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Translation Studies, as a modern discipline, have become increasingly
important in the fields of Humanities, Arts, and Social sciences in China.
Following the First Opium War, many Western works —in both science
and technology as well as literature — were translated into Chinese. When
translating foreign works, there were significant vocabulary gaps in Chinese,
largely due to the relatively underdeveloped state of Chinese society and
limited communication with Western cultures. To address these gaps, many
new words were introduced into the Chinese language through translation,
which have since become an essential part of modern Chinese. Some of these
newly created words carry specific cultural colors and serve as important focal
points for research in cultural translation.

In Chinese Translation Studies, the research on culture-specific words is
significantly influenced by relevant Western theories, including terminology
usage, research methodologies, and research approaches. At present, the
world’s Translation Studies is still mainly in the “cultural turn”, the academia
of Translation Studies in China has also transitioned its approach to studying
these culture-specific words in translation from a linguistic approach to a
cultural turn, leading to increased attention on the external factors affecting
the language in translation.

Literary works often embody significant elements of national culture, and the
translation of literary works plays a crucial role in transmitting that culture.
National culture reflects the essence of national characters. In the context of the
global resurgence of national consciousness influenced by globalization, there
has been increasing attention on research on translating culture-specific words
in literary works. In this context, the concept of “realia”, which emphasizes the
inherent “subjectivity” of culture, becomes particularly relevant. Therefore,
it is essential to incorporate the concept of “realia” into Chinese Translation
Studies. Doing so will provide a theoretical foundation that aligns with
contemporary developments in Translation Studies, benefiting the translation
research of both foreign literary works into Chinese and Chinese classical
literature into foreign languages.
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Ilepexnano3HaBCTBO, SIK CydyacHa AUCIMILTIHA, CTa€ BCE OLIBII BasKIUBUM Y
cthepax ryMaHITapHUX, MUCTEIITBO3HABYMX 1 colliasibHuX Hayk y Kurai. ITicns
INeprmoi omiyMHOI BiliHM 6arato 3axifHUX poOiIT SIK y cdepi HayKH, TEXHIKY,
TaKk 1 B raiysi JiTeparypu Oyno mepekiIajeHo KuTaiicbkoro Moporo. Ilix gac
HepeKnaay 1HO3eMHUX TBOPIB iCHYBaJIM 3HA4HI MPOTAIHHU Y CIOBHHUKOBOMY
3amaci KuTailcbkoi MOBM 37€OLNBIIOrO uepe3 BiJHOCHO HEPO3BUHEHUI
CTaH KUTaMCBKOTO CYCIUIBCTBA Ta OOMEXKEHE CIIJIKYBaHHS 13 3aXiJHUMU
KynpTypamu. 1I[o0 ycyHyTH Li NpOrajuHU, B KHUTAlCbKy MOBY IUISXOM
nepekiaay Oyiio BBeieHO 6araro HOBHX CIIiB, SIKi BIATO/I CTalld HEBiJl' EMHOIO
YACTHHOIO Cy4acHOI KUTalchKoi MOBHU. Jleski 3 I[MX HOBOCTBOPEHUX CIIiB
MaroTh crieru}iuHi KyIbTypHi 3a0apBIeHHs Ta CIy>KaTh BAYKITMBUMHU [IEHTPAMU
JUISL IOCIIIKEHb TIePeKIafy MiX KylIbTypaMH.

VY mepeknago3HaBcTBi B Kurai qociikeHHS KyJIbTYpHO CHEHU(DIUYHHUX CIIiB
nepeOyBaroTh I1iJ]3HAYHUM BILITMBOM BiAMTOB1THUX 3aX1JHUX TEOPil, BKIFOUAIOUH
BUKOPUCTAHHS TEPMIHOJIOTIi, METOAOJIOTII0 IOCHIPKEHHSI Ta MiAXOOU 10
nocnijpkeHHs. Hapasi cBiTOBe mepekiiafo3HaBCTBO BCE II€ B OCHOBHOMY
0a3y€eThCcsl Ha «KYJIBTYPHOMY IOBOPOTi». AKajJeMis MepeKyiafo3HaBCTBa B
Kural Takox 3MiHWJIA JHTBICTHYHMN MiAXiJ A0 BUBYEHHS IUX KYIBTYPHO
crenuGivHuX CIiB y IepeKIai Ha KYJIbTypHUH, 10 IPU3BENO 10 301IbIICHHS
yBar" 70 30BHIIIHIX ()aKTOpiB, SKi BIUIMBAIOTh HA MOBY IIEPEKIIANY.
JliteparypHi TBOpPM YacTO BTIMIOIOTh BaXKJIWBI €JIEMEHTH HalliOHAJIbHOI
KyJIbTYpH, a MepeKiaj JiTepaTypHUX TBOPIB BiAirpae BUpIMIAIbHY pPOJIb
y mepenaui miei KyneTypu. HarioHampHa KydabTypa BimoOpaskae CyTHICTh
HaI[lOHAJBHUX XapakTepiB. Y KOHTEKCTI BIJPOMKEHHS HAI[iOHATBHOT
CBIJJOMOCTI MiJl BIUIMBOM TDio0Oamizalii 3pocTtae yBara J0 JOCIHiKE€Hb
HepeKnaay KyabTypHO CHenn(idHUX CIiB y JITepaTypHUX TBOpax. Y I[bOMY
KOHTEKCTi 0cOOJIMBOT aKTyaIbHOCTi HaOyBa€ MOHATTA «peanii, sIke IMiAKPECIIIoe
IpUTaMaHHY KYJIBTypi «Cy0’eKTUBHICTEY. ToMy BaskKIMBO BKITFOUHTH HOHSTTS
«pearnii» B KUTAHCBKEC NEPEKIIaN03HABCTBO. lle 3a0e3MECUUTh TEOpEeTHUHY
OCHOBY, fIKa Y3TO/DKY€EThCS 13 CY4YaCHUMH PO3pOOKaMH B MEPEKIIaI03HABCTRI,
CHPUSIIOYN AOCIIIKEHHIO NEPeKIaay sIK IHO3eMHHX JITepaTypHUX TBOPIB Ha
KHTaMChKY, TaK 1 TBOPiB KUTAHCHKOI KIIACHYHOI JIITEpaTypy Ha iIHO3EMHI MOBH.

Formulation of the problem. A culture, despite
its distinct national characteristics, can still be
communicated and understood by people from other
nations. Literature serves as the primary expression
of culture and plays a vital role in its transmission.
Translating literary works is an essential method for
disseminating culture and shaping cultural images.
One of the most challenging aspects of translating
works with strong national characteristics is dealing
with culturally specific words. Since the emergence of
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Western Translation Studies in the 1950s, research on
these culture-specific words has been ongoing. With
the continuous development of translation theories,
the research approach has evolved from a linguistic
focus to a more cultural perspective.

Translation Studies in China was formed under
the influence of Western Translation Studies and
gradually developed its own characteristics. Under
the influence of globalization, Translation Studies in
Chinaisalso in aperiod of “cultural turn”. Historically,
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the primary focus of the Chinese translators was
translating a multitude of foreign literary works
into Chinese. Today, however, the main task is to
translate classic Chinese literary works into foreign
languages. As a result, the challenge now facing the
Chinese translation academia has shifted from “how
to absorb and understand foreign cultures” to “how
to distinguish the cultures of different nations” and
“how to introduce Chinese culture to the world”.
Given the evolving needs, it is now crucial to revise
the theories used to study related issues.

The purpose and objectives of the article: The
purpose of this article is to describe the cultural turn
and the current research on culture-specific words in
Translation Studies in China, and then analyze the
theoretical and practical significance of introduction
of the concept of “realia” to Chinese academia.

The object of the study is the research status of the
issues of words with special national/historical colors
in Chinese Translation Studies. The subject of the
study is the applicability of the concept of “realia” in
Translation Studies of China.

The presentation of the main research material.

The current research on culture-specific words in
Translation Studies in China

In Chinese Translation Studies, the emergence
of the issue of “culture-specific words” is closely
related to the great changes in society, language, and
literature. After The First Opium War, the advanced
“technology” and culture of the West had a strong
impact on Chinese society. In response, Chinese
intellectuals advocated learning from the West through
translation. In this context, foreign literary works were
translated into China in an endless stream. The long-
term one-way entry of many translations has kept
China entrenched in a state of constantly receiving
external information for a long time. Therefore, the
main issue that Chinese academia has been thinking
about for a long time has remained in the practical
stage of “how to translate” new things from outside
and foreign cultures.

With the continuous modernization of society
and the maturity of the discipline construction and
scientific research theory construction of colleges and
universities after the reform and opening-up, China
has gradually integrated with the world’s academic
research. Under the influence of globalization,
Chinese academia has inevitably been affected by
the cultural turn in global Translation Studies. There
has been an exploration of translation issues from a
cultural perspective. Many non-linguistic theories
have crossed disciplinary boundaries and combined
with the study of “culture-specific words”, including:
“creative treason”, ‘“hermeneutics”, “relevance
theory”, “translator ethics/subjectivity”, “skopos
rule”, “ecological translation”, “meme theory”,
“schema theory”, “patron theory”, “manipulation
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theory”, “poly system theory”, “reception theory”,
etc.

Research methods on the issue of “culture-
specific words” are becoming interdisciplinary. The
issue of “culture-specific words” involves language
and cultural aspects at the theoretical level and is
closely related to translation and communication in
practical terms. As a result, research on “culture-
specific words” is primarily focused on the fields of
linguistics, Translation Studies, lingua culturology,
comparative literature, cross-cultural communication,
and lexicography, with varying research emphases
across different disciplines.

The terminology of “culture-specific words”
in Chinese Translation Studies. Due to diverse
research scopes, perspectives, and the influences of
Western theories, there are several Chinese terms for
“culture-specific words”. The more commonly used
ones in Chinese are “3 At 1% (culture-loaded
words), “ & I (culture-specific items), “ Ak
K¢ €8] (culture-specific words) and “Z¥ 5 (lacuna,
gaps). By searching keywords in China National
Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI)' and limiting the
search conditions to article titles, it is found that
among the articles, dissertations and conference
article titles, there are 2417 ones with “ Ak f1 %517
(culture-loaded words), 373 ones with “3C{6 545 1i”
(culture-specific items), and 310 ones with “3C4k 1]
" (culture words). From the perspective of lacuna,
there are 519 ones with “Il7C 76> (lexical gap) and
“FERILA” (lacuna) in article titles, 206 ones with
“CALHFELIA (culture-specific words), and 71 ones
with “[E{#17]1E” (national custom words).

By searching in CNKI, we found that in 1978 Xu
Guozhang ([ %) in his article “Sociolinguistics
and Its Application” first explored the impact of
cultural factors in language on communication [
¥, 1978]. The article used examples to compare and
illustrate the sociolinguistic issues caused by different
languages and cultural systems in communication.
In 1980, Xu Guozhang published an all-English
article entitled “Culturally loaded words and English
language teaching”, in which he used the term
“culturally loaded word” for the first time in China
[VFIE %, 1980]. This English term is now generally
translated as “3CALG A" [RE5, 1998]. Liao
Qiyi (Bt—) in his book “Contemporary Western
Translation Theories” defined “3CALH#IA” as:
“Words, phrases and idioms that mark things that
are unique to a certain culture. These words reflect
the unique way of activities that a particular nation
has gradually accumulated over a long historical

! China National Knowledge Infrastructure is a private-owned
publishing company in China since 2014. It operates databases
of academic journals, conference proceedings, newspapers,
reference works, and patent documents. CNKI is the largest
Chinese academic journal database, which basically covers all
academic journals in China.
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process and are different from other nations” [+
—, 2000, p. 232]. Eugene A. Nida wrote a preface for
this book, which can be seen that the appearance and
use of term “3C 4k 51 %417 was mainly influenced by
contemporary western Translation Theories.

Some other Chinese scholars conduct research
from the perspective of “Z*#l” (lacuna), and usually
discuss lacuna in conjunction with “AN%5{f 17" (non-
equivalent vocabulary). The study of the phenomenon
of “lacuna” began in the 1950s with the American
linguist C. F. Hockett. It is generally believed that
“lacuna” originated from the French word “lacune”,
latter the concept “lacuna’ has received great attention
in the Soviet linguistic academia and has formed a
main current in its subsequent development. Since the
Soviet Union and China had a very close history of
literary exchanges in the early days of the founding
of the People’s Republic of China, after the reform
and opening-up, many Chinese scholars followed the
inertia of “Soviet fever” and introduced the “lacuna
theory” to the Chinese academia by translating
relevant theoretical works.

The concept of “lacuna” was first introduced
in China by Tan Zaixi (i5#{ =) in 1982, when he
used the term “iA]J- 7 HR> in article “An Analysis of
Semantic Contrast in Translation” [15 %% =, 1982]. In
1993, Li Xiangdong (Z% 1] 78 introduced the “lacuna
theory” to China in his article “Gaps in Russian text
and the relevant translation strategies”. Based on
this, he proposed the concept of “cognitive cards” to
address limitations in semantic understanding and to
fill gaps [Z*[7] 7%, 1993].

Yu. A. Sorokin and I. Yu. Markovina defined
“lacuna” as “gaps in languages” and “gaps in culture”,
which has had a significant impact on Chinese
academia, leading to numerous scholarly research
endeavors. In 2015, the monograph “Contemporary
Russian Language and Cultural Studies” which is
edited by Li Xiangdong, Yang Xiujie (#757%) and
Chen Ge (X)), provided a detailed introduction to
the evolution of the “lacuna theory”, the lacuna as
a phenomenon, and related research in Russian. In
this book also compared the “lacuna theory” of Yu.
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A. Sorokin and I. Yu. Markovina and the theory of
G.V. Bikova. Obviously, the “lacuna theory” of Soviet
academia has had a profound influence on Chinese
academia. Scholars such as Li Xiangdong, He Qiuhe
(fAT &K 1), and Guo Aixian (5 %2 5¢) have discussed the
phenomenon of “lacuna” in translation in many papers.

However, with the deepening of globalization
and the popularity of the Internet, cultural exchange
activities between countries are increasing, and
separately discussing language and cultural issues
in translation can no longer adapt to the significant
challenges brought by cultural diversity. Chinese
scholars have also paid attention to this change,
resulting in a cultural turn in Translation Studies.

The introduction of the term “ AL L H I is a
performance of the culture turn in Translation Studies
in China, which originated from the Spanish scholar
J.F. Aixela. Zhang Nanfeng (5K Fg %) first write about
it in his article “A critical introduction to Aixela’s
strategies for translating culture-specific items”
(2004) and translated it into “ALLHT”. He
compared Aixela’s strategies for translating culture-
specific items with the strategies of Qiu Maoru (Iif§
1) and Wang Dongfeng (75 ), pointing out
that Qiu Maoru and Wang Dongfeng’s classification
strategies are less diverse than Aixela’s, because the
purpose of classification (for practice or descriptive
research), the orientation (source-oriented or target-
oriented), and the research object (language-oriented
or culture-oriented) are different.

The article also explains the necessity of
introducing Aixela’s strategies for translating culture-
specific items into Chinese academia: “As Chinese
culture becomes more open and people become more
familiar with foreign cultures, and as the number
of readers of translated literature gradually changes
from the general public to a minority, the need for
domestication strategy in translation has reduced” [ 7K
F4l4, 2004, p. 23]. Searching for term “ 3 AL %A i
in CNKI reveals that the number of related research
papers is increasing year by year, especially after
2010, the number of articles with “X AL EH ™ in
their titles has continued to rise.
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Chinese scholars not only translate terms from
Westen theories but also conduct research from the
perspective of Chinese language and culture. Wang
Dechun (T f#%) proposed the term of “[E{# 115"
(national custom words) based on the study of the
Chinese folk customs. He defined “[E{#i#iE" as
“words related to China’s politics, economy, culture,
history, and folk customs with national cultural
characteristics” [Ef%, 1991]. Mei Lichong (%
374%) studied the composition and characteristics
of words that express Chinese national custom from
the perspective of teaching Chinese as a foreign
language. He proposed that these words should
become an important part of teaching Chinese for
foreign students.

Obviously, the research subject of term “[E{#1d]
7" is mainly based on Chinese language and culture,
ignoring the translation difficulties caused by cultural
differences when translating between Chinese and
foreign languages. Chang Jingyu (##{F) in his
monograph “Chinese Vocabulary and Culture” divides
Chinese vocabulary into general vocabulary and
cultural vocabulary and makes a detailed classification
of historical and cultural words in Chinese [l
5§, 1995]. However, from the perspective of cross-
cultural communication, Hu Wenzhong (% 3Cf#)
advocates using “the relationship between the cultural
connotation of words and the translation” to describe
this phenomenon. He disagrees with singling out
certain words with special cultural connotations and
calling them “cultural vocabularies”, believing that
this will cause people to ignore the general meaning
of the word itself [ 344, 1990].

Since the reform and opening-up, Chinese
academia has achieved breakthroughs in the study
of cultural-specific words across different fields.
While there are variations in terminology, theoretical
approaches (from linguistic approach to cultural turn),
and the range of subjects considered (vocabulary,
phrases, idioms, and texts), and different research
purposes are emphasized in different disciplines,
they are essentially addressing the same linguistic
phenomenon — words in the language that can reflect
the cultural characteristics of the nation.

Currently, the research methods in Chinese
academia on the issue of “cultural-specific words”
have evolved from language-centrism to pluralism,
significantly influenced by the developments in
global Translation Studies, showing a cultural turn.
However, there are still two shortcomings. The first
one is the simplification of the research focus. Many
articles still address the issue of “how to translate,”
which connects to a long-standing belief in Chinese
academia about the practicality of theory guiding
practice. Another shortcoming is the absence of
original theories. Although the expression of [
{81715 has emerged, it confines research to the
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Chinese language, and cannot have an impact on the
international Translation Studies.

2. The Cultural Turn of Translation Studies in
China

“As an empirical science, Translation Studies is
based on translation practice” [XI| % JKX, 2005, p. 15].
Whether in China or in other countries in the world,
Translation Studies has gone through the development
from “discussing translation skills” to “adopting a
scientific approach to research”.

Before China began its modernization process,
translation research primarily focused on Buddhist
scriptures, with monk translators being the main
researchers. The studies mostly concentrated on
translation methods. However, there was no systematic
translation theory. As a result, despite the long history
of translating Buddhist texts, this work remained in
a pre-modernization period of Translation Studies
due to the limitations of translation theory.

After the First Opium War, Western thinkings and
Cultural trends began to enter China in significant
numbers. Under the “impact-response model”
[Ssu-yu Teng, John K. Fairbank., 1973, p. 5], China’s
modernization commenced. Chinese intellectuals
advocated for the “translation to save the country”
initiative, emphasizing the need to learn advanced
technology and culture through translation.
Translation activities became highly active throughout
this interactive historical process, and discussions on
translation methods gradually increased.

During the Self-Strengthening Movement and
the Hundred Days’ Reform, many scientific and
technological works were translated into Chinese.
Later, during the New Culture Movement, a significant
number of foreign literary works were also translated
into Chinese. As translation practices accumulated,
some Chinese translators began to propose specific
standards based on their experiences. For example,
when translating  {Ki#H1E)  (Evolution and
Ethics and other Essays, 1896), Yan Fu (j%&) first
proposed three translation standards: “/5, X,
ME” (faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance).
Lin Yutang (#Ki5 %) later proposed the translation
standards of ST, @, FEEAIZARSC (R
3¢) ”(faithfulness, fluency, and beauty” in his article
“On Translation” (1933), which was a continuation
of Yan Fu’s translation thought. During the New
Culture Movement, translation played a key role in
modernizing the Chinese language. Lu Xun (&)
proposed the principles of “hard translation” (fiff
k) and “literal translation”(EL1¥), which sparked
widespread discussion.

After the establishment of the People’s Republic
of China, Fu Lei (f§%) proposed the translation
concept of “Approximation in Spirit” (##{li) in
1951. Later, Qian Zhongshu (E%#f15) proposed
the concept of “Transformation” (1£53512) in 1964.
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Both concepts are fundamentally rooted in Chinese
aesthetics and poetics. However, in the late 1960s,
the onset of the “Cultural Revolution” led to a halt
in almost all academic research. This turning point
prevented the advancement of Translation Studies
in China and limited its engagement with the global
development of Translation Studies.

Chinese prominent translators like Yan Fu, Lin
Yutang, Lu Xun, Fu Lei, and Qian Zhongshu have
significantly contributed to Translation Studies
in China and have proposed specific translation
strategies. However, there are still no dedicated
monographs on translation theory available. As a
result, the author believes that Chinese Translation
Studies at that time was still in early developmental
stage.

Since the 1980s, guided by the reform and
opening-up policy, Chinese academia has made
significant progress in catching up with global
developments in translation studies. Prominent
Western translation works have been translated into
Chinese one after another. “Since the 1950s, a group
of scholars in the West, including Eugene Nida, Peter
Newmark, and Catford, have emerged, focusing on
translation from a linguistic perspective. Their key
works began to be translated into Chinese starting
in the 1980s” [ KR, 2018, p. 2]. Data from CNKI
indicates that during the 1980s and 1990s, there
was a substantial increase in articles introducing
Western translation theories. Under the influence of
contemporary Western Translation Studies, China’s
translation research “has shifted towards a linguistic
framework in terms of both theoretical foundations
and research methodologies” [ZE#Ki, 2005, p. 81].

In the 1970s and 1980s, the trend of a cultural
turn in world Translation Studies began to emerge.
However, “linguistic centrism” persisted in Chinese
academia until the end of the 20th century. With
the continuous modernization and globalization
of society, along with the influence of the Internet,
Translation Studies in China eventually experienced
its own “cultural turn”. After over a decade of
challenging digestion, absorption, and application
of these theories, the limitations of the linguistic
approach became apparent. The rigidity of research
models and the uncritical adoption of linguistic
approach led to a “stagnation period” in China’s
translation research [ 522, 1996].

To overcome research challenges and better
address the effects of globalization, Translation
Studies in China has also begun a cultural turn. Xie
Tianzhen’s (#fK#R) “On the Creative Treason of
Literary Translation” published in 1992 is one of the
earliest articles to conduct translation research from a
cultural perspective. He discussed “Creative Treason
in Literary Translation” from three perspectives:
“Translator, Audience, and Recipient environment”
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[ KH%, 1992]. Later, representatives of the cultural
turn in Translation Studies such as Mary Snell-
Hornby, Hans Josef Vermeer, Even-Zohar, James
Holmes, Gideon Toury, André Alphons Lefevere,
Susan Bassnett and their related theories were
continuously translated into Chinese, prompting a
“cultural turn” in translation studies in China.

As a result, an increasing number of Chinese
scholars are examining translation issues from an
interdisciplinary perspective. For instance, Xie
Tianzhen’s monograph “Introduction to Translation
Studies” (2007, 2018) focuses on Translation Studies
through the lens of Comparative Literature. Wang
Ning (7T*) approaches Translation Studies from
the standpoint of Cultural Studies and has authored
the monograph “The Cultural Turn in Translation
Studies” (2009, 2022). He builds upon the ideas
of Susan Bassnett and André Lefevere regarding
Translation Studies and offers a more in-depth
exploration of the “translation turn” in Cultural
Studies, which was proposed by them in 1998.
Wang Ning combines various theories, including
Deconstructionism, Postcolonialism, Comparative
Literature, and Intersemiotic Translation.

Over the past 40 years, research approaches
to Translation Studies in China have evolved
significantly. This development reflects both the
ongoing enhancement of its theoretical framework
and the modernization of research concepts. As a
result, the focus has shifted from a “language-centric”
perspective to a culture turn.

3. The applicability of the concept of “realia” in
Chinese Translation Studies

At present, the terms most commonly used by
Chinese scholars in studying “culture-specific words”
include “3CAE A EIA", “AHh, <A RRA", «
AR, <AL AT ete. The term “CAL
%17 is translated from the English term “culture-
loaded words”, which is not such widely recognized
in English-speaking academic circles. However, it
is popular among Chinese scholars and has become
a commonly used term. In Chinese, the term “3
A3 (culture-loaded words) defines culture
as an additional layer of meaning, placing a strong
emphasis on the semantics of vocabulary. This may
be linked to the fact that initial research in this area
in China primarily focused on linguistic theory, with
cultural factors not taking a central role.

Research from the perspective of “lacuna” is also
valued by Chinese academia for a long time because
this term emphasizes contrast and difference. The
difference between the Sino-Tibetan language family
to which Chinese belongs and the Indo-European
language family to which most Western languages
belong is significant, so there is a huge “gap” between
languages and cultures. However, the “lacuna theory”
does not facilitate the coordination role of translation
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in cultural exchanges between different nationalities.
As cultural exchanges between China and other
countries increase, China’s focus has shifted from
merely understanding and bridging the “gap” to
introducing itself as a cultural entity. Consequently,
the “lacuna theory” is no longer sufficient to meet
current needs.

In the context of the cultural turn in Chinese
Translation Studies, the concept of “realia” has
extremely high applicability. S.Vlahov and S. Florin
were one of the first scholars to use the term “realia”
and conducted in-depth research. “In our view, realia
are words (and phrases) that refer to objects typical
of a nation’s life (including everyday life, culture,
social and historical development). Realia often carry
national or historical significance and generally do not
have direct equivalents in other languages. As a result,
they cannot be translated using standard methods
and require a specialized approach for accurate
understanding.” [Vlahov S., Florin S., 1986, p. 55]. It
can be found that Vlahov S., Florin S.’s definition of
“realia” is very similar to the definitions of terms such
as “culture-specific items” and “culturemes” by other
Western scholars, but the research on “realia” focuses
on the cultural characteristics of specific objects,
emphasizing the national and historical colors.

The famous Ukrainian translators R. P. Zorivchak
and V. V. Koptilov also made a great contribution
in researching realia. When defining “realia”,
R. P. Zorivchak emphasized that realia has meaning in
contrast: “Realia are mono—and polylexemic units, the
main lexical meaning of which contains (in terms of
binary comparison) a traditionally assigned complex
of ethnocultural information, alien to the objective
reality of the language-receiver.” [R. P. Zorivchak,
1989, p. 58]. In addition, R.P. Zorivchak also included
sentences into the category of realia.

The concept of “realia” refers to the integration
of language and tangible objects, highlighting
the “materiality”, “existence” and ‘“subjectivity”
of culture from a philosophical standpoint. This
distinction in terminology prompts scholars who
study culturally specific words to fundamentally alter
their understanding.

As Chinese Translation Studies experiences
a cultural turn, translation is now understood not
just as the process of converting one language
into another, but also as the transformation of one
culture into another through language. Physical
objects serve as concrete manifestations of culture,
while language expresses these physical objects.
The concept of “realia” in Translation Studies aids
translators in capturing the essence of cultural
reality during translating. Additionally, the concept
of “realia” emphasizes the uniqueness of one’s
own culture and highlights its distinct national
characteristics.
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Certainly, the concept of “realia” is not perfect.
For example, S. Vlahov and S. Florin limited the
scope of research to words (phrases), ignoring the
ethnic/historical components of sentences, idioms,
and even chapters. However, this shortcoming can
also be regarded as an advantage. It fixes the scope
of research within a controllable area and will not
expand the research boundaries indefinitely like
“lacuna” theory.

Conclusion. Strategies for translating “realia”
are based on the “materiality”. The classification is
detailed and can enable readers to better understand
the natural geographical environment, ethnic
daily life, religious characteristics, and social
administrative system differences behind literature.
This can also better restore the ideas and opinions
conveyed by the author in his literary works. If the
translator cannot be aware of this, the translation
will be distorted in the process of recreation, leading
to a loss of the intended meaning. The concept of
“realia” emphasizes the “materiality”, “existence”
and “subjectivity” of one culture, is based on the
“materiality” of specific national culture. In a rapidly
changing world, “realia” remains resistant to change
over time.

The concept “realia” is highly relevant to
contemporary Translation Studies in China.
Through translation, China has gained a broad
understanding of the outside world. However,
to more accurately differentiate between various
cultural contexts, it is no longer appropriate to view
Western European culture as a monolithic entity as it
was in the past. As here are many distinct countries
within Europe with intertwined histories and
cultures. These countries share a common cultural
heritage from certain historical periods, resulting in
overlaps and similarities in areas such as national
traditional costumes and dietary habits, etc. When
examined closely, the cultures of different European
nation-states show varying degrees of difference.
The concept of realia emphasizes the cultural
characteristics of each ethnic language rather than
focusing on the differences between them. As
China’s need to understand the outside world shifts
towards recognizing the cultural uniqueness of
different nations, the concept of “realia” becomes
especially relevant. It highlights the unique aspects
of ethnicity and history, which can help China gain
a deeper understanding of the distinctiveness of
various national cultures around the world.

Using the concept of “realia” can also assist Chinese
translators in better understanding the relationship
between their own culture and the outside world,
understanding the cultural characteristics of different
national subjects, and finding a reasonable way to
spread their own culture based on this realization of
“subjectivity” of national “realia”.
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