Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2024, 8(11), 2566-2570
https://www.hillpublisher.com/journals/jhass/

ISSN Online: 2576-0548

ISSN Print: 2576-0556

HiLL
PUBLISHING

Translation Challenges Arising from Cultural
Differences Between China and the Arab World

Da Xu

School of Arabic Studies, Beijing Foreign Studies University, Beijing 100089, China.

How to cite this paper: Da Xu. (2024)
Translation Challenges Arising from Cul-
tural Differences Between China and the
Arab World. Journal of Humanities, Arts
and Social Science, 8(11), 2566-2570.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.11.018

Received: October 21, 2024
Accepted: November 19, 2024
Published: December 17, 2024

“Corresponding author: Da Xu, School of
Arabic Studies, Beijing Foreign Studies
University, Beijing 100089, China.

Abstract

Language and culture are closely intertwined, with each language embodying its
unique cultural nuances. Despite the geographical distance between China and the
Arab world, the profound cultural differences significantly influence the modes of
communication between the two. Translation, as a bridge of communication, is not
merely the conversion of language but also the transmission of culture. As early as
1945, American translation theorist Eugene Nida pointed out the close relationship
between translation and culture, categorizing cultural differences into five domains:
ecological, material, social, linguistic, and religious. These cultural differences are
particularly prominent in Chinese-Arabic translation, deeply affecting the accuracy
and fluency of translations. It is crucial to fully consider cultural backgrounds in

Chinese-Arabic translation to ensure the accuracy of the translation and convey the
deeper meanings of the original text. Based on this, this paper systematically ana-
lyzes the challenges posed by cultural differences between China and the Arab
world from the perspectives of ecological, material, social, linguistic, and religious
culture, and accordingly proposes corresponding translation methods.
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Introduction

The Arab world consists of 22 Arab countries, primarily located in West Asia and North Africa. These countries have
Arabic as their official language and predominantly practice Islam, forming a unique Arab-Islamic culture. China,
situated in East Asia, boasts nearly 5,000 years of rich and profound civilization. Over thousands of years, it has
developed a distinctive Chinese culture. Translation has played an important role in the exchange of human culture,
art, and thought. Nonetheless, when translating between culturally disparate entities such as China and the Arab world,
translation transcends mere linguistic conversion, going into the domain of culture. The Chinese and Arabic lan-
guages are intricately intertwined with distinct ecological, material, social, linguistic, and religious values. The geo-
graphical distance and historical developments between China and Arab nations have fostered unique cultural nu-
ances that present considerable obstacles for translators.

The article examines the influence of ecological, material, social, linguistic, and religious disparities on the preci-
sion and interpretative richness of Chinese-Arabic translation (Nida, 2003). Besides, it systematically examines dif-
ferent cultural domains and emphasizes solutions to reconcile these disparities. Translating ecological allusions, such
as Chinese traditional agricultural culture in China, frequently necessitates unique methods to accurately portray their
intrinsic meanings. Material culture, encompassing China's tea traditions and Arabic customs, reflects the lifestyle
and values of each country, posing intricate translation issues. Furthermore, social conceptions, dialectal variances,
and religious symbols necessitate specialized translation methods to maintain meaning. The research proposes
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adaptive and culturally sensitive procedures that improve the quality and readability of Chinese-Arabic translations
while preserving the integrity of each culture (Bassnett, 2014).

In summary, this study explores the significant but understudied challenges that Sino-Arab cultural differences
pose to translation, and it provides valuable insights for developing culturally sensitive and adaptable translation
methods. These findings are of great significance for promoting in-depth cultural exchanges and understanding be-
tween China and the Arab world in the context of globalization and mutually beneficial cooperation.

1. Ecological Culture

Numerous Arab countries, situated in arid desert environments, have cultivated the Bedouins' endurance and yearning
for freedom through their nomadic existence (Guo, 2009). China's comparatively wet climate and resource wealth
have facilitated its emergence as an agricultural superpower, subsequently shaping its social culture through ideals
of diligence, pragmatism, and environmental respect (Wang, 2012).

China is home to a multitude of ethnic groups, each possessing distinct cultures, histories, and traditions. The
development of these cultural traits is intricately linked to the natural environment inhabited by each ethnic group.
Nature's offerings not only supply land, and water for survival but also profoundly shape lives, behavioral patterns,
and values. In Chinese culture, bamboo is viewed as having a symbolic meaning that is both distinctive and significant.
The fact that it is able to keep its evergreen status despite the harsh winters and the scorching summers is a prime
example of resiliency and an unbreakable mentality. Therefore, while attempting to translate references to bamboo
from Chinese to Arabic, it becomes a challenging endeavor to effectively portray the cultural implications that are
linked with bamboo. It is possible that the final output will result in the loss of cultural value or an incorrect view of
the significance of bamboo in Chinese culture if the translation is solely focused on the natural properties of bamboo
and ignores the symbolic meaning that bamboo holds in Chinese culture.

Faced with the translation challenges brought about by ecological culture differences, translators can adopt tactics
such as the Cultural Ecological Extension method and the Ecological Association Translation method to study and
convey ecological culture successfully. The Ecological Association Translation method aims to improve the linkage
of unique words by comprehending ecological principles pertinent to the target language and culture. For instance,
when the Chinese text employs the metaphor of bamboo and a matching term is absent in Arabic, the translator may
identify a word with an equivalent metaphorical significance in Arabic culture to substitute it, so fulfilling the trans-
lation objective. Besides, the Cultural Ecological Extension method can improve translation quality. This method
highlights the significance of particular natural aspects, integrating cultural context and the intrinsic advantageous
correlations evident in the translation. Documents, especially those pertaining to conventional agriculture or environ-
mental conservation, are particularly appropriate for this objective. The translator provides crucial contextual infor-
mation during text translation, encompassing the historical context of the environment and its interactions with spe-
cific societies, rather than solely delivering a literal translation. This approach ensures that the translation exceeds a
simple linguistic conversion (House, 2015). For instance, if the translator is translating a passage about a traditional
rice field landscape, they might add information about how the landscape relates to local cultural practices, like how
it is important in festivals or how it relates to religious beliefs. This way not only helps the readers understand the
ecological and cultural background of the original text better, but it also makes the translation more valuable in the
classroom and adds more cultural depth.

2. Material Culture

The relationship between material culture and ecological culture is intricate and diverse. However, material culture
is prevalent in everyday life. Material culture is portrayed distinctly in both China and the Arab world, these altera-
tions reflect the unique characteristics, diversity, and richness of humanity.

A prominent divergence between China's tea and that of the Arab world is apparent in the extensive realm of
material culture. Chinese tea culture flourished over the historic land and maritime Silk Roads as Islam migrated
eastward, becoming part of Arab civilization. It has greatly impacted their work and daily life. The Arab world
adapted Chinese tea culture to their local customs to create their own. Chinese and Arab tea cultures differ in many
ways. Chinese tea drinkers brew tea leaves straight with boiling or hot water to enjoy their natural beauty and flavor
without flavorings. Arab tea is fragrant and bitter because the leaves are boiled, so Arabs often add a lot of white
sugar, mint leaves, milk, and other things when drinking tea. This unique tea preparation process shows Arabs'
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appreciation of tea and their culinary culture. Chinese and Arab tea utensils also differ. Chinese tea sets are simple
and elegant, reflecting the Chinese people's desire for tranquility and nature. However, Arab tea sets are extravagant,
reflecting the Arab people's desire for beauty (Lii, 2018).

The differences between Chinese and Arabic tea culture pose a great obstacle to translation. Chinese tea culture is
an abstract spiritual expression, and the poems and literary works related to it often contain profound implications.
Historically, the Arabic translation of Chinese tea culture mainly adopts the method of literal translation, introducing
Chinese tea culture to the Arab world only through textual description. However, literal translation sometimes fails
to effectively express the deep significance and considerable importance of tea culture. Therefore, innovative trans-
lation methods are particularly essential for translators. In addition to written descriptions, modern technology can
augment translation by employing symbols, pictures, and other intuitive methods to depict the appeal of tea culture.
Translators can also add elements such as the historical background of tea culture and Chinese customs and habits
into the translation to help Arab readers understand the origin and development of tea culture, establish emotional
connections with the characters and stories in tea culture, and thus deepen their understanding of the ideas and con-
cepts conveyed by tea culture. In conclusion, unique translation techniques and varied expressions enable Arab read-
ers to have a deeper comprehension and appreciation of Chinese tea culture, thereby fostering cultural interaction and
reciprocal learning between China and Arab nations (Zheng, 2023).

3. Social Culture

Social culture is the product of a specific region's people, collectively created and passed down through the long
course of history. It is inseparably linked to people's daily lives, shaping the behavioral patterns and lifestyles that
particular social groups adhere to. The social cultures of various countries or regions, influenced by their unique
natural surroundings, historical contexts, and social development trajectories, demonstrate considerable disparities in
living habits, traditional customs, and value systems (Tursunovich, 2022).

Chinese and Arabic, both languages with a rich cultural background, have distinct emotional nuances and cultural
meanings in their vocabulary. Color words are a common illustration of this. The emotional tone and symbolic mean-
ing of such expressions in various languages often reflect people's unique cultural psychology and social ideals.

When translators take these sociocultural differences into account, they can choose the two methods to translate.
Interpretive translation method: This method includes adding notes or explanations to the translation to help readers
understand how certain symbols are translated in real life. For instance, when translating from Chinese to Arabic, if
the translator comes across the word "red," they can highlight and talk about how "red" is used as a symbol in Chinese
culture. By this method, they can share information about the color and what it means to Chinese people. This method
takes into account social differences while staying true to the facts and honoring the connection between a society
and its method of life. Also, the cultural replacement method: With this method, the cultural symbols of the target
language are meant to be used instead of the knowledge from the source language. In Chinese, "white" means "death."
In Arabic, "black" also means "death." Even though the colors are different, the cultural symbols in the target society
make this substitution have the same emotional effects. In short, sociocultural differences show up in every part of
life, and because language reflects culture, it shows how rich and complicated these differences are. Respecting and
knowing how different cultures are different is the key to good communication and understanding between people
from different cultures. By talking about the cultural and emotional meanings of Chinese and Arabic color words in
more detail, we can see that translation is more than just changing words. It's also a method of getting deep meanings
across cultural divides.

4. Linguistic Culture

Arabic and Chinese originate from different language families. Arabic belongs to the Semito-Hamitic languages and
originates among the Arab peoples of West Asia and North Africa, while Chinese belongs to the Sino-Tibetan lan-
guages and originated among the Han people in East Asia. As a result, these two languages exhibit significant differ-
ences in many aspects.

In linguistic culture, dialects are particularly noteworthy. A dialect is a unique linguistic form specific to a partic-
ular region, differing from the commonly used standard language. Its birth and development are inseparably linked
to the culture nurtured by that region, with language and culture mutually dependent and flourishing together (Rajai
& Ennasser, 2022). In the vast and profound Chinese-speaking world, due to the fragmentation and unification
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processes of Han society, coupled with the complexity of the language itself, Chinese has been divided into seven
major dialect groups: Mandarin, Wu, Xiang, Gan, Hakka, Cantonese, and Min. Each of these dialect systems shines
like star, radiating the unique light of regional culture (Zhu & Grigoriadis, 2022). Similarly, Arabic—the language
of the Quran, is the ancestor of various Arabic dialects. Linguists, through meticulous research, have mapped the
relationships among these dialects, ultimately dividing Arabic into five major dialect regions: Hejaz-Najd, Syria, Iraq,
Egypt, and Maghreb (Guo, 2009). Dialects are to culture what blood is to life, jointly shaping a rich and diverse
linguistic world.

In translating dialects, the translator must account for both the superficial linguistic variations and the underlying
cultural implications (Kchaou, Boujelbane, & Belguith, 2020). Translators can generally use one of the following
approaches to guarantee that the translation is both accurate and engaging. The initial method is the Contextual En-
hancement Method. This method broadens the cultural context of the translation and offers reliable background in-
formation. Translators offer contextual information through concise notes or commentary in the translation to assist
readers in comprehending the social and cultural importance inherent in the original term. This perspective enhances
the reader's comprehension and engagement with the unique culture while preserving the authenticity of the native
tongue. The second method is the Multi-layered Communications approach integrates several vocabulary elements
into the translation. The translator employs a combination of standard language, colloquial idioms, and indigenous
words in the translation to accurately replicate the relationship between pronunciation and conventional terminology
in the classic work. This method's originality resides in its flexibility, as it does not restrict translation to a singular
technique but rather integrates several linguistic aspects to construct a multi-dimensional context, so more fully ex-
pressing the richness of the original text.

5. Religious Culture

Religious culture significantly and enduringly impacts interpersonal communication. Diverse religions have pro-
foundly influenced various cultural styles, particularly evident in Chinese and Arabic translation. However, in the
context of Chinese-Arabic translation, it is essential to adequately account for the impact of religion on the translation
effect. This enhances the article's efficacy and appropriateness while fostering cultural interaction and knowledge
between China and the Arab world.

In Chinese-Arabic translation, the translator must possess not just linguistic proficiency but also a comprehensive
comprehension of the spiritual traditions inherent in both cultures (De Ruiter& Farrag Attwa, 2021). The translation
encounters significant challenges or the omission of cultural knowledge if the impact of religious beliefs is disre-
garded. China is a country with freedom of religious belief. The main religions believed in by Chinese believers are
Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Catholicism and Christianity. Therefore, in the process of Chinese-Arabic translation,
special attention should be paid when it comes to the translation of religious expressions. For instance, translating
traditional Chinese Taoist, Buddhist, and other styles of behavior into Arabic without a particular translation fails to
convey the profound cultural importance of the original language. Furthermore, while translating religious terminol-
ogy from Arabic to Chinese, a lack of comprehensive grasp of their significance in Islam may result in deviations
from the original intent or perhaps cause misconceptions. Translators may employ a contextual adaption approach
when necessary. This entails modifying the conventional text to align with the context of the significant culture,
enhancing translation precision and flexibility, and augmenting adaptability. Religious utterances often possess full
significance within a specific historical and cultural context. Translators can modify the language and presentation
of a text to align with specific expressive traditions. This preserves the original text's religious and cultural importance
to facilitate comprehension of its meaning within the cultural context.

6. Conclusion

Despite the vast geographical distance between China and the Arab world, their friendly exchanges have a long
history and remain ever-strong. Understanding the differences in ecological, material, social, linguistic, and religious
cultures between China and the Arab world will effectively enhance the quality of Chinese-Arabic translation, better
facilitate cultural exchange, and promote the development of China-Arab friendship. By utilizing dynamic and in-
ventive translation methods that are based on careful selection, evaluation, and thorough comprehension of the text's
particular meaning, we are able to integrate elements of Arabic culture with Chinese culture (and vice versa) in order
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to facilitate the esteemed goal of cultural exchange. This is done in order to facilitate the readers' comprehension of
the unique allure of the various cultures.
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