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  Abstract 
The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon (hereafter referred to as the Inner Canon) com-
prises two parts: the Suwen and the Ling Shu. Current research on English transla-
tions of the Inner Canon primarily focuses on translations of the Suwen, while stud-
ies on translations of the Ling Shu remain scarce. As one of the four major classics 
of traditional Chinese medicine, multiple translations of the Inner Canon have been 
provided by various scholars. Based on the theory of grammatical metaphor within 
Systemic Functional Linguistics, this paper primarily employs a conceptual meta-
phor perspective from grammatical metaphor theory to conduct a comparative anal-
ysis of two translations of the Ling Shu section of The Yellow Emperor’s Inner 
Canon. It concludes that grammatical metaphors serve distinct functions in their 
application within the texts. It concludes that grammatical metaphors serve differ-
ent functions in textual application. The appropriate use of grammatical metaphors 
can highly condense the original information and enhance the rigor and objectivity 
of the translation. This, in turn, promotes cross-cultural communication of the Inner 
Canon and other Chinese medical classics, thereby aiding the dissemination of Chi-
nese medical culture. 
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1. Introduction 
The translation of classical Chinese medical texts has long been a subject of great interest among scholars. As China’s 
earliest systematic and comprehensive medical compendium, the Inner Canon integrates literature, science, medicine, 
and philosophy. However, due to its antiquity, the text presents challenges: “its language is concise, its meaning 
profound, its principles abstruse, its insights deep.” Its classical Chinese style creates interpretive difficulties, span-
ning the fields of traditional Chinese medicine, ancient Chinese, and English, thus forming a translation conundrum. 
Fortunately, scholars worldwide have diligently pursued translations of the Inner Canon. Since 1925, fifteen English 
translations of The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon have been published globally (Yang, Li, & Yu, 2016). These 
translations exhibit distinct styles reflecting translators’ subjectivity and varying translation objectives, collectively 
advancing the dissemination of the Inner Canon and facilitating cross-cultural communication of traditional Chinese 
medicine. Guided by the grammatical metaphor theory of Systemic Functional Linguistics, this study examines gram-
matical metaphor phenomena in translations of the Inner Canon. It compares two classic translations: Li Zhaoguo’s 
version (Li, 2005) and the Wu Lian Sheng and Wu Qi father-son translation (Wu & Wu, 2000) (hereafter referred to 
as the Li version and the Wu version). 
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2. Grammatical Metaphor 

The concept of grammatical metaphor was first introduced by M.A.K. Halliday in his 1985 book An Introduction to 
Functional Grammar. Halliday posits that metaphor constitutes a variation in the mode of meaning expression, ex-
isting not only at the lexical level. Furthermore, we do not view grammatical metaphor “bottom-up”—as a variation 
in meaning of an expression—but rather “top-down”—as a variation in expression of a meaning (Halliday, 1985). 
Thus, expressions with poor metaphorical quality are termed “consistent forms,” while those that are ‘transferred’ in 
certain aspects and possess strong metaphorical quality are termed “metaphorical forms.” Halliday categorizes gram-
matical metaphors based on semantic functional patterns into ideational grammatical metaphors (hereafter referred 
to as ideational metaphors) and interpersonal grammatical metaphors (hereafter referred to as interpersonal meta-
phors). Interpersonal metaphors include modal grammatical metaphors and modal grammatical metaphors (hereafter 
referred to as modal metaphors and modal metaphors) (Halliday, 1994). Chinese scholars who have reviewed gram-
matical metaphors include Hu Zhuanglin (1996), Zhu Yongsheng and Yan Shiqing (1999), Zhu Yongsheng (2006), 
and He Wei (2008). 

3. Comparative Analysis of Two Translations of Ling Shu from The Yellow Emperor’s Inner 
Canon Under Grammatical Metaphor Theory 

Halliday points out that grammatical metaphor does not involve substituting one word for another, but rather replac-
ing one grammatical category or structure with another. These two categories represent two expressive variants of a 
given meaning: the congruent form—the most everyday linguistic pattern—and the metaphorical form—its counter-
part, which undergoes a degree of “metonymic shift” (Halliday, 1994). From a linguistic perspective, the congruent 
and metaphorical forms share the same signified but differ in their signifier. Conceptual metaphors, modal metaphors, 
and tone metaphors each serve distinct functions within discourse. Conceptual-syntactic metaphors exhibit self-sim-
ilarity. Both the consistent form and the metaphorical form represent a particular connotation or denotation of the 
conceptual-syntactic metaphor, functioning as fractal structures within the whole. They share similarities and homo-
plasmy. Both the consistent form and the metaphorical form possess fractal properties and exhibit fractal forms (Wu, 
2023). This paper will contrast and analyze the two translations based on the differing functions of grammatical 
metaphors in discourse application. 

4. Examples of Conceptual Metaphor Functions 

The primary manifestation of conceptual metaphor is nominalization. Halliday defines nominalization as “the use of 
nouns to express processes originally conveyed by verbs or characteristics originally conveyed by adjectives” (Hal-
liday, 1994). The use of nominalization enables syntactic downgrading—simplifying clauses by employing numerous 
nouns, transforming compound or complex sentences into simple ones, thereby increasing term density and enhanc-
ing linguistic conciseness. Logical-syntactic metaphors achieve abstract expression in scientific discourse by reinter-
preting conceptual relationships. Empirical-syntactic metaphors employ nominalization and related techniques to 
construct systems of conceptual density and information compression. Conceptual metaphors facilitate the compre-
hension and dissemination of scientific concepts through cross-domain mapping (Ding, 2025). Metaphorical expres-
sion embodies a cognitive transformation process from concrete to abstract. Its structural function manifests not only 
in conceptual construction at the lexical level but also in logical organization at the discourse level, providing crucial 
linguistic resources for scientific discourse expression. 

4.1 Information Compression Function 

Hu Zhuanglin posits that conceptual metaphor is achieved through process conversion, functional component con-
version, and lexical-syntactic conversion. The transformation of processes within conceptual metaphors is primarily 
manifested in the conversion between six distinct process types within the transitivity system: material processes, 
mental processes, relational processes, behavioral processes, verbal processes, and existential processes. Each pro-
cess has corresponding participants. For instance, in material processes, participants are the “actor” and the “goal”; 
in mental processes, the participants are the “sensor” and the “phenomenon”; in relational processes, the participants 
are the “carrier” and the “attribute” or the ‘identified’ and the “identifier,” and so on. As processes transform, func-
tional components within clauses—such as participants and circumstantial elements—can undergo mutual 
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metaphorization. Transformed functional components manifest lexically as shifts from one form (e.g., phrase or part 
of speech) to another through metaphorical mapping (Hu, 2004). Thus, nominalization compresses source text infor-
mation, yielding linguistically refined translations. 

Example 1: 睹其色，察其目，知其散复；一其形，听其动静，知其邪正。（《灵枢·九针十二原》） 
Li’s version: “Careful inspection of complexion and examination of visual changes [enable one] to know 
[whether Qi is] dispersed or restored. Close observation of the physical condition and differentiation of 
voice [changes of the patient enable one] to know [the states of] pathogenic factors and Healthy-Qi. 
Wu’s version: In the course of pricking, one must inspect the patient’s complexion and the eyes’ expression 
to survey the dispersion and the restoration of the patient’s blood and energy, differentiate the strong or 
weak physique of the patient, listen to the volumn of the voice to infer the healthy energy, evil energy, 
asthenia and sthenia of the patient. 

Analysis: Original Interpretation: By carefully observing changes in the patient’s complexion and gaze, one can 
discern whether vital energy is dissipating or returning. By attentively observing the patient’s physical movements, 
postures, and vocal changes, one can gauge the rise and fall of pathogenic factors. From Example 1, it is evident that 
Li’s version employs a metaphorical expression, while Wu’s version uses a consistent expression. Wu’s consistent 
expression forms a compound sequence of clauses, featuring longer sentences with lower lexical density. In contrast, 
Li’s metaphorical version restructures the original sequence into two simple sentences, incorporating nominalization. 
The transformation from the original consistent expression to Li’s metaphorical version involves several changes: 1) 
Process transformation: The original sentence, composed of material, psychological, and relational processes, is con-
verted into a relational process in Li’s version. 2) Functionally and lexically, the original verbs “inspect, observe, 
listen” denote material processes, while “color, eyes, form, movement” represent targets. After metaphorization, ‘in-
spect’ becomes “careful inspection.” Li’s version converts the material processes (verbs) into participants through 
nominalization, eliminating the original participants and material processes. In contrast, Wu’s translation adds a par-
ticipant (“one”) and employs a complex sentence structure without nominalization. Comparing these two translations 
of Example 1 demonstrates that conceptual metaphor serves a compressive function, yielding concise and clear ren-
derings that avoid repetition and verbosity. 

4.2 Discourse Cohesion Function 

Nominal metaphors within conceptual metaphors serve a discourse cohesion function. “The cohesive function of 
nominal metaphors in English discourse is primarily achieved through subject-predicate cohesion” (Fan, 1999). Hu 
Zhuanglin (1994) summarized subject-predicate cohesion into three patterns: (1) T1→T2 pattern: where the subject 
of the preceding sentence is reused as the predicate of the following sentence; (2) R1→T2 pattern: where the predicate 
or a part of the predicate from the preceding sentence serves as the subject in the subsequent sentence; (3) T1+R1→T2: 
where both the subject and predicate content from the preceding sentence collectively function as the subject in the 
subsequent sentence (Hu, 1994). The following comparative analysis examines two translation examples: 

Example 2: 针各有所宜，各不同形，各任其所为。（《灵枢·九针十二原》） 
Li’s version: The needles are used to treat different diseases ［because they] are different in shape. [Needles 
should be] selected according to their functions. 
Wu’s version: The nine kinds of needle have different functions and they are different in shapes, in acu-
puncture, the kind of needle should be selected according to the different conditions of the disease respec-
tively. 

Analysis: Through comparative analysis, it is evident that Li’s translation breaks down the original sequence and 
reassembles it into two clauses. The subject-predicate structure (needles) from the first clause is transferred to the 
second clause, aligning with the first pattern of subject-predicate connection: (T1→T2), where the subject of the 
preceding clause becomes the subject of the subsequent clause. In contrast, Wu’s translation maintains a consistent 
clause-combination approach. Compared to Wu’s version, Li’s translation features a clear and concise structure with 
shorter sentences, enhancing the coherence between the preceding and following translations. The determination of 
conceptual-syntactic metaphors is based on the experiential and cognitive nature of people’s perceptual experiences. 
Consistency patterns exhibit greater experientiality and lesser cognitive aspects, while metaphorical patterns show 
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the opposite. The use of conceptual-syntactic metaphors is constrained and influenced by discourse domains, reflect-
ing language users’ experiential understanding of the same event across different discourse contexts (Lin, 2022). 

Example 3: 刺之要，气至而有效，效之信，若风之吹云，明乎若见苍天，刺之道毕矣。（《灵枢·九
针十二原》） 
Li’s version: The key point in needling is that the arrival of Qi ensures curative effect. The significant 
curative effect appears like wind blowing away clouds, making the sky look bright. This is the general way 
of needling. 
Wu’s version: The most important thing in acupuncture is to get the acupuncture feeling, when it appears, 
the curative effect will appear in the wake of it, and the curative effect is so reliable as the blue sky appearing 
when the clouds are blown away by the wind. These are the principles of acupuncture." 

Analysis: By comparing this example, it is evident that Li Ben still employs a segmentation approach, restructuring 
the original text into three subordinate clauses. The difference lies in the transformation of part of the predicate 
(curative effect) in the first sentence into the subject (The significant curative effect) in the second sentence. This 
aligns with the second pattern of subject-predicate linkage: (R1→T2), where the predicate or part of the predicate 
from the preceding sentence is converted into the subject of the subsequent sentence. Wu’s translation, however, 
continues to employ a consistent expression using a long sentence. It can be concluded that establishing subject-
predicate linkage enables the cohesive function of nominalized metaphors in English discourse, resulting in a clear 
translation structure and enhancing the coherence between preceding and subsequent text. 

4.3 Narrative Objective Function 

Conceptual metaphors are primarily realized through nominalization. During formation, nominalized metaphors omit 
the agent of the action (expressed by the verb) in the consistent form, thereby diminishing the agent’s significance in 
the process. They represent dynamic processes as static “things,” often employing abstract noun structures unrelated 
to the agent as new participants. This approach presents facts from an objective perspective, enhancing the objectivity 
and persuasiveness of the translation. Thus, conceptual metaphors possess a narrative objectification function. 

Example 4: 持针之道，坚者为宝，正指直刺，无针左右，神在秋毫，属意病者，审视血脉，刺之无

殆。（《灵枢·九针十二原》）  
Li’s version: The rule for holding the needle is like this: [The needle] must be held firmly and straightly, 
inserted directly [into the Acupoint] without any deviation. [ When inserting the needle, cares should be 
taken] to avoid the vessels. [When the vessels are avoided,] there will be no danger in needling. 
Wu’s version: In holding the needle, it is valuable to keep a resolute mind, aiming at the acupoint accurately 
and prick promptly, the needle should not be slanting to the right or to the left, the acupuncturist should 
concentrate his mind at the needle point, take good notice of the patient, inspect his channel and take care 
of keeping able from it, in this way, the inserting will be of no danger. 

Analysis: This example illustrates that holding the needle follows certain principles. The most crucial aspect is to 
grip the needle firmly by the handle. When inserting the needle, aim directly at the acupoint without deviating left or 
right. Concentrate your focus on the needle tip and remain attentive to the patient. Avoid blood vessels located at the 
acupoint during insertion to prevent complications. Comparing the two translations reveals differing approaches to 
rendering “属意病者.” Li’s version obscures the agent of the action, implicitly omitting the subject “person” behind 
“属意” and translating it as “cares should be taken.” Wu’s version explicitly adds the agent ‘acupuncturist’ and 
employs dynamic phrasing to convey the process (“acupuncturist should take good notice of the patient”). 

4.4 Formal Stylistic Function 

Yu Jianping (2006) points out that conceptual metaphor achieves metaphorization by means of “level shifting”: trans-
forming a clause complex composed of multiple clauses into a single clause, and metaphorizing that clause into an 
entity or attribute. Metaphorical sentences exhibit high levels of abstraction. Metaphorical sentence patterns consist 
of two noun phrases separated by a verb indicating a logical-semantic relationship between them, namely: NP1 + VP 
+ NP2. This pattern appears frequently in scientific texts, with Halliday describing it as the “most popular sentence 
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pattern” in scientific discourse (Yu, 2006). Consequently, employing metaphorical sentence patterns enhances sty-
listic formality. 

Example 5： 阳中之少阴，肺也，其原出于太渊，太渊二。阳中之太阳，心也，其原出于大陵，大

陵二。阴中之少阳，肝也，其原出于太冲，太冲二。阴中之至阴，脾也，其原出于太白，太白二。

阴中之太阴，肾也，其原出于太溪，太溪二。（《灵枢·九针十二原》） 
Li’s version: The Shaoyin within Yang is the lung and its Yuan -Primary [Acupoint] is Taiyuan (LU 9) on 
both sides; the Taiyang within Yang is the heart and its Yuan - Primary [Acupoint] is Daling (PC 7) on both 
sides; the Shaoyang within Yin is the liver and its Yuan - Primary [Acupoint] is Taichong (LR 3) on both 
sides; the Zhiyin within Yin is the spleen and its Yuan -Primary[Acupoint] is Taibai (SP 3) on both sides; 
the Taiyin within Yin is the kidney and its Yuan-Primary [Acupoint] is Taixi (KI 3)on both sides. 
Wu’s version: The lung and heart situate above the diaphragm in the position of Yang. The lung is a Yin 
viscus situates in Yang position, and it is Shaoyin in Yang, its source points are the left and right Taiyuan 
points (LU. 9). The heart is a Yang viscus situates in the Yang position, it is Yang in Yang, its source points 
are the left and right Daling points (PC. 7). The liver, spleen and kidney situate below the diaphragm, they 
situate in the position of Yin. The liver is a Yang viscus situates in the position of Yin, it is Shaoyang in 
Yin, its source points are the left and right Taichong points (LR. 3); the spleen is a Yin viscus situates in 
the position of Yin, its source points are the left and right Taibai points (SP. 3); the kidney is a Yin viscus 
situates in the position of Yin, it is Taiyin in Yin, its source points are the left and right Taixi points (KI. 3). 

Analysis: This example discusses the functions and locations of the five internal organs using specialized termi-
nology. The original text consists of five sentences. A comparative analysis of the two translations reveals: Li’s 
version employs five NG1+VG+NG2 structures, metaphorically transforming the original text’s processes (conveyed 
by verbs) or characteristics (conveyed by adjectives). The extensive use of NG1+VG+NG2 sentence patterns renders 
the translation structurally concise and clear. Stylistically, it appears highly formal, enhancing the discourse’s reada-
bility. The rhythm and flow are harmonious, elevating the translation’s artistic quality. In contrast, Li’s version em-
ploys a consistent narrative style with longer sentences, resulting in less readable discourse. 

5. Characteristics of Two Translations of Ling Shu from The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon 

The Inner Canon is a renowned classical text of Chinese medicine. As Chinese medicine English falls under the 
category of scientific and technical English, it adheres to the linguistic characteristics of this genre. Unlike general 
prose, it lacks emotional coloring and minimizes the use of rhetorical devices and subjective vocabulary, aiming to 
convey information accurately and objectively to readers. Comparative analysis of the above translation examples 
reveals distinct strategies in conceptual metaphors across the two versions.  

Conceptual Metaphors: Examples 1-5 primarily explore four functions of conceptual metaphors achieved through 
nominalization: (1) information compression, (2) discourse cohesion, (3) narrative objectivity, and (4) formal register. 
Li’s translation primarily employs consistent structures while incorporating metaphorical expressions. In the English 
translation, nominalization compresses and downgrades the original information, achieving level transfer and con-
densing the source text. Subject-predicate conversion facilitates discourse cohesion. Nominalization conceals the 
original sentence’s subject, enhancing the objectivity of the translation. Simultaneously, extensive use of the classic 
scientific English sentence pattern “NG1 + VG + NG2” elevates the formality of the translation’s register. Li’s trans-
lation captures the concise and abstract characteristics of classical medical texts. Wu’s translation primarily employs 
a consistent style, adhering to the source language’s sequence for a literal rendering. It adopts a composite strategy 
of “free translation + phonetic transcription + annotation.” While the translation of archaic terms in classical Chinese 
remains contentious, annotations supplement the historical context. 

Controversial points in comparing the two translations: (1) Terminology translation strategy: Compared to Li’s 
version, Wu’s version carries risks of cultural default in handling certain terms. For instance, “嗜欲” originally de-
notes “objective needs” rather than “desires,” yet Wu’s translation renders it as “desire and addiction,” criticized for 
failing to trace historical semantics. While Li’s version employs an ‘alienation’ strategy (e.g., literal translation of 
symptoms like “anuria and vomiting”), Wu’s translation prioritizes reader accessibility at the expense of terminolog-
ical precision. (2) Sentence Structure Reconstruction: Compared to Li’s translation, Wu’s version retains fewer orig-
inal sentence patterns, instead achieving “dynamic equivalence” through additional translation and annotations. For 
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instance, in Suwen: Generation of the Five Zang Organs, the phrase “born from the lung, like wrapping red in white” 
is explained in Wu’s edition via annotation clarifying the visual metaphor of “wrapping red in white,” while Li’s 
edition employs literal translation supplemented by a glossary to enhance standardization. (3) Cultural Transmission 
Dimension: The Wu translation elucidates connections between Yin-Yang, Five Elements, Zang-Xiang theory, and 
Daoist cosmology through annotations. For instance, translating the “correspondence between heaven and humanity” 
theory incorporates the cross-cultural metaphor “harmony between humans and nature” for Western readers while 
retaining phonetic translations + explanations for core concepts like ‘qi’ and “meridians.” Addressing overseas TCM 
practitioners’ needs, it adds extensive clinical case annotations. For instance, the translation of “Poisonous substances 
also originate from the West” employs historical annotations to clarify differences between Chinese herbal pharma-
cology and Western medicine, enhancing practical applicability. (4) Translation Theory in Practice: Wu’s translation 
motivation stemmed from overseas TCM education needs (e.g., patient learning requirements in U.S. clinics) and his 
personal cultural dissemination mission. The translation prioritized “information transmission” by ensuring medical 
content comprehension first, followed by cultural fidelity. This translation received the Gold Medal at the Third 
World Congress of Traditional Medicine and is regarded as a “milestone in the international dissemination of Chinese 
medicine.” However, it has also been criticized for issues such as “inconsistent terminology” and “lack of historical 
context.” Compared to Ni Maoxin’s translation (which emphasizes summarizing Daoist philosophy) and Li 
Zhaoguo’s translation (which stresses terminology standardization), the Wu translation places greater emphasis on a 
“reader-centered” pragmatic approach. 

6. Conclusion 

Grammatical metaphors serve diverse functions in discourse application. Through comparative analysis of examples, 
the use of grammatical metaphors in the English translation of the Inner Canon not only achieves the translation’s 
communicative purpose but also renders the text more objective and concise, increases its information density, and 
enhances stylistic formality. 

When translating the Inner Canon into English, the primary objective is to disseminate traditional Chinese medical 
culture and principles, necessitating an accessible language. Simultaneously, as a classic text of traditional Chinese 
medicine, the Inner Canon possesses a distinctive writing style, linguistic characteristics, and structural features. 
Translation must therefore account for these original traits to maximize preservation of the source text’s style. Com-
parative analysis reveals that while literal expressions offer intuitive clarity and ease of comprehension, they tend to 
create verbose discourse structures with lower information density. Metaphorical expressions, conversely, feature 
concise discourse structures and higher information density. However, their abstract nature can pose comprehension 
challenges, increasing reading time. 

Thus, when translating into English, different strategies can be adopted based on context: prioritizing literal ex-
pressions while incorporating metaphorical ones where appropriate. Under the condition of ensuring accurate trans-
mission of the original text, judicious use of metaphorical expressions can enhance linguistic beauty and reader en-
gagement. Translating classical Chinese medical texts constitutes a vital component of TCM translation. Studying 
grammatical metaphors provides significant insights for understanding and translating The Yellow Emperor’s Inner 
Canon, thereby advancing the global development of traditional Chinese medicine and facilitating cross-cultural ex-
change of its theoretical principles. 
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