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  Abstract 

Translating metaphors presents a challenge for translators as metaphors involve hu-

man thinking and cognition from cognitive linguistics. AI-powered translation ex-

hibits great efficiency through its algorithm and computation. The study compares 

AI and human translation of metaphors in political discourse in order to explore 

whether AI-powered translation demonstrates an ability to convey nuanced contex-

tual meanings in target language. The human translation is represented by what is 

retrieved from the platform of the multilingual corpora of Xi Jinping: The Govern-

ance of China, and AI-powered translation is represented by rendering through 

ERNIE Bot large model. The findings indicate that, in AI-powered translation, met-

aphors in political discourse are literally preserved in target language even when 

these metaphors are rooted in historical and cultural contexts rather than being uni-

versal. The study suggests a hybrid model with human translators and AI collabo-

ration so as to preserve the clarity and readability of political metaphors. 

Keywords 

Metaphors; Cognition; AI-powered translation; Political discourse 

 

1. Introduction 

It is a challenging task to translate metaphors, especially those used in political discourse, which are deeply rooted in 

historical and cultural contexts. They embody cognitive meanings when interpretated on the basis of the experience 

philosophy from the perspective of cognitive linguistics. Humans depict the concept or experience of one cognitive 

domain through that of another cognitive domain. This makes AI large models prone to misinterpretation for algo-

rithm processes without contextual and cultural associations. Due to this phenomenon existing in AI-powered trans-

lation, this paper is designed to make a comparative analysis of human and AI-powered translations of metaphorical 

expressions in Chinese political discourse.  

2. Literature Review 

In traditional linguistic study, metaphors have been taken as a figure of speech, but with the study of cognition inte-

grated into linguistics, metaphors are viewed as a cognitive behavior or a basic mode of human thinking, as illustrated 

in Lakoff and Johnson’s representative book Metaphors we live by (1980). Then, translation of metaphors has aroused 

attention among scholars in translation studies from a cognitive linguistic view, for translation itself is to translate 

the deep and nuanced meanings embedded in human thinking across different cultures.  

Scholars have predominantly focused their studies on the translation of metaphors in literary works as metaphors 

have been widely created in literary works. For instance, Shao Lu and Zhou Yi (2025) explored the metaphorical 

mind style of the “idiot” young master in Alai’s novel Chen’ai Luoding. However, political discourse also showcases 
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a myriad of metaphorical expressions deserving academic studies while the study of political metaphor translation is 

relatively few. Only recently, political metaphor translation is emphasized and examined from cognitive linguistics 

or a cognitive embodied view (Yin & Li, 2024; Li & Zhang, 2025; Xue & Kang, 2025). Also, there remains a notice-

able gap in research focusing on the impact of LLMs-driven technologies on political metaphor translation. 

It comes as no surprise to learn that with artificial intelligence employed in translation practice, professional trans-

lators have chances to reduce their burdens of large quantities of translation works within limited time. But whether 

it is appropriate to apply AI powered translation into the expertise of political discourse, it is still a challenging task 

and no solid answers are provided in translation studies.  

3. Metaphors in Political Discourse 

Political discourse formally conveys the political thoughts of a nation through linguistic expressions unique to human 

cognitive abilities in cultural contexts. To some extent, those expressions are abstract, complex and invisible. In order 

to effectively transmit the meanings of the expressions, politicians tacitly resort to metaphors, a way of human per-

ception and experience of another cognitive domain through that of one cognitive domain, so as to achieve a simple 

and concrete understanding of political issues.  

However, metaphors are not always universal, for human thinking and linguistic meanings are, according to cog-

nitive linguistics, fundamentally shaped by physical and cultural experience. For example, Mao Zedong and Deng 

Xiaoping, the most influential political figures of the Communist Party of China, used “paper tiger” and “cat” respec-

tively in political discourse. In American history, there are also political phenomena named after metaphors, such as 

the distinction between “hawks” and “doves” (Wen, 2014). Thus, when it comes to metaphor translation, it is no 

longer just about linguistic transformation of superficial meanings but a way of mapping between the conceptual 

domains of metaphors in the source language and the target language.  

With LLMs-driven technologies facilitating translation practice, there arises a question whether the translation of 

metaphors, especially of those political metaphorical expressions, can achieve certain accuracy and readability as 

well. This research question is involved in detail in the following sections so as to have a clear understanding of how 

to conduct the postediting of AI-powered translation and deal with the challenges of LLMs-driven translation of 

political metaphors in a proper way.  

4. Methodology 

This study has been designed to employ the platform of the multilingual corpora of Xi Jinping: The Governance of 
China and ERNIE Bot large model for a comparison of human translation and AI-powered translation of metaphors 

in political discourse. The corpora are utilized as a reference to investigate whether metaphorical translation by 

ERNIE Bot large model is accurate or not, and readable or not. The multilingual corpora consist of three modules, 

module for corpus-based translation teaching, module for knowledge base and module for literature database. In the 

module for corpus-based translation teaching, we have access to the correspondence between the source and target 

texts through retrieving metaphors or keywords. As for AI-powered translation, ERNIE Bot demonstrates relatively 

higher reliability compared with other AI translators such as Google, Baidu and Youdao Translate, DeepL Translator, 
ChatGPT 4.0 and IFLYTEK Spark (Zhao, Zhang, & Yang, 2024). So, political metaphor translation through ERNIE 

Bot large model will be compared with that of human translators retrieved through the corpora. 

In this study, metaphors, such as “sea”, “path”, “battle” or “fight”, “magic weapon” are taken into consideration. 

The reason these metaphors are selected for exemplification is that they are most frequently witnessed in Chinese 

political discourse. Each culture has its own way of using metaphors to express thoughts vividly based on experience 

and real-life issues of a cognitive embodied view. The first two metaphors “sea” and “path” are universalized in the 

world while the other two metaphors “battle” or “fight” and “magic weapon” are unique to Chinese culture. Through 

such exemplification of metaphorical translation, it is possible to conduct a comparative analysis of human translation 

and AI-powered translation, so as to better understand the challenges of AI powered translation we must take and the 

necessity of human and AI collaboration. 

5. Analysis and Results 

The metaphorical translation in political discourse will be analyzed and interpreted through the following examples 
in this section. The Chinese characters of “sea” (da hai), “path” (dao lu), “fight” (dou zheng) and “magic weapon” 
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(fa bao) have been retrieved from the platform of the multilingual corpora. And four examples are chosen for refer-

ence and interpretation. Translations of ERNIE Bot large model have also been observed when compared with those 

derived from the corpora.  

Example 1: The Metaphor of “Sea” 

Source Text: 但是，我们认为，融入世界经济是历史大方向，中国经济要发展，就要敢于到世界市

场的汪洋大海中去游泳，如果永远不敢到大海中去经风雨、见世面，总有一天会在大海中溺水而亡。 

Target Text from the corpus: But we came to the conclusion that integration with the global economy is 

a historical trend. To grow its economy, China must have the courage to swim in the vast ocean of the 

global market. Those who fear to face the storm and explore the new world will sooner or later drown in 

the ocean.  

Target Text from ERNIE Bot: However, we believe that integrating into the global economy is the general 

trend of history. For China’s economy to develop, it must have the courage to “swim” in the vast ocean of 

the world market. If we never dare to brave the storms and broaden our horizons in this ocean, there will 

come a day when we might “drown” in it. 

In Example 1, the metaphor of “sea” is universal in the world based on human’s living experience. It is so vast that 

humans have to take courage to face it. And it is so violent when storms are coming that humans need more courage 

to conquer it. Thus, there is certain thinking commonness in the process of human cognition. Then, it is appropriate 

to maintain the metaphor of “sea” in target text, which is indeed what the corpus and ERNIE Bot present its translation 

respectively.  

Example 2: The Metaphor of “Path” 

Source Text: 我国工人阶级一定要在坚持中国道路、弘扬中国精神、凝聚中国力量上发挥模范带头

作用，万众一心、众志成城，为实现中华民族伟大复兴的中国梦而不懈奋斗。 

Target Text from the corpus: The working class of our country must play exemplary and leading role in 

taking the Chinese path, fostering the Chinese spirit and building up China’s strength and make concerted 

efforts to realize the Chinese Dream. 

Target Text from ERNIE Bot: The working class in China must play an exemplary and leading role in 

upholding the Chinese path, promoting the Chinese spirit, and rallying the Chinese strength. They should 

work together with one heart and one mind, striving unremittingly to realize the Chinese Dream of national 

rejuvenation. 

In Example 2, the metaphor of “path” is universally experienced no matter which culture it is rooted. There is the 

cognitive correspondence of source metaphor in the target language. Thus, in the corpus, the metaphorical image is 

found well-kept for literal translation, which is also taken to convey its meaning through ERNIE Bot large model 

powered translation.  

Example 3: The Metaphor of “Fight” 

Source Text: 面对新形势新挑战，要发扬斗争精神，既要敢于斗争，又要善于斗争，在事关中国特

色社会主义前途命运的大是大非问题上坚定不移，……不在困难面前低头，不在挑战面前退缩，不

拿原则做交易，不在任何压力下吞下损害中华民族根本利益的苦果。 

Target Text from the corpus: Facing new circumstances and challenges, we should have the courage and 

capacity to confront difficulties, take a firm stance in major matters of principle concerning the future of 

Chinese socialism, … We should never bow our heads in the face of difficulties, never flinch from chal-

lenges, never compromise our principles, and never damage the fundamental interests of Chinese nation 

under any pressure. 

Target Text from ERNIE Bot: Facing new situations and challenges, we must uphold the spirit of strug-

gle, being both daring and adept in our battles. We must remain unwavering on issues of great principle 

that concern the future and destiny of socialism with Chinese characteristics, … We must not bow our heads 

in the face of difficulties, retreat before challenges, compromise on principles, or swallow any bitter pill 

that undermines the fundamental interests of the Chinese nation under any pressure. 
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In Example 3, it is obvious that the phrases “the spirit of struggle” and “our battles” are English correspondence 

of Chinese “fight” through literal translation of ERNIE Bot, while in the corpus there is no struggle and no battle but 

difficulties. From the perspective of cognition, in Chinese language, “to confront difficulties” is related to our histor-

ical experience of “fighting enemies in battles”. But this understanding is not always universal. So, in the corpus, this 

metaphor is not literally transplanted but its meaning is interpreted in a non-metaphorical way to ensure its readability.  

Example 4: The Metaphor of “Magic Weapon” 

Source Text: 改革开放是我国经济社会发展的动力。不断扩大对外开放、提高对外开放水平，以开

放促改革、促发展，是我国发展不断取得新成就的重要法宝。 

Target Text from the corpus: Expanding and advancing opening up, and promoting reform and develop-

ment through opening up, is a powerful instrument through which China can achieve continuing progress.  

Target Text from ERNIE Bot: Reform and opening-up serve as the driving force behind China’s eco-

nomic and social development. Continuously expanding and elevating the level of opening-up to the outside 

world, and promoting reform and development through opening-up, have been key magic weapons for 

China to consistently achieve new accomplishments in its development. 

In Example 4, “magic weapon” in source text is historically and culturally unique to Chinese, traditionally referring 
to those precious and powerful things in Buddhism and myths. For example, Sun Wukong’s golden cudgel, a magic 
weapon, is constantly changing to a small one and a large one in different situations. There is no consistent metaphor 
in other cultures. Thus, it is linguistically inappropriate to retain the literal metaphor in English but readable to explain 
it as “a powerful instrument”. Unfortunately, ERNIE Bot literally transplants the image of the metaphor.  

Based on the above four examples, it is found that literally translated version is always mapped in target texts 
through ERNIE Bot large model powered translation, no matter whether there is a consistent metaphor in target texts 
or not. In certain cases, where human’s cognition of the external world is similar, such as of “sea” and “path”, the 
metaphorical image is formed to be readable through ERNIE Bot powered literal translation. However, human’s 
concept of the same entity is disparate in other cases in individual cultures, such as metaphors of “fight” and “magic 
weapon”. These two metaphors are historically and culturally unique, and found closely related to Chinese political 
discourse. If these images are literally transplanted in target language, an appropriate conceptual mapping will not be 
formed in the cognition of target readers. Therefore, it is not always reliable to employ large models such as ERNIE 
Bot to facilitate human translation, although large models are powerful and efficient.  

So, the empirical comparison of AI-powered and human translation, especially on metaphors in political discourse, 
is worthy of academic research. Metaphors are better explained and interpreted from the perspective of human cog-
nition. Especially in political discourse, the domain of the complex thoughts is always viewed through another cog-
nitive domain of concrete experiential things. This cognitive mapping is exclusively constructed in human mind, 
while it can’t be simulated in AI models at least in current times. Based on these insights, it is meaningful to take a 
hybrid translation model with the integration of AI large models and human expertise.  

6. Conclusion 

Through a comparative analysis of human and AI-powered translation, this study highlights the challenges of AI-
powered translation of metaphors in Chinese political discourse, which are deeply rooted in human thinking and 
cultural contexts. The results show that AI-powered translation demonstrates a tendency to preserve metaphors no 
matter these metaphors are universally accepted or individually culture-embedded. Given these insights, a hybrid 
translation model with human and AI integration is reinforced in this study to ensure AI-powered translation effi-
ciency and human translators’ awareness of deep and nuanced cultural meanings as well. 

In this study, only four typical metaphors in Chinese political discourse are focused on to exemplify how human 
translators and AI large models process translation in target language. Further studies should expand the scope by 
analyzing a broader corpus of metaphorical expressions in political discourse. Through these efforts, more accurate, 
readable and culturally sensitive translations will be achieved with the combination of AI efficiency and human 
interpretative skills.  
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