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CHINESE-ENGLISH PUNS AND TRANSMISSION OF CULTURAL VALUES
IN CROSS-CULTURAL COMMUNICATION

Abstract:  This paper investigates how Chinese and English puns convey
cultural values in cross-cultural communication. The paper first examines the features
of puns and explores how Chinese and English puns reflect cultural values and beliefs
related to family and daily life. Additionally, this paper analyzes how cultural
differences in humor, language use, and communication styles can affect the
interpretation and reception of Chinese and English puns by individuals from different
cultural backgrounds. While Chinese and English puns can convey cultural values in
a unique and nuanced way, their interpretation and reception can be influenced by
cultural differences. Therefore, it is crucial to be aware of these differences to promote
effective communication across cultures. In summary, this paper contributes to the
understanding of how Chinese and English puns can be utilized to convey cultural
values in cross-cultural communication, and provides insights into the importance of
cultural context in interpreting and using these puns effectively.

Keywords: pun; cross-cultural communication; cultural values; cultural

differences

1. Introduction

In today’s era of globalization, intercultural communication is becoming
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increasingly important and common. With the acceleration of globalization, contacts
and exchanges between different countries and cultures have become increasingly
frequent, which has made cross-cultural communication an important part of people’s
daily life. In this context, language, as a central tool for communication, acts as a bridge
connecting people from different cultures. As two representative languages, Chinese
and English carry rich cultural connotations and values. In cross-cultural
communication, Chinese and English puns have attracted widespread attention as a
special linguistic phenomenon. A pun refers to a form of linguistic expression with
multiple meanings that conveys a wealth of information and humor through the clever
use of linguistic ambiguity and polysemy. It is used and expressed differently in
Chinese and English, reflecting ideas, beliefs and social habits in different cultural
contexts. Many scholars have studied puns. Xue Bing and Li Yuee studied puns in

advertising starting from pragmatic principles and basic aesthetic theories [1, P. 35-

36]. Wang Jinbo and Wang Yan studied the pun translations of place names and
personal names in the two English complete translations of “Dream of Red Mansions”,
and pointed out that the translation method of pun fully reflects the translation ideas
and strategies of translators [2, P. 53-57]. Qian Shaochang discussed the translation of
puns that often appear in film and television films, and based on the author’s practical
experience in translating Chinese and foreign film and television films, he believed that
puns are actually untranslatable [3, P. 17-20]. From a rhetorical point of view, Zhang
Bing compares the translation of puns in the two versions by taking the two English
translations of Journey to the West as an example [4, P.01-08].

However, there are still many gaps in the study of puns in the field of intercultural
communication, and this paper aims to explore the transmission of cultural values
between Chinese and English in intercultural communication with the purpose of better
transcending language and cultural barriers and promoting mutual understanding and
respect between different cultures.

2. Concepts and Characteristics of Chinese-English Puns
As a linguistic phenomenon, puns have unique characteristics and charms, and

can convey multiple meanings and trigger a sense of humor through clever use of
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language. As two representative languages, Chinese and English have rich cultural
connotations and expressions. Therefore, Chinese and English puns play an important
role in cross-cultural communication.

2.1 Definition and Basic Features of Puns

A pun, as a special rhetorical device, refers to a form of linguistic expression with
multiple meanings and ambiguities. “Puns are the clever and conscious use of
homonyms or polysemy in language to give certain words or sentences a double
meaning in a particular context” [2, P. 53]. It skillfully uses the ambiguity of language,
the homophony of speech and the combination of words to achieve the purpose of
provoking the listener to think and produce humorous effects. Puns can give words and
language richer connotations and expressions. The basic characteristics of Chinese and
English puns are as follows:

Polysemy: Some of the components of a pun often contain multiple meanings,
resulting in different interpretations and understandings through different contexts and
perspectives of understanding. This polysemy makes puns richer in language. With the
polysemy of puns, people can express different meanings in the same language. In
terms of this characteristic, English puns usually achieve a sense of humor, while
Chinese puns focus more on the expression of meaning.

Ambiguity: Pun ambiguity refers to the ambiguity or uncertainty of a linguistic
form when expressed. The listener needs to understand and interpret the true meaning
of the pun according to context, background, and cultural environment. This feature of
puns usually requires people to have some knowledge of the speaker’s cultural
background, otherwise it is difficult for them to realize the speaker’s underlying intent.

Homophonic effect: Puns often take advantage of phonetic homophonic effects,
such as similar but different pronunciations are used to create humor or produce
multiple meanings. This homophonic effect makes the pun more engaging and
interesting. Homophony is one of the most striking features of puns. Even without
enough knowledge of the speaker’s cultural background, it is often easy to get the
potential meaning of homophonic puns.

Through polysemy, ambiguity and phonetic homophony, Chinese and English

258



puns convey multiple meanings and evoke a sense of humor through clever use of
language, which can make language more interesting and humorous, enhancing the
effectiveness and experience of communication.

2.2 The Differences in Polysemy and Ambiguity of Chinese-English Puns

There are some differences in polysemy and ambiguity between Chinese and
English puns. First, in terms of linguistic structure and expressions, Chinese puns often
create rich polysemy through the combination, splitting and transformation of words,
creating humorous effects with similar glyphs and phonology. While English puns, on
the other hand, pay more attention to the homophonic effect of speech and the
polysemy of words. For example, “Time flies like an arrow; fruit flies like a banana”.
This pun makes use of the multiple meanings of the word “fly”, the former indicating
the rapid passage of time, and the latter referring to an insect. Fruit flies do like to stare
at fruits like bananas.

In addition, the difference in cultural backgrounds between Chinese and English
also affects the polysemy and ambiguity of Chinese and English puns. On the one hand,
English puns pay more attention to the humor and wit of language, often expressed
through puns, humorous metaphors and irony. Chinese puns, on the other hand, are
often closely related to the philosophical thoughts, idioms, two-part allegorical sayings,
and historical allusions of Chinese culture, conveying profound cultural connotations
and values, covering a wealth of cultural knowledge and symbolism. Traditional

Chinese New Year paintings also often use puns to please a good omen, such as 4

AR (). B8 (W) T%.

Thus, in Chinese and English, there are differences in the polysemy and ambiguity
of puns, reflecting the perceptions and values of different cultural backgrounds.
Knowing and understanding the characteristics of Chinese and English puns is
important for cross-cultural communication and cultural exchange, and helps to
enhance understanding and interaction between different cultures.

3. Chinese-English Puns and Cultural Values
As a form of language, puns not only reflect the linguistic characteristics of a
particular culture, but also convey the values, attitudes and beliefs of that culture. As
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two representative languages, Chinese and English contain different cultural
backgrounds and values. Understanding the relationship between Chinese and English
puns and cultural values helps to gain a deeper understanding of the mindset and social
concepts of different cultures.
3.1 The Values of Family Reflected in Chinese and English puns

Family is an important environment for cultural inheritance and value formation.
In Chinese culture, the family is seen as the nucleus and the relationship between the
family is very close. Chinese and English puns, as a unique form of language
expression, not only play an important role in daily communication, but also reflect
cultural values in the family. Chinese and English puns are frequently used in the family,
and behind it is the emphasis on intimacy, or to express emotions in a humorous and
witty way, strengthening the emotional bond between family members. Many puns can
be found in some of the more famous advertising words. “Advertisers tend to use
homophonic puns because they have a funny, humorous, playful, and funny language
style that enhances the persuasiveness and appeal of the ad” [5, P. 49]. A Chinese
advertising pun is“><x#Z#kkr, RACEEE, The audience or listener will naturally

understand that by purchasing this walnut powder, you can pass on the beautiful and
sincere feelings to the next generation, so that this beautiful relationship can be passed
on from generation to generation. Second, viewers and listeners may also understand
“generations” as ‘“packages”. Then their understanding of this advertising slogan
becomes “bags of walnut powder will convey the manufacturer’s good wishes to the
majority of consumers and other sincere feelings.” The English and Chinese puns also
reflect the importance attached to the idea of family collectivity. In Chinese culture,
“family” and “emotions between family members” are often mentioned topics. Puns

are often used to express concern for the family. For example, “xxHiff, I K.

On the surface, this sentence describes the up and down operation of the elevator, but
in Chinese culture, up and down can also refer to the whole family, reflecting the
importance of the concept of community in the family in China. Such puns are widely
used in families, emphasizing both the importance of family and the solidity of family
relationships.
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Chinese and English puns also reflect the attitudes of family members in their
social roles. The social roles and responsibilities of family members vary from culture
to culture. There is an interesting pun dialogue in English. “Son: Dad, what does gay
mean? Dad: It means being happy. Son: So are you gay, Dad? Dad: No, son. I have a
wife.” This pun creates an atmosphere that is completely different from Chinese puns.
Gay has many meanings, one is the meaning of “happy” mentioned by Dad in the
dialogue, but more often, we also interpret the word as “a couple of lovers who are
both men”. Dad’s answer both indicated that he was not gay and implied that he was
not happy. But it can be seen that the father wants to protect the child’s innocence.

In short, Chinese and English puns reflect cultural values in the family, involving
attitudes such as intimacy, filial piety, and social roles. Through humor and wit, puns
strengthen the emotional bond between family members, emphasize respect and care
for elders, and convey an emphasis on family roles and responsibilities. The use of
puns in the family helps maintain family harmony and imparts and reinforces cultural
values.

3.2 The Values of Life Reflected in Chinese and English Puns

Many puns contain a philosophy of life. Chinese puns containing the philosophy
of life often come from the wisdom of ancient people. For example, “4% A DL AU
2 N LAy, This is a famous saying from ancient Chinese Taoism, emphasizing the
importance of cultivating self-directed learning and creativity, reflecting the wisdom
of Chinese culture that focuses on education. English puns also convey philosophy of
life in Western culture. When watching English movies or American dramas, if we pay
attention to their lines, we will find many puns, either for humorous effects or to convey
life philosophy. There is a saying in Kung Fu Panda: “Yesterday is history, tomorrow
is a mystery, but today is a gift. That is why it’s called the present.” The two meanings
of “present” are used here to teach us to cherish the present. European and American
countries often use polysemy like this to create puns. There may be such traffic warning
signs on U.S. highways, which read “Better late than the late”. The “late” means both
“tardy” and “deceased”. By combining the word polysemy with the speed of driving
and life, the importance of traffic safety and life safety is emphasized. Another famous
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and humorous example, “An apple a day keeps the doctor away”. This sentence can be
explained as: eating an apple a day will keep the doctor away from you. But with the
development of the times, people have gradually discovered another meaning: playing
the Apple mobile phone every day will make you farther and farther away from the
doctorate. That is to say, playing mobile phones often will make people waste time.
This pun is also often used by today’s young people to tease each other. From this point
of view, both Chinese and English puns can play a role in conveying the values of life.
The life values conveyed through puns are often thought-provoking, easy to resonate
with people, and leave them a deep impression.
4. Cultural Differences and Pun Interpretations

The interpretation and understanding of Chinese and English puns are also
influenced by the cultural background and knowledge of the language user. The same
pun may be interpreted and understood differently by people of different cultures. This
section will explore cultural differences in humor, language use, and communication
styles, as well as their impact on the interpretation and acceptance of Chinese and
English puns.
4.1. Differences in Cross-cultural Humor with Pun Understanding

Cross-cultural humor refers to differences in humorous expression and
understanding in different cultural contexts. “Puns are the main vector of humor, and
many humorous languages are based on such puns” [6, P.52]. Due to cultural diversity,
there are differences in the understanding and expression of humor among cultures,
which has an impact on the interpretation and acceptance of puns. Humor is often
associated with a specific socio-cultural context. Social customs, historical events,
cultural symbols, etc. in different cultures can affect the theme and meaning of humor.
Therefore, humorous expressions may be accepted and understood differently in
different cultures. Moreover, different languages and cultures have different grammars,
vocabulary, and expressions. Humor often relies on the flexible use of language, puns
and figurative devices such as metaphors. Different cultures may have different
understandings and uses of these rhetorical devices, leading to misunderstandings or

failures in humorous expression. English puns often use sarcasm and humor to elicit
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laughter. For example, “Your brain has two parts, your left brain has nothing right, your
right brain has nothing left.” This pun is seen in English culture as an expression of
humor and sarcasm. However, in other cultures, especially those who are not native
English speakers, it may not be possible to understand the puns and humor, leading to
the ineffectiveness of humor. Chinese puns also have their own unique way of

% (Z))) 1.0, This is equivalent

expressing humor. For example: “fi H 2.HE |

to the popular cheesy pick-up lines now. However, in other cultures, the hidden
meaning and humor may not be understood due to the lack of understanding of the
Chinese cultural background and Chinese, resulting in the interpretation of the pun and
the humorous effect not being conveyed. To sum up, in intercultural communication, it
1s very important to develop sensitivity to different cultures. Understanding the history,
social customs, values, and humorous expressions of the target culture can help to
better understand and interpret the pun. Secondly, the understanding of puns should be
interpreted from multiple angles. Consider different cultures’ contexts, language
practices, and rhetorical styles to gain a fuller understanding. Above all, in intercultural
communication, timely communication and explanation are very important. If the other
party is confused or misunderstood about the humorous effect of the pun, the pun and
humor can be explained in a timely manner to promote mutual understanding and
acceptance.
4.2. The Impact of Language Use and Communication Style on Pun Acceptance
Language use and communication styles have an important impact on the
acceptance of puns as they relate to aspects such as the way speech is expressed, tone,
speed of speech, and non-verbal communication. The impact of language use can be
explained in terms of language expression, tone and intonation. Different languages
have different expressions and rhetorical devices. Some languages may prefer to use
puns and metaphors, while others prefer direct expressions. This difference in language
expression can affect the acceptance and understanding of puns. For example, in
English, “You’re pulling my leg” is a common pun meaning “you’re kidding,” where
“pulling my leg” is a metaphorical expression here. However, in some other languages,

there may not be a similar pun expression, so understanding this sentence can be
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difficult. Tone and intonation play a key role in the communication of puns. They can
convey additional meaning through changes in voice, speed of speech, and emphasis
on intonation. There may be differences in the use of tone and intonation in different
languages and cultures, affecting the acceptance and understanding of puns. In some
languages, the use of a specific tone and intonation can indicate humor, sarcasm, or
ridicule. However, if the same sentence is expressed in a different tone and intonation,
the recipient may not understand the pun and humorous meaning.

People from different cultures often have different communication styles, which
can also have an impact on pun acceptance. “The personal intent of the pun user is
achieved through bizarre syntactic structures” [7, P.28]. People in Anglo-American
countries are usually more inclined to communicate face-to-face, speaking more
bluntly and boldly. Europeans and Americans usually do not deliberately hide their
emotions and intentions when talking, and the puns used are usually closely related to
the context and personality of the speaker at that time, making it easier for people to
understand. However Chinese due to the influence of traditional Chinese culture, their
thinking is more restrained and reserved, and the use of puns is mostly due to reasons
why they dare not express their hearts too much, and the recipient needs to consider
many aspects when understanding, such as the speaker’s personality, preferences and
daily habits. And, in addition to language, non-verbal communication also has an
impact on the acceptance of puns. Nonverbal signals such as body language, facial
expressions, and eyes can convey additional information and emotion. Non-verbal
communication styles and habits in different cultures can also affect the acceptance and
understanding of puns, which requires a deep understanding of the cultural background
and customs of the target country before intercultural communication.

5. Conclusion

As a special form of linguistic expression, Chinese and English puns are
characterized by multiple meanings and cultural nuances. It conveys humor and
provokes thought through the double interpretation of words or hints of meaning. At
the same time, Chinese and English puns also reflect values in different cultural

backgrounds, such as family concepts and life philosophies. Second, cultural
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differences in humor, language use, and communication styles have an important
impact on the interpretation and acceptance of Chinese and English puns. Different
cultures have different understandings and preferences for humor, depending on the
culture’s values, history, and social context. Differences in how language is used can
also affect the interpretation and understanding of puns. Differences in communication
styles can affect how puns are accepted and interpreted. In intercultural communication,
understanding and respecting these differences is key to ensuring that puns are

effectively communicated and correctly interpreted.
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