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A study of the cognitive mechanism of the meaning of Chinese zodiac idioms

from the perspective of Conceptual Integration Theory

Wang Qiangian’

! Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Guangzhou, China

Abstract: Zodiac idioms are not only the crystallization of the wisdom of ethnic life, but also reflect the cultures of
various ethnic groups. Zodiac idioms account for a considerable proportion in Chinese idioms and are important for
Chinese language learning. Their semantic formation is the basis for understanding, learning and using zodiac idioms.
The paper investigates the zodiac idioms in the online idiom dictionary. The representation analysis and semantic
analysis of zodiac idioms were conducted based on the quantity of zodiac images involved in semantic formation and the
relationship between cognitive domains from the perspective of the Conceptual Integration Theory. It is found that there
are two representations of zodiac idioms: single-source domain representation and dual-source domain representation.
The meanings of zodiac idioms represented by single-source domain emerge from the conceptual integration on the basis
of metaphorical cross-domain mappings. The meanings of zodiac idioms represented by dual source domains need to
undergo two conceptual integrations. Conventional knowledge plays a role in activating the target domain in the second
conceptual integration. The multi-level cognitive analysis not only clarifies zodiac idioms, but also discloses the semantic
mechanism, providing a theoretical basis and useful reference for Chinese learners to thoroughly understand and employ

idioms, and helping them correctly recognize the cultural features contained in zodiac idioms.

Keywords: cognitive mechanism; cognitive representation; Chinese zodiac idioms; conceptual integration
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