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  Abstract 
This paper sets out to compare and evaluate the performance of the Qwen large 
language model (LLM) against human translation in the specific context of literary 
translation, using the Chinese versions of The Old Man and the Sea as a case study. 
To do so, the study fed two distinct instruction prompts into Qwen to generate its 
translations, and then compared these outputs with Sun Zhili’s 2012 Chinese trans-
lation. All three translations were subsequently analyzed using two software 
tools—Wordless, which measured lexical density, richness, and diversity, and Al-
phaReadabilityChinese, which assessed syntactic complexity. These dimensions 
were examined in detail, with particular attention to how each translation handled 
semantic load and sentence structure. The results show that Qwen performs quite 
well in terms of lexical density, effectively conveying the original text’s core se-
mantic information. However, when it comes to lexical richness and diversity—
qualities that give literary translation its texture and nuance—Qwen still lags no-
ticeably behind the human translator. This finding suggests that while large lan-
guage models have made impressive strides in translation technology, human trans-
lation remains irreplaceable in the literary domain, where context sensitivity and 
expressive artistry are paramount. Consequently, rather than viewing AI as a sub-
stitute for human literary translators, future research and practice should focus on 
how the two might complement each other, integrating their respective strengths to 
elevate the overall quality of literary translation. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Background 

The Old Man and the Sea is one of Ernest Hemingway’s signature works, and ever since its publication in 1952, it 
has remained a lasting treasure in the global literary canon—admired not only for its unique charm but also for its 
masterful narrative technique. As globalization speeds up, machine translation has gradually grown into a key tool 

 
1 Correction Note: This article was updated on June 11, 2026 to include supplementary publication integrity information. 

https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/tfll/


Hanxiao Ma 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/tfll.2025.08.010 62 Translation and Foreign Language Learning 
 

for communication across languages (Wu, 2021). More recently, machine translation systems built on big data and 
deep learning—such as Qwen—have made notable progress in both translation speed and accuracy. That said, when 
it comes to the complex field of literary translation, their performance still runs into plenty of challenges (Xiang, 
2011). It is against this very backdrop that the present study sets out to compare Qwen’s machine translation with 
Sun Zhili’s 2012 human translation of The Old Man and the Sea. The goal is to explore, in concrete terms, how 
effective machine translation really is in the literary domain and where its limitations lie. 

1.2 Research Objectives and Significance 

First, this study conducts a comparative analysis to reveal how machine translation and human translation differ in 
lexical choices, syntactic structures, and rhetorical techniques. Second, by comparing Qwen’s machine-generated 
translation with Sun Zhili’s human version, it evaluates the feasibility and limits of machine translation in literary 
contexts, thus pointing to future directions for MT technology (Luo, 2022). Finally, this comparative approach also 
offers new perspectives and methods for assessing literary translation quality, helping both translators and readers 
evaluate machine and human translations more objectively (Liu, 2023). 

2. Research Methods 

2.1 Quantitative Analysis 

The study employs quantitative analysis, utilizing specialized software to conduct objective data statistics and anal-
ysis of the two translated versions. AlphaReadabilityChinese software is used to quantitatively analyze the syntactic 
complexity of both Qwen’s machine translation and Sun Zhili’s 2012 human-translated version. Wordless software, 
in turn, performs quantitative analysis at the lexical level. These metrics will provide robust support for revealing 
differences in vocabulary usage between the two translations. 

2.2 Qualitative Analysis 

Based on the quantitative results, this study also uses qualitative methods for a close comparison between Qwen’s 
machine translation and Sun Zhili’s 2012 human version. We assess translation quality and literary merit by looking 
at the three versions across several angles: lexical choices, syntactic structures, rhetorical devices, and how cultural 
meanings are conveyed. This kind of qualitative analysis gives us a fuller picture of what sets these translations apart 
and how each works during the process—offering more concrete, varied standards for judging literary translation. 

3. Experimental Design 

3.1 Tool Introduction 

3.1.1 Alpha Readability Chinese 
AlphaReadabilityChinese is built for reading Chinese texts. It uses natural language processing to dig into sentence 
structures and give you metrics that help judge readability in a more data-driven way. In this study, we’re going to 
use AlphaReadabilityChinese to look at the syntactic complexity of two translations—Qwen’s machine-translated 
version and Sun Zhili’s 2012 human-translated version—and then compare how they handle sentence construction 
and grammar. 

3.1.2 Wordless 
Wordless is a lexical analysis tool that uses statistical and machine learning methods to measure lexical density and 
dig into lexical richness and diversity. We’re using Wordless here to run a close lexical-level analysis on both trans-
lations. The goal is to see how each translation handles word choice, substitution, and innovation—and to compare 
where they differ or align in vocabulary use. 

3.1.3 Qwen 
The currently utilized Qwen is a large language model developed by Alibaba Cloud under Alibaba Group. According 
to official claims, its performance in Chinese-language contexts has comprehensively surpassed that of GPT-4-Turbo, 
establishing it as one of the world’s leading large language models for Chinese. 
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3.2 Implementation of Instructions 

Instruction12 required Qwen to directly translate the English version of The Old Man and the Sea into Chinese, with 
the directive being concise and straightforward. Instruction23, building upon Instruction1, additionally emphasized 
criteria such as faithfulness and fluency in language, coherence at the discourse level, and adherence to the linguistic 
style preferred by Chinese readers. This instruction aimed to evaluate whether machine translation can maintain the 
original meaning while simultaneously ensuring cultural adaptability in the translated text(Wang, 2018). 

4. Comparative Analysis 

4.1 Lexical Density 

Lexical density measures the ratio of content words to the total number of words in a text. It reflects the informational 
load of the text, particularly the proportion of meaning-bearing words within sentences. 

The Lexical Density data for the three translated versions, generated by Wordless, are as follows: 

Table 1. Lexical density Comparison 

TT(Sun) TT(Instruction1) TT(Instruction2) 

0.701 0.689 0.689 

 
The differences can be further elucidated through the following translated examples: 

ST：The old man was thin and gaunt with deep wrinkles in the back of his neck. The brown blotches of 
the benevolent skin cancer the sun brings from its reflection on the tropic sea were on his cheeks. The 
blotches ran well down the sides of his face and his hands had the deep-creased scars from handling heavy 
fish on the cords. But none of these scars were fresh. They were as old as erosions in a fishless desert.  
TT(Sun)：老人又瘦又憔悴，后颈上凝聚着深深的皱纹。两边脸上长着褐斑，那是太阳在热带海面

上的反光晒成的良性皮肤瘤。褐斑顺着两腮蔓延下去,由于常用绳索拉大鱼，他的两手都留下了很

深的伤疤。但是这些伤疤中没有一块是新的，全都像没有鱼的沙漠中被侵蚀的地方一样年深月久

(Sun, 2012)。 
TT(Instruction1)：老渔夫瘦削且憔悴，脖子后面有深深的皱纹。他的脸颊上有着由热带海洋反射的

阳光带来的良性皮肤癌斑点。这些斑点沿着脸的两侧延伸下来，他的手上满是处理重鱼时绳索留下

的深深皱痕。 
TT(Instruction2)：老渔夫瘦骨嶙峋，脖子后面有深深的皱纹。热带海洋反射的阳光带来的良性皮肤

癌在他脸颊上留下了棕色斑点。这些斑点延伸到了他的脸两侧，他的手上也有处理重鱼时留下的深

深沟痕。 

Through the comparison of the three translated versions, distinct differences in lexical density become evident. 
Sun Zhili’s translation employs vivid expressions to depict the old man’s physical condition, imbuing the text with 
literary richness and expressive power. In contrast, the output of Instruction1, while slightly lower in lexical density, 
maintains a high degree of informational accuracy and fidelity. The translation produced under Instruction2 also 
exhibits a lexical density of 0.689, yet demonstrates greater conciseness in word choice, resulting in a reduction of 
certain descriptive details. 

4.2 Lexical Richness and Diversity 

The Type-Token Ratio (TTR) is employed to measure lexical richness or diversity within a text, calculated as the 
ratio of distinct words to the total number of words. 

The TTR data for the three translated versions, generated by Wordless, are as follows: 
 

2 Instruction1: Please translate the following content into Chinese. 
3 Instruction2: Please translate the following content into Chinese, ensuring fluent language, coherent discourse, and alignment with the reading prefer-
ences of Chinese audiences. 
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Table 2. TTR Comparison 

TT(Sun) TT(Instruction1) TT(Instruction2) 

0.172 0.171 0.163 
 
The differences can be further elucidated through the following translated examples: 

ST：The boy had given him two fresh small tunas, or albacores, which hung on the two deepest lines like 
plummets and, on the others, he had a big blue runner and a yellow jack that had been used before; but they 
were in good condition still and had the excellent sardines to give them scent and attractiveness.  
TT(Sun)：孩子给了他两条新鲜的小金枪鱼，或者叫长鳍金枪鱼，都像铅锤似的挂在两根最深的钓

绳上;在另外两根钓绳上,他挂上一条大青鲹和一条黄狗鱼，这两个钓饵以前都用过，不过都还完好

无损，而且还有上好的沙丁鱼给它们增加了香味和诱惑力(Sun, 2012)。 
TT(Instruction1)：男孩给了他两条新鲜的小金枪鱼或长鳍金枪鱼，它们挂在最深的两条线上，像铅

锤一样。其他线上挂着一条大蓝跑鱼和一条黄鲹，虽然这些鱼以前用过，但仍然状况良好，且有很

好的沙丁鱼给它们增加气味和吸引力。 
TT(Instruction2)：孩子给了他两条新鲜的小金枪鱼，挂在最深的两条线上，像铅锤一样。其他线上

挂着一条大蓝跑鱼和一条黄鲹，虽然这些鱼以前用过，但仍然很好，还有沙丁鱼给它们增加气味。

每根钓线粗如大铅笔，系在一个绿色的棍子上，这样只要鱼咬钩或触碰饵料，棍子就会下垂。 

Through the comparison of the three translated versions, it is evident that Sun Zhili’s translation demonstrates the 
highest level of lexical richness and diversity. Specifically, it employs a wider range of distinct vocabulary to depict 
detailed scenarios. The translation produced under Instruction1 shows lexical choices relatively close to those of 
Sun’s version, though its overall expression lacks vividness. In contrast, the output of Instruction2 relies on more 
conventional and frequently used words, resulting in comparatively limited lexical variation. 

4.3 Syntactic Richness 

Syntactic richness serves as a key metric for evaluating the intricacy and diversity of sentence structures within a text. 
It reflects the richness of grammatical constructions employed by the author in formulating sentences. 

The Syntactic Richness data for the three translated versions, generated by AlphaReadabilityChinese, are as fol-
lows: 

Table 3. Syntactic Richness Comparison 

TT(Sun) TT(Instruction1) TT(Instruction2) 

2.265 2.257 2.241 

 
The differences can be further elucidated through the following translated examples: 

ST：He was asleep in a short time and he dreamed of Africa when he was a boy and the long golden 
beaches and the white beaches, so white they hurt your eyes, and the high capes and the great brown moun-
tains. He lived along that coast now every night and in his dreams he heard the surf roar and saw the native 
boats come riding through it. 
TT(Sun)：他不久就睡着了，梦见了他小时候见到的非洲,漫长的金色海滩和白色海滩，白得刺眼，

还有高耸的海岬和褐色的大山。如今他每天夜里都待在那海岸边，在梦中听到海浪在咆哮，看见当

地人驾船破浪而行(Sun, 2012)。 
TT(Instruction1)：不久他就睡着了，梦到了非洲，那是他小时候的地方，长长的金色沙滩和白色的

沙滩，白得刺眼，还有高耸的海岬和巨大的棕色山脉。每个晚上他都沿着那片海岸生活，在梦中他

听到了海浪的咆哮声，看到原住民的小船穿行其中。 
TT(Instruction2)：不久，他就睡着了，梦回到了他年轻时的非洲，那长长的金色沙滩和刺眼的白色
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沙滩，高耸的岬角和巨大的棕色山脉。每晚，他在梦中都会沿着那片海岸生活，梦中能听到海浪的

咆哮声，看到原住民的小船穿破波涛而来。 

A clear divergence in syntactic complexity is observed across the three translated versions. Sun Zhili’s rendition 
employs abundant subordinate clauses and modifiers when depicting the old man’s dreams, resulting in structurally 
rich and nuanced sentences. In contrast, the output of Instruction1 demonstrates a general simplification of sentence 
structures. The translation produced under Instruction2 exhibits the lowest degree of syntactic complexity, character-
ized by the most straightforward sentence constructions, thereby achieving heightened conciseness and clarity. 

5. Conclusion 

Human translation excels in lexical diversity(as shown in Table 2) and syntactic richness(as shown in Table 3), ena-
bling superior emotional expression and artistic fidelity. But this process takes time and needs highly skilled transla-
tors, which limits how fast it can handle large translation volumes. To sum up, human translation fits texts that de-
mand precision and artistic polish, while LLMs are better for big batches and quick turnaround. Future improvements 
may help LLMs with literary nuance, but human translation still can’t be fully replaced. Working together, they can 
push translation practice forward. 
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