Chinese And Arabic Languages

Over View

	Language
	Chinese
	Arabic

	Countries
	China, Taiwan, Singapore
	Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Palestine, Western Sahara and Yemen

	Native Speakers
	More than 1.3 billion
	Approximately 270 million

	Language Family
	Sino-Tibetan
	Afro-Asiatic (Semitic branch)

	Writing System
	Chinese characters
	Arabic Alphabet

	Official Written Language
	Modern Standard Chinese (Beijing Dialect)
	Modern Standard Arabic

	Writing Direction
	Left to right
	Horizontal from right to left

	Word Order
	Object
	Verb/Subject/Object (VSO)
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Countries that speak Arabic

Writing Systems
Chinese and Arabic languages have not only evolved in different parts of the world but exist in very different cultural worlds. It is no surprise then that both languages are historically and structurally very different. This essay will give a brief explanation of the history of the Chinese and Arabic written languages before exploring grammatical aspects of the languages such as word order, plurals and tense. 

History of Written Languages

Chinese is the oldest writing system in the world and was already a fully developed writing system over 3000 years ago. The Arabic language is a much younger language, which spread with the influence of Islam. Spoken forms were developing in the 4th century AD, however the first Arabic document dates [image: image3.png]


back to 512AD.

The earliest written forms in China (jiaguwen       ) were pictograph inscriptions written on bone and tortoise shells. The characters developed throughout the centuries but became no longer comprehendible to most people between the 3rd and the 20th Centuries. At this time, the language was only really used by administrators, scholars and the education elite. In the first half of the 20th Century, the written system was changed largely in an attempt to bring it closer to the spoken form. In 1956, Modern Standardised Chinese was introduced in an attempt to promote literacy. This witnessed a simplification of the traditional characters and introduced the phonetic alphabet, pin yin, the international standard romanisation theme of Chinese characters used when learning Chinese. Modern Standardised Chinese is based on pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary of the Beijing dialect, which is the vocabulary used in colloquial speech. Today, Chinese is the most spoken language in the world with over 850 million native speakers.

When referring to the Arabic language one may refer to either Non-Vernacular or Vernacular Arabic. Non-vernacular Arabic is the variety of languages studied and understood across the Arabic world. This includes Classical Arabic and Modern Standard Arabic. Classical Arabic is the language of the Qur’an and most classical literature. Modern Standard Arabic is the universal language of the Arabic world and is understood by all Arabic speakers. It is the language of most written material, education, news and lectures. Vernacular languages refer to regional dialects that vary in different regions and socioeconomic status. They can be incomprehendable to other Arabic-speaking people. Arabic spread with the influence of Islam and is today a unifying bond between all Muslim and Arabic influence around the world. 

Chinese is written with a system of characters (or symbols) known as ‘hanzi,’ whereas the Arabic language uses a script termed as the Arabic Alphabet. In Chinese, each character represents a word. In Arabic there are sequences of individual letters used to signify a word.  

Chinese Characters

Chinese is a system of characters. Every character representing a syllable of the spoken language and demonstrates some sort of meaning. Characters can be used on their own, in combination with others or as part of other characters. The sound of a word never changes but only adds grammatical features to the sounds. Many words in Chinese are compounds of two or more characters which combine to form different meanings. 

There are many homophonic characters in Chinese. These are syllables that sound the same but mean different things. Chinese characters consist of three elements, the initial sound (consonants), final sound (at least one vowel) and tone. Verbs and adjectives consist of one character (syllable) but nouns consist of 2, 3 or more characters. There are over 80 000 Chinese characters, however people only need to know about 3000 for reading and writing purposes.

Arabic Alphabet

The Arabic alphabet consists of 28 basic letters including 3 vowels (Semitic Guttural Sounds). Symbols are written from right to left and are connected to each other. Most letters change form depending on where they are located in the word. They may appear at the beginning, middle or end of the world or if they stand on their own.  
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Example of the Arabic Alphabet

Word Order

Chinese word order is very important compared to the loose and relatively free Arabic structure. In Arabic one can change the basic word order without affecting the grammar or meaning of the sentence. In Chinese, word order is the only indication that tells or describes who is doing what to whom. 

Chinese word order is an indication of the relation between words in the sentence. The normal word order in Chinese is Subject-Verb-Object (SVO), however there is evidence to suggest that it is evolving into a SOV structure. In contrast, Arabic uses a verb/subject/object (VSO) word order. It can also take many other forms such as VOS, OVS, OSV and SOV, depending on which aspect is important in the sentence.

Basic Word Orders

Chinese





Arabic
Wo                
qu                 
xuexiao            
ذهبت 

أنا
إلى
مدرسة

I 

went  
(to)
school


Went

I
(to)
School

Subject 
Verb 

Object


Verb

Subject

Object

who

doing what
to what


doing what
who

what

Tense

There are two ways to express past tense in Chinese. Firstly there is the use of adverbs such as ‘yesterday.’

Zuotian 
wo 
qu

xuexiao 

Yesterday
I
went to

school

The second is to use particles ‘guo’ or ‘le’ which cannot stand on their own but can express completed actions when placed after verbs.

Wo 
chi
fan 
Le 

I
eat
dinner

Wo 
qu guo 
zhong guo

I 
went 

to China

There are 2 main types of tense in Arabic, perfect and imperfect.  The perfect tense (past tense) expresses a completed action that has occurred in the past. A word changes as an affix is used at the ending. The affix at the end of the word changes the verb (faal). e.g. 

كتب


كتبوا

‘kataba’ 
( 
Kataboo

‘he wrote’

‘they wrote’

 The imperfect tense (present tense) is an action in progress that is still continuing. The root takes a prefix and a suffix to build the word form. There is no such thing as a future tense in Arabic but it can be done by adding the prefix ‘sa’ to the imperfect form of the verb. For Example 

أكل

يأكل

سيأكل
‘akala’  ( 
 ya’kulu (
saya’kulu
He ate

 he is eating
he will eat
Perfect form
 Imperfect form      Future tense

Past

present

future

Plurals

In most Chinese words there is no marked difference between singular or plural for words can be used for both singular and plural cases. Pronouns are an exception for they are made plural by adding the suffix ‘men’ to the singular form.

Wo 
yao 
gen 
nimen 
qu 
xuexiao

I  
want 
with 
you  
go 
school



(I want to go with you to school)

Arabic uses two methods to form a plural. Either a suffix is added or there is a change of the body of the word. A suffix ‘aat’ is usually added to the end of the word to form a plural. For example:
شجرة


شجرات

Shajara 
( 
Shajaraat

A tree 


Trees

Qitar 
( 
Qitaraat

قطار

قطارات
Train  

Trains
Another suffix ‘een’ is added to form the plural of some words especially nationalities, religions and professions.

Moslem 
( 
Moslemeen

مسلم


مسلمين
Moslem

Moslems
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