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Abstract

Many Chinese scholars have studied the features of Chinese political texts and
given their different views on Chinese-English translation of this text type. The
formal, formulaic expressions employed in this text type often result in unnatural
or awkward English translations when rendered literally. Although senior transla-
tors can skillfully avoid such literalness, some of their translations can still be un-
natural, ambiguous or even confusing because of their deep-rooted Chinese way of
thinking. This paper examines ambiguous reference, non-native usage of word, un-
natural collocation, and unidiomatic phrasing—translations that are grammatically
sound but stylistically awkward or unclear to native English-speaking audience. By
analyzing these examples from publicized political documents, this study proposes
solutions for Chinese translators to produce more fluent and natural translations.

Even political texts are meant to be well understood by the foreign audience; there-
fore, they should be rendered in a more natural way. And Chinese translators should
focus more on the English language itself, familiarize themselves with idiomatic
usage, traditional collocations and the usual ways of expressing ideas in the English
language.
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1. Introduction

Political texts are a unique genre of discourse that serve to inform, persuade, and mobilize audiences, both domestic
and overseas, and are used in state governance and public affairs. They include speeches by national leaders, party
manifestos, policy documents, laws, and other texts.

Many Chinese scholars have given their views on Chinese-English translation of political texts. Yuan and Yuan
Chao points out that English writing features conciseness, strong logic and rigorous structure, while Chinese writing
features a loose logic, refinement of language. To emphasize, four-character structures are commonly used with re-
peated meanings, and contextual meaning is relied on to compensate for vague meanings and loose logic. Therefore,
for the purpose of publicity, such differences should be fully considered and dealt with accordingly (Yuan & Yuan,
2007). Xiu Rongcen analyzes the acceptance of foreign translations of current political literature from the perspec-
tives of acceptors, acceptance objects, acceptance channels and acceptance contexts (Xiu, 2025). Huang Youyi holds
that we are facing a big challenge to translate current affairs from Chinese to foreign languages. Its success is the key
to spreading China’s stories and building China’s international discourse system (Huang, Huang). Guo Chunying and
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Gao Mingle find the existence of China English that is different from normal English expressions in its linguistic
form because of linguistic and political considerations (Guo & Gao, 2023). And Joan Pinkham systematically exam-
ines the common errors in English written by Chinese senior translators. She classifies the errors into different cate-
gories and gives many examples collected from the selected works of Chinese leaders and important official docu-
ments translated by senior Chinese translators, as well as articles from English newspapers and journals in China. In
her book, she also explains why some use of words, phrases and sentence structures are Chinglish (Pinkham, 2000).
Her book has a significant influence on Chinese professional translators, scholars and English major college students.

In recent years there has been a defending voice for unidiomatic English translation for Chinese political texts. The
core of such defense is a newly coined phrase “China English”. Different from the well-known Chinglish which refers
to erroneous translations influenced by Chinese syntax and lexicon, China English is defined as a “variety of English
that better expresses Chinese sociocultural realities” (Li, 2018).

Wang Rongpei defines this term and points out its existence (Wang, 1991). Li Wenzhong thinks that it is based on
standard English, used to express unique Chinese things in various fields, and it is unique in vocabulary, sentence
structures and discourse (Li, 1993).

China English is different from standing English, with respect to political texts, in that some core concepts are
unique to China. The author of this essay believes that the existence of China English is not a justification for its
legitimacy, and it cannot be used as an excuse for Chinese translators to spare their effort to produce idiomatic English
translation in handing Chinese political texts. In his translation and teaching practice, the author of this essay found
that although many scholars and translators have been trying to improve their English translation of Chinese political
texts, such translation errors are still prevalent. This paper first categorizes and analyzes common errors in political
text translation, then proposes solutions to mitigate these issues.

2. Typical Errors

These typical errors include ambiguous reference, unidiomatic phrasing, unnatural collocation and non-native use of
word. They are difficult to be found mostly because of the inherent Chinese way of thinking.

2.1 Ambiguous reference

This type of error is usually not caused by the influence of the original Chinese text literally. The translator did his
job on the level of sentence, instead of the discourse level. Each single sentence in the translated text is perfect. But
when the sentences in a paragraph are seen as a discourse, there is something impropriate.

Example 1.

Source Text: BHARKAH AR, HFHE—MMEAE. —HFER, PEILFHBAS RO BiEa-t,
SEH AR B A T ARSI S R S R, T AR UE ORI S IIERE b, R
767 ATk S B . (Speech at ceremony marking centenary of Communist Youth League of China)
Original Translation: Although the times keep changing, young people in China have been committed to
the same mission. Over the past century, the Communist Youth League has been of one heart and mind
with the Party and followed in its footsteps. It has united and led League members and young people in
dedicating themselves to the cause of the Party and the people, devoting their youth to the journey toward
national rejuvenation, and thus engraving their glory in the annals of history.

Revision: Although the times keep changing, young people in China have been committed to one same
mission.

As can be seen from the other sentences in this paragraph, the first sentence in the original Chinese text is meant to
say that the young people of the Communist Youth League of China have been following the Party’s footsteps. But
in the English translation, the use of “have been committed to the same mission” can possibly mislead the audience
to a wrong understanding. “The same mission”, whatever it is, must have been mentioned in previous paragraphs.
But actually it has not. The specific mission will be clarified in the following sentences. Therefore, it is more appro-
priate to say “young people in China have been committed to one same mission.” It will be natural for the audience
to see what this mission is in the following sentences.
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Example 2:

Source Text: [FIAMHE G, FHEEM&FRBPEE, FPEIIT. TR ZEBRERENL Bl &
Relh, g —LeRIZIA Y, #BCA THE & HAT RIS . (Address at the meeting celebrat-
ing the 25th anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to the motherland and the inaugural ceremony of the sixth-
term government of the HKSAR)

Original translation: After its return to China, Hong Kong has overcome various challenges and made
steady progress in all aspects. Be it the global financial crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, or dramatic social
upheavals, nothing has stopped Hong Kong from moving forward.

Revision: After its return to China, Hong Kong has overcome various challenges and made steady progress
in all aspects. Nothing has stopped Hong Kong from moving forward, be it the global financial crisis, the
COVID-19 pandemic, or dramatic social upheavals.

In the second sentence, by saying the global financial crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic and dramatic social upheav-
als first, it gives one an impression that these things are all what “all aspects” refer to in the first sentence. Certainly
there are other challenges not mentioned in the context. The revised version, by listing the specific challenges (the
global financial crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and social upheavals) after stating that “nothing has stopped Hong
Kong from moving forward,” helps to avoid any potential misunderstanding that those challenges are the same “all
aspects” referred to in the first sentence.

The revised version also improves emphasis. This structure allows the first sentence to establish the main idea of
overcoming challenges and making progress, while the second sentence powerfully emphasizes that specific events
have not hindered that progress.

2.2 Unidiomatic phrasing

Some words or phrases used by the translator may seem unnatural or inelegant, though they are grammatically correct.
It’s not the way meanings are organized in standard English.

Example 3:

Source Text: [BIAMHE 5, FFHEAEEFKECET R RS, BOVR %, BiGRRIL, KiEE
FEAL I Ay b ] ThE 57 % 3 B AP AN T U D, D9 B IE 22 B P AR bRod A R = R H T A
AT AR TIEk . (Address at the meeting celebrating the 25th anniversary of Hong Kong’s return to the
motherland and the inaugural ceremony of the sixth-term government of the HKSAR)

Original translation:

After its return to China, Hong Kong has shown pioneering spirit in the magnificent process of China’s
reform and opening-up and played an important role in connecting the mainland with the rest of the world,
making irreplaceable contributions to the long-term stable and rapid development of China’s economy.
Revision: After its return to China, Hong Kong has shown pioneering spirit in the magnificent process of
China’s reform and opening-up and played an important role in connecting the mainland with the rest of
the world, making irreplaceable contributions to the long-term stability and rapid development of China’s
economy.

The original (“long-term stable and rapid development”) is grammatically correct but less elegant because it stacks
two adjectives (stable and rapid) before a single noun (“development”) and these three words, as a whole, are modi-
fied by a third adjective “long-term”. The revised version avoids this awkwardness and “stability” is more natural
when paired with “development”.

2.3 Unnatural collocation

Two words may be a perfect collocation in the Chinese language. But when they are respectively translated into the
English language, the new words may not be perfect collocation. This is a common problem for all Chinese translators
and it is sometimes unavoidable because after all the English language is not their mother tongue.

Example 4:

Source Text: AL EE HFizah i) L8, FrnHAAh B FEzs 77w, B A S E R b,
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e R E I AT, AR, ASB A — B E R B AR, Bl E R R D)
hE& AT 2F. (Speech at ceremony marking centenary of May Fourth Movement)

Original translation: In the new era, the theme and direction of the Chinese youth movement and the
mission of Chinese youths are to uphold the leadership of the CPC, and work along with other people to
realize the Two Centenary Goals and the Chinese Dream of national rejuvenation.

Revision: In the new era, the Chinese youth movement is focused on upholding the leadership of the CPC
and working alongside others to achieve the Two Centenary Goals and realize the Chinese Dream of na-

tional rejuvenation

Firstly, in the original translation, the subject “theme and direction”, is not in good collocation with the predicative
“to uphold...and work along”. This is the result of a literal translation from the original Chinese text. Secondly, the
verb “realize” is paired with two objects, “goals” and “the Chinese Dream”. It sounds slight strange to say “to realize
a goal”. It is more natural to say “to achieve a goal”.

By removing repetitive language and streamlining the sentence structure, message is made clearer and more con-
cise. This helps to ensure that the main theme, direction, and mission of the Chinese youth movement are effectively
communicated.

2.4 Non-native usage of word

Some words used by the translator look strange, because they are not used in a natural way. This is usually the result
of literal translation of a single word.

Example 5:

Source Text: {RYAEZSIAEE AR A BRI I AL FIPRER AN L R 54T . AR SCH@EBMLr 17, X EKE
AT SRR, e O DS B JATHIAE H . (Speech at the National Con-
ference on Eco-environmental Protection)

Original translation: Protecting the eco-environment is a common challenge and a joint responsibility for
the whole world. Success in this endeavor will be good for Chinese socialism; otherwise it will become a
pretext for force with ulterior motives to attack us.

Revision: Protecting the eco-environment is a common challenge and a joint responsibility for the whole
world. We must succeed in this endeavor, as it will benefit Chinese socialism; otherwise, it will become a
pretext for force with ulterior motives to attack us.

The use of “otherwise” in the original translation is grammatically acceptable but slightly unconventional in terms
of semantic flow. “Otherwise” is an adverb that usually introduces a contrasting consequence based on the fulfillment
(or lack thereof) of an action or condition—most naturally tied to a verb or clause, not just a noun. For example: We
must protect the environment; otherwise we will face severe consequences. In this example, otherwise suggest a
situation opposite to “protect the environment”.

In the original translation, “otherwise” refers back to the absence of “success” (a noun), rather than directly con-
trasting a verb. This structure is slightly stilted because “otherwise” typically expects a preceding action or condition.
While in the revised version, “otherwise” is used to introduce an opposite situation, i.e., if we fail in this endeavor.
That’s why the revised version is more natural.

3. Solutions

The typical errors discussed here result either from rigid and literal translation of the original text or the translator’s
unfamiliarity with idiomatic usage, collocation and phrasing in the English language. And they prove that even senior
Chinese translators may have difficulty with the idiomatic use of English. Here are two suggestions for Chinese
translators.

First, bear mind that even political texts as those quoted here are meant to be effectively understood by foreigners.
They should refine their translation from the perspective of a foreign audience. As known to all, there exist huge
differences between the Chinese and English languages, rigid translation will easily result in ambiguous reference or
even misunderstanding. And the unique features of Chinese political texts should not be an excuse for unnatural
English translation. These texts can best fulfil their functions when rendered in a plainer way.
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Second, Chinese translators should familiarize themselves more with idiomatic usage, collocation and phrasing in
the English language. As Chinese political texts differ hugely from those in western countries, it’s not practical for
them to improve their work simply by studying such western texts. However, they can focus more on the English
language itself, learning how a word is idiomatically used, which word is traditionally collocated with it, and in which
way an idea is usually expressed in the English language. By doing all these, they can surely produce translation of
Chinese political texts more natural to native English speakers and achieve intended purposes of their translating.
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