old heart-
mind is fearful.
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Old trees yield less fruit, old people
have young hearts.

People are afraid of getting old at
heart, trees are afraid of getting old
at roots.

People get old, but ambition doesn't
weaken.

Poverty should not deprive ambi-
tion, old age should not deprive as-
piration.

There is no reason in the world for
the old aged not to learn.

One year added to age, one added
share of duty.

Bright pearls are all from old oys-
ters.

Old people are wiser, old trees have
more roots.

(OId trees have more roots, old peo-
ple have more words.)*

Older ginger is spicier, old people
are more experienced; aged wine is
aromatic, aged man is sagacious.

Of course, there are twisted ones with dubious meanings, as
counter-proverbs or anti-proverbs:

AEAEFER, TES
EAEP

JeAE A&
NFE, EAAZL

%%WA%,A%ﬁE
NETCHE, MELR

MERMEST, EVTHEE

With ambition, one can be young,
without ambition, one hundred years
is empty.

The later born is awesome.

Little people have too many hands,
old people have too many mouths.
Old dog’s bite hurts more, old man’s
revenge hits harder.

Old people are incapable, old spirits
are ineffective.

Cold iron is hard to strike, old bam-
boo is hard to bend.



OLD AGE AND AGING IN CHINESE PROVERBS 429

LR, ANELH Old trees get bugs, old people have

no use.

NERE N EE Old people are like yellowed plants,
they are worthless.

AN & Il Living old without virtue is harm-
ful.?’

Overall, thinking about the experience of “entering the world”
is essential to the Chinese because it provides an opportunity to
emphasize education and love of learning as a path not only to
improve individual status, but also to maintain a harmonious fam-
ily and society. This explains the continuity of the state-wide ex-
amination system that has continued more than a thousand years
till today.

2) Exiting the world (chushi 4 1t

Since seeking immortality is essential to Daoist practice, be-
liefs and customs related to seeking an elixir conferring immortal-
ity has been an important part. This concept expresses a Daoist
notion that “non-action” (wuwei) is the way of living a life being
an element in the universe, and also related to a Buddhist idea of
separating from the human world of desires. Since seeking immor-
tality is essential to Daoist practice, beliefs and customs related to
seeking elixir has been an important part of Chinese medicine or
early alchemy, and many ways of exercises, not to mention folk-
life in general. This life-view complements the rushi-view when
one fails to be successful to “enter the world” so that one can re-
treat to the mountains away from the worldly world as a transition.
It is largely based on the fundamental belief in the unity of humans
and nature (tianren heyi X N\ ), as practiced in housing, diet,
festivals, arts, and other areas. Proverbs of this lifeview are some-
times seen as cynical or transcendental:

DI FEAREE U, Z A Less desire at a young age makes

KEZINA you look healthy, no desire for of-
fice at old age makes your dream
relaxing.

e Announce old age so as to return to

home village.
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HAERER L, J7EH Sk A hundred years slip in a blink, ten

7 thousand things disappear when
you turn your head.

ZAEMELFEE, JTHEAK Quietness is a peculiar favor in my

i old age, ten thousand things are out
of my concern.

AR A AL R, One must know the pleasure of

IR AT AR A2 M life, but must not forget the con-
cern about doing nothing in life.

NAEFUEBY 2, 2]%  There is no contented life if one is

A B & not contented in life, a leisure
taken at old age is a leisure indeed.

3) The next world (laishi 31t

This view expresses that hoping for a better future or better
life for the descendants is the way to overcome current hardship,
and that everything unpleasant or undesirable now will change to
be pleasant and desirable in the next life or in the next world. This
view has close connection to the Buddhist view, as well as the
Daoist original thought. But Confucian practical ethics is also in-
tegrated into this idea, as in connecting fengshui burial to the pros-
perity of ethics in a family. Today, this idea is also seen in these
expressions/phenomena: “little emperor” (/]>E#7meaning the
central role of a child in a family in contemporary kernel families);
“little sun” (/> XFHsame meaning as the above); “expect a son to
become a dragon” (21 }r); “expect a daughter to become a
phoenix” (B2 RL).

This can be seen as a step further of the “exiting the world.”
It is related to the belief in the immortality of the soul and the
transformation of life. Therefore, many such proverbs are related
to death, so as to psychologically prepare people for their old age
and aging, not necessarily a negative view.

AR AFNHEK, ASENEH When you take off pants and socks

RFNGF today, you don’t know if you will
put them on tomorrow.

ANETLH, WEHE, People age and become useless,

BEX TG things age and become antiquities,
beasts and birds age and become
sprites.
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KIL—ELRNR, The river waves never go backward,
NEAT 8 f D4 people can never be young again.

The following common expressions about old age and death
show different Chinese beliefs and values. For example, these of-
ten indicate traditional Confucian values:

z7 (Someone) ...is Kttt (Someone) ... left
old. the world.
£ T ... gone. i ... bid farewell to
the world.
fE# T ... became an- HH(ZJ5) ... (reached; after)
cient. a hundred years.
AL T .. entered the WM .. fallen leaf re-
earth. turning to the
roots.

These have the Daoist implication that death is a transfor-
mation to immortality:

VAW (Someone) ... as- filiZz ... left to become im-

cended to the sky. mortal.

Al ... climbed moun-  flli#f ... died to become im-
tain peak (to be an mortal.
immortal)

These have obvious Buddhist influences that the “west” is
where Buddha/nirvana is:

7827 (Someone) ... went  ZEGFUIH .. returned (left

to the West. (%) for) the West on
the crane.
EPERT ... wenttothe West  DLIEE T ... went to meet
Sky. the King of Yama.

There is also this expression for death among those who are
the communist party members or people in government offices:

PR\ To go to meet with Marx.
4) Passaging the world (dushi JE1tH

This life-view reflects one of the fundamental belief and val-
ues in Chinese culture by seeking auspiciousness and avoiding
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inauspiciousness (quji bixiong 75 #E1X]), as seen in the practice
of fortunetelling. On the surface, it may seem to be fatalistic or
cyni-cal view about life, but, essentially, it is a positive and active
belief and behavior to live a meaningful life in this world, often
by such expressions as, “seek good luck” CGR#Fi2), “seek life of
good fortune” CRAE ) or “cumulate good deeds/virtue” (F 3£
12).

Daoist view of life echoes this, emphasizing that one’s life is
but one of the myriad things in the universe, and thus one’s deeds
should be in accordance with the movement of nature, but not to
be against it. By not doing anything (to change what the universe
is), or non-action (wuwei), one fulfils the meaning of life by doing
everything (a life is supposed to do). In practical life, one seeks
“long life” or “immortality” by retreating from the worldly affairs,
but maintaining harmonious relations with the universe and leav-
ing it as one once entered. Similarly, Buddhist ideas also took root
in this system of fundamental beliefs and values in Chinese cul-
ture, because the essential goal of practicing Buddhism is to help
the passage of all lives from this work to the other world, widely
used as pudu zhongsheng (I Ax4) in Chinese (in which du
means to transit/passage).

In fact, as shown in the model of rites de passage (van Gennep
1909), old age and death are one of the three stages of the life
cycle that all human beings go through from “separation” to “mar-
gin” and then to “aggregation” (departing the world of the living
and entering the world of the dead). Thus, one’s life from birth to
death is a long marginal transition (Zhang 2012).

Clearly, this dushi life-view is related, at various degrees, to
the rushi, chushi, and laishi views. When living a life becomes too
harsh, people would believe that life is to pass through a stage and
pave way to laishi for the good of their next generations. This view
is sometimes negatively expressed as dilly-dallying the world
(hunshi J&1H), as shown in the proverb:

IFFEAIRE A good death is not as good as making a
= shameless living.

But, the counter-proverbs for this are:



OLD AGE AND AGING IN CHINESE PROVERBS 433

JE B, AiE Wild geese leave their sounds as they fly

F 4 over, people leave their names as they pass
by.
U, 0F  Cumulate goodness and virtues, there must
RIK be more to celebration in the future.

Since life is good but short, there have developed various
ways to prolong or better this life. All kinds of “art” or “technique”
(Rshu) of fortunetelling have thrived as ways of seeking auspi-
ciousness and avoid inauspiciousness (quji bixiong). In addition,
the dushi life-view also reflects the other fundamental beliefs and
values in Chinese culture: following local customs (ruxiang suisu
A Z [ifi{#¥) as a practice of the Confucian idea of seeking harmony
within maintaining differences (heer butong 1 AN [F]). After all,
Confucian ethics is a practical philosophy about living a life in
this world, as seen in these proverbs (particularly about dealing
with aging, old age, and death):

FH—#, HeEE An old person in a family is the
golden living treasure.

AT, NEBEH Older bulls have harder horns, older
people have finer skills.

ArZANE, 'Zz5G5)  Ifone does not listen to the old aged,

TEHR HY one will eat losses (bitterness) be-
fore his eyes.

*)g 205, NEFHE  OId trees are half-hollowed, old

H people know everything.

Z5iHE Old horses know their roads.
Nz i EE Lz iz % (The old man) has eaten more salt
#=, than the food you have eaten;
L IR EIL IE%  walked over more bridges than the
#Z road you have taken.

In “passing the world,” cultivating body-mind (yangsheng 7%
) is an ancient idea mostly influenced by the Daoist concept of
seeking immortality. Chinese medicine, martial arts, and even diet
systems are all related to this concept. As one can see in any neigh-
borhood in China, there are old people --- of course, there are al-
ways young people as well --- doing all kinds of exercise such as
taiji and modern dances. Naturally, there are thousands of
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proverbs and proverbial expressions about cultivating life/health

(Peng 1988).

REBNAERS, FTLAK A
A, ZRNAFK

Wa APk, B
T

CHE, N
CHE, R
WA, KA
E—E A

ROHIF, BEWE
BRIC, Hik
AESTHIER,
HHRSEE R
TR AR

L Sk T4, A
oo 4 3 4 4
SIS 5, A7
LR

NEALU 9 hE
K—F, HKAHE

AT 5]

Combine action and inaction, one
gets a long life.

Action makes the body strong, exer-
cise makes life long.

Walking a hundred steps after a meal
makes you live ninety-nine years old.

Three laughs a day, one’s life won’t
be old.

Three exasperations a day, one gets
old before old.

Not to be irritated by anything, you
will never be old.

Laugh often, you are ten years
younger.

Frequent laughing keeps you young
forever.

Keep busy as you age, your life will
be long.

This year’s bamboo sprouts will be
bamboo next year, strong body at a
young age brings happiness at old
age.

You can’t buy slimness in old age
with a thousand gold.

It is easy to find a tree of a thousand
years old in the mountain, but it is
hard to find a man of a hundred years
among humans.

Ants are not afraid of the height of
trees, exercise is not to be limited by
old age.

Old people can’t show off muscles.
An inch longer in tendon, ten years
longer in longevity.

Life lies in movement (exercise).
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Recognizing aging and identifying others who are old,
whether people or animals or trees, are the most humorous way
for old people to adapt to reality, and to prepare themselves for the
next steps. Proverbs are thus best in drawing the analogies to com-
fort the aging people:

NEHNE, WA
WERL, NEES

SERRE, ANEWE

A%%Mhi%
Bz, ANk

Old people have cat’s backs, old
trees have dried tops.

Old trees have more roots, old peo-
ple have more words.

Old horses have slow legs, old peo-
ple have slow mouths.

People first age from legs.

Trees are afraid of being hollow,
people are afraid of getting loose.

In fact, the “passing the world” is more about dealing with
social life than family life. Even those who are tired of social life
would find ways to keep happy family life as a way of have good
fortune or auspiciousness (fu 4, or xzngfuﬁp?aa) so that old age
would not be miserable. One proverbial expression is tianlun zhile
(the destined happiness of enjoying family love and joy with chil-
dren/grandchildren around K122 '), reflecting the Confucian
values of family:

ERELGA TR (tianlun zhile for men) on a warm

bed with wife and children around
IR TR BT A, A sickness needs a good doctor to
ESUEED YIRS cure, old age needs a good old part-

AMAFE, whinsaeE
wEmzEL, NERn

b

ﬁ%%i‘%t, Ui A
BERTZE, iR
WEMSE, WHER

ner.

Old age is not scary, laying down is
alarming.

Old trees are afraid of being hollow,
old people are afraid of being
lonely.

Old people dote their children, old
cats eat their kittens.

To have filial sons, to respect your
parents first.

Respect the old you get rich, respect
the field you get grains.
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V. Conclusion

To argue that the fundamental beliefs and values in a culture
are often expressed through proverbs, this essay proposes an in-
terpretive framework to connect proverbs to the fundamental be-
liefs and values in Chinese culture by: 1) drawing a broad picture
of the history of collecting, using, and studying proverbs in China
as a way to enforcing core Chinese values, and a brief history of
translating Chinese proverbs; 2) contextualizing the meaning of
being old in Chinese culture and history; 3) investigating the
origin and development of the proverb “older ginger is spicier”;
4) examining proverbs about old age and aging from four life-
views.

This essay is also intended to present some problems in the
construction of paremiology in China, and in the translation of
Chinese proverbs from different life-views. It thus is expected to
draw attention by interested students and scholars to further the
studies on Chinese proverbs in global context. After all, “Chinese
proverbs are literally in the mouth of everyone, from the Emperor
upon his throne to the woman grinding at the mill” (Smith
1902:7). This observation remains true: “Those who have not ex-
amined the proverbial sayings of the Chinese are surprised at the
richness of the language in this respect” (Smith 1902:1). What is
significantly different from the Western culture, however, is the
veneration of age and great respect for elderly persons in Chinese
culture. Thus, Chinese proverbs are a treasure trove waiting to be
further opened, especially as the role of Chinese proverbs is in-
creasingly significant in today’s global communication. Subse-
quently, knowing more about the views toward old age and aging
in the old Chinese culture will surely help our own self-cultivation
of body-mind-heart (xin «(») as we are all, at different speed, aging.

Notes

! The translations of the proverbs in this essay are quoted with references,
otherwise they are my attempts to better express the cultural implication and con-
text.

2 See, Mieder (2020). Unfortunately the meeting was cancelled due to the
Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020.

3 T have recently completed the labor of love of compiling a collection of 21
essays by Wolfgang Mieder in Chinese translation (forthcoming in China).
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4 My dissertation was based on funeral rituals in a Chinese American commu-
nity, and I translated Les Rites de Passage (van Gennep 1909) into Chinese (2010)
and published a study of the model in English (Zhang 2012).

5 As shown in the major databases in Chinese (wWww.cnki.net; www.cqvip.
com) and in English (e.g.,JSTOR, ProQuest, ProjectMuse, MLA International Bib-
liography) by searching the keywords, “‘Chinese proverbs,” “proverbs of Chinese,”
or “proverbs in Chinese.”

¢ For the sake of paremiological studies, I use the term “history of Chinese
proverb” without following the conventional divisions in the fields of Chinese his-
tory (Bai 1980) and Chinese literature (Yuan 2005) in China and outside China
(Ebrey 2010; De Bary and Lufrano 1999; De Bary and Bloom 1999). My consid-
eration is fundamentally consistent with An’s (2008) consideration, that is, Pre-Qin
(prior to the 3" ¢. BCE); Qin to Tang Dynasty (3% ¢. BCE-10" c.), and Song to
Qing Dynasties (10" ¢.~20" c.), but he did not include the 20" century.

" This may be of interest to compare with the four major sources of common
European proverbs: Classical, Biblical, Medieval Latin, and cross-Atlantic along
with the rise of modern proverbs (Mieder 2014: 32).

8 They are, Fan Sheng Zhi Shu (by Fan Sheng Zhi fl. 33-7 BCE), Qi Min Yao
Shu (by Jia Si Xie fl. 533-544), Nong Shu (by Wang Zhen 1271-1368), and Nong
Zheng Quan Shu (by Xu Guang Qi 1562-1633).

° It is interesting to relate this point to one definition of proverb which empha-
sizes metaphor in a proverb (Dundes 1984). The metaphorical meaning of a prov-
erb is also determined by the context of using it (Mieder 1996, 2006). An example
of this point is how Wolfgang Mieder peels through the origin and use of “No
Tickee, No washee: Subtleties of a Proverbial Slur” (Mieder 1996) by emphasizing
the context of using a proverb, rather than looking at the text only. See also,
Mieder’s further analysis of Dundes’s definition (Mieder 2006).

10 The Chinese term suwenxue is also translated as “vernacular literature.” In
Chinese context, the concept was first about the non-official language (e.g. non-
literary spoken style in grammar and vocabulary), as discussed here. But later it
also implied the genre/form and content what was not orthodoxy. In Chinese, su is
often interchangeably used as a noun and an adjective as in “folk” literature, “vul-
gar” or “customs,” without the implication as it has in European history.

' This proverb also shows the custom that has continued today: people would
bang the gangs or pots when there is a sun eclipse, believing that it would scare
away the dog that is biting the sun. Thus, the translation can be: He who does not
bang the gang to save the eclipsed sun will encounter rain when going out.

2. See, China Folklore Network, CFN: https://www chinesefolk-
lore.org.cn/web/ index.php?NewsID=2427. Accessed: May 13, 2020.

13 This number is the total from 30 provincial volumes. Clearly, there are
regional variants and even repetitions in this calculation. There is now separate
calculation of “standard” proverbs and their counter-proverbs and anti-proverbs.

4 See, KT IKEIGHNE BrsfliZEHNETE < TR R
(https://www fangjial.com/yanyu/26925 html). There also numerous proverbial
expression and images in Internet, and via the popular social media of “WeChat”
in the Chinese language. Accessed May 20, 2020.
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15 See, [CHEER. BARE: R ENERHEAZR R O
(https://www thepaper.cn/newsDetail_forward_5893673). Accessed May 20,
2020.

1 See, —EIMTT: HAZHMEIRIENLRMZE hitp:/world.people.
com. cn / n1/2017/1120/c107182-29656718 html. HALEHFAT, —EMETH.
See also, KITLH#Kk: —EIFETF HIEILIEL by %50, August 13, 2018:
http://opinion.people.com.cn/GB/n1/2018/0813/c1003-30223962.html. Accessed
May 20, 2020.

17 For example, Book of Guan (& F-#§E) ,formed during 5* c. BCE — 3%
c. BCE. It was only in recent years that China changed its legal retirement age for
women from 50 to 55, and men from 55 to 60, with the except for certain occupa-
tions to extend a few more years (e.g., full professors in universities can retire at
65, but professors with lower ranks must retire at the age of 60).

'8 The legal age for retirement in China since 1978) was: 50 for female phys-
ical workers; 55 for female non-physical workers; 60 for males. The new law since
2015 revised it and planned to gradually extend the age to 65 all males and females
by 2045.

19 See, in the UN document, “World Population Aging 2019: Highlights”:
“Globally, the share of the population aged 65 years or over increased from 6 per
cent in 1990 to 9 per cent in 2019. That proportion is projected to rise further to 16
per cent by 2050, so that one in six people in the world will be aged 65 years or
over”  (p. 1).(https://www .un.org/en/development/desa/population/publica-
tions/pdf/aging/Wo rld PopulationAging2019-Highlights.pdf). Previously, 60 was
used to define the old age population.

20 The life expectancy of human beings from mid-1500 to 1900 was under 50
years, but thereafter, the world average is over 70 years by the early 21* century.
See details in, Our World In Data (https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/life-expec-
tancy? year=2015); UN’s Population Division (https://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/
Download/Standard/Population/)

21 Given the above contexts and discussion, I choose to use this translation,
though other translations may be more appropriate in certain contexts.

2 See, B ABRIFMZRMFEAGEK” (cen.people.com.cn/nl/2016/
0815/c366510-28636607 html), August 15,2016. Accessed May 20, 2020.

2 See, BFHEM L EAEMZN SHREIENES “YRZE” (tw.people.com.cn/
n/2013/1125/c14657-23646182 html), November 25, 2013. Accessed May 20,
2020.

24 One example of using this term and studying it from a philosophical per-
spective is the book, The Chinese View of Life, by Thomé H. Fang (1956), who
examined this view in a systematic interpretation regarding how it was effective in
the shaping of Chinese culture, and how it was different from other views of life in
the Western philosophies.

2> Alan Dundes defined “folk ideas” to be “traditional notions that a group of
people have about the nature of man, of the world, and of man’s life in the world”
and thought that “other terms” could be “more appropriate than ‘folk ideas’,” but
his point was to emphasize “the task of identifying the various underlying assump-
tions held by members of a given culture” (1971:95, 96). The effort here to identify
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“life-views” in Chinese culture can be seen as a step toward that direction, without
using the unclear terms like “worldview” or “thought.”

26 These counter proverbs demonstrate the ambiguity of proverbs, in which
“old trees have more roots” can be supportive of “old people are wiser” with “roots”
symbolizing wits in the first proverb, whereas “more roots” can also be illustrative
of “more words” to mean that old people are talkative or wordy in the second prov-
erb.

27 This line is from the Analects (Lun Yu, 18 -%€17). The context of this
usage is in this story: “Yuan Rang was squatting on his heels, and so waited the
approach of the Master, who said to him, ‘In youth not humble as befits a junior;
in manhood, doing nothing worthy of being handed down; and living on to old age
-- this is to be a pest.” With this he hit him on the shank with his staff.” This trans-
lation is from Legge (1861:156-157).
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