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1. Introduction

Abstract

Drawing on Zhou Lingshun’s “truth-seeking—utility-seeking” continuum model as
its analytical framework, this paper examines pun translation in the official Chinese
subtitles of Zootopia 2. This paper selects and examines 9 representative examples
of pun-based subtitle translation from the film as case studies, and groups the puns
into four categories—proper-noun homophonic puns, species-embedded puns,
pragmatic-functional puns, and rhythmic-performance puns. The analysis reveals a
graded orientation toward utility: proper-noun and species-embedded puns require
the most thorough reconstruction, pragmatic-functional puns occupy a middle band,
while rhythmic puns most readily permit truth-seeking. The translator is con-
strained by four intersecting factors: the low cognitive threshold of children, the
phonetic and spatial demands of dubbing and subtitling, and the overriding need to
preserve comic effect. Within these tensions, the translator functions less as a lin-
guistic trans-coder than as a humour-effect coordinator. The strategies fall into three
tiers: optimal solutions that retain both formal play and humour, satisfactory solu-
tions that sacrifice form to safeguard function, and compromise solutions that re-
treat to bare semantic fidelity. This case-driven framework offers a reference for
assessing pragmatic fidelity in animation localization.

Keywords

Translator behavior criticism; truth-seeking—utility-seeking; pun translation; Zoo-
topia 2

As a highly anticipated sequel to the Disney film masterpiece, Zootopia 2 was released in the Chinese mainland in
November 2025, grossing over 4.5 billion yuan at the box office. The film’s dialogue is replete with species-specific
puns and homophonic wordplay. Constrained by the temporal and spatial limits of subtitles, lip-sync requirements,
and an all-age audience, the translation has encountered considerable challenges. Focusing on the translator’s behav-
ioral choices in pun rendering, this paper provides a reference framework for evaluating animation localization.

2. Literature Review

Research on pun translation is epitomized by Delabastita’s seven-strategy taxonomy (Delabastita, 1996), while do-
mestic studies predominantly approach the subject from the perspective of functional equivalence. Existing scholar-
ship on film and television puns generally holds that effect takes precedence over form, yet systematic critical
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perspectives remain scarce. Zhou Lingshun’s “truth-seeking—utility-seeking” continuum offers a tool for dynamic
evaluation, but has not yet been applied to the specific domain of animation pun translation (Zhou, 2014).

3. Theoretical Framework

“Truth-seeking” refers to faithfully preserving the linguistic form and dual meanings of a pun, while “Utility-seeking”
denotes reconstructing puns with the objectives of humorous effect and audience comprehension. Drawing on the
distinctive features of animation subtitles, this paper categorizes puns into four types: 1) proper-noun homophonic
puns; 2) species-embedded puns; 3) pragmatic-functional puns; 4) rhythmic-performance puns.

4. Multidimensional Analysis of Pun Translation into Chinese
4.1 Proper-noun Homo-phonic Puns

Case 1:
Source text: Gary De Snake
Target text: #iffi-—2%4¥ (Gai Rui Yi Tiao She / “Gary a Snake”)

The original text employs a triple-layered pun. The surname “De’ Snake” embeds the word “snake”, immediately
signaling the character Gary’s species identity. The French preposition “de” means “of” or “from,” conventionally
indicating territorial origin, place of provenance, or noble lineage. In the story, the character Gary has lost a venomous
fang by accident, which causes his mispronunciation of closed-mouth sounds in a comically non-standard way; thus,
“de Snake” is heard as “the snake,” generating the punchline. The translator rendered it as “— 2% 1> (“yi tiao she” /
“the snake”), directly pointing out the character’s species. This allows young audiences to instantly grasp the humor-
ous pun in the fast-scrolling subtitles. As a result, however, the French aristocratic connotations and the misunder-
standing caused by mispronunciation were both sacrificed. The final choice balances comprehensibility, lip synchro-
nization, and subtitle character count. Therefore, it was a reasonable decision in light of the multiple practical con-
straints. The Chinese translation in Case 1 demonstrates a relatively high degree of reasonableness. Under the three
rigid constraints of children’s cognitive threshold, lip-sync, and subtitle space, “—2k#E” conveys the core infor-
mation and comedic sense in a direct manner, highly achieving its pragmatic goals. The loss of the aristocratic identity
cue is, however, regrettable. Overall, the Chinese translation in this case exhibits a behavioral tendency towards low
fidelity and high pragmatism.

Case 2:
Source text: The Neighsayers (film starring the horse mayor)
Target text: X3 (Fan Dui Zhe / “someone who opposes™)

The word “naysayer” denotes someone who constantly disagrees—a contrarian. Crucially, the syllable “nay” (“no”
is homophonous with a horse’s neigh. When delivered by the Horse Mayor character, it creates a species-identity
pun. A literal translation such as “nay-sayer” or “negator” loses the equine homophone entirely. Attempts to coin a
Chinese pun around the word for “horse”, for instance, “5 5 #1” (“ma hou pao” / “belated advice”), sound unnatural
and fail to match the original sense. Translators typically prioritize semantic fidelity, sacrificing the phonetic word-
play. The pragmatic adequacy of the translation can hardly be improved because Chinese lacks a matching homo-
phone. This approach is broadly reasonable. Given the fundamental differences between the Chinese and English
sound systems, such species-based phonetic puns are innately difficult to reconstruct in Chinese, making semantic
fidelity a pragmatic and workable choice. On the whole, Case 2 translation displays a distinctly pragmatic orientation.

4.2 Species-embedded Puns

Case 3:
Source text: Copenhoofen
Target text: & AR (Ge Ben Ti Gen / “Copen-hoof-en”)

In the film, two blue sheep mentioned this place name when giving directions. Its real-world counterpart is Copen-
hagen, the capital of the Kingdom of Denmark. In the film’s dialogue, however, the name appears as “Copenhoofen.”
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The element “hoof” refers to the horny part of the foot of an ungulate animal. To capture this pun, the Chinese
translation creatively replaced “I%” (ha) with “#” (ti, meaning hoof) and coined “H} AR (Ge Ben Ti Gen), a
pun that connects directly to the blue sheep species. The homophonic humour tied to the animal is reinvented this
way. The word structure sticks closely to the original, the pun is reproduced with full effect, and the translation
preserves the information accurately while adding a comedic touch—perfectly in line with the lighthearted tone of
an animated film. Case 3 shows a clear pragmatic tendency.

Case 4:

Source text: be-fur / before; fur-cast / forecast

Target text: AJIHHE,; KRATMH (Qian Qing Ti Yao / “before showed by a hoof”; Tian Qi Yu Bao/
“weather forecast by a leopard”)

The original text weaves “fur” into words like “before” and “forecast” to give the language a distinctly animal-
world flavour as a subtle piece of world-building in the film. In Chinese, however, the corresponding character for
“FE” (“fur”) cannot be directly embedded in the same way. The translator adopted a restructuring strategy, replacing
species-related characters and using Chinese homophones to create a species-based pun. While the form and structure
are entirely different, functional equivalence is achieved in capturing the animal-world language flavour. A Chinese
homophonic pun stands in for the English morphological pun, delivering functional equivalence while reading natu-
rally in Chinese. Thus, it is a successful example of pragmatic translation.

Case 5:
Source text: window viper
Target text: M#|%E (Yu Gua She / “a snake wiping the window”)

In the original line, “wiper” and “viper” (the species of the character Gary De’ Snake) are close in sound, and Nick
deliberately mixes them up to give his listener a scare and land a quick joke. The English relies on a phonetic pun,
but in Chinese “F %8> (wiper) and “i## ¥ (viper) share no auditory resemblance whatsoever. To keep the humor-
ous sense, the translator had no choice but to rebuild the pun from scratch. The chosen solution weaves “F | 2%
and “I> (snake) into a single phrase, forging a link either through the written characters or through sound. The
phonetic shape is completely different, yet the comic mechanism stays intact. Case 5, as a whole, takes a thoroughly
pragmatic line.

4.3 Pragmatic-functional Puns

Case 6:
Source text: orange dog
Target text: S (Chou Hu Li / “stinky fox™)

The original line teases the fox, saying its fur looks like that of an orange dog. It is a jab with a distinctly mocking
edge, apparently. A literal translation as “red-furred dog” would blur the line between foxes and dogs for very young
viewers, causing genuine confusion. So, the translator dropped any mention of “dog” and went with “ &> (“stink-
ing fox”), keeping the derogatory, teasing tone while steering clear of species mix-ups. The character “5.” (“stinky”)
also carries a hint of affectionate chiding, much like calling someone “5./NT- (“you little rascal”) in colloquial
Chinese, adding an extra pragmatic layer. The reasoning behind the dubbing team’s choice is clear: clearing the
cognitive hurdle for children matters more than word-for-word correspondence. With a keen eye on the makeup of a
family audience, the translator put comprehensibility first and used “/2” to compensate for both the dismissive tone
and the note of fondness. Case 6 scores very low on literal fidelity, but rates extremely high in pragmatic functional
adequacy.

Case 7:
Source text: I say nay
Target text: FXA[FWE (Wo Bu Tong Yi/ “I do not agr-neigh™)

“Nay” is a formal way of saying “no,” and it happens to be pronounced exactly like the sound a horse makes—
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“neigh.” When the horse mayor says it, a species-based homophonic pun is born. The Chinese translator took a highly
inventive approach: the character “7=" (“yi”), meaning “agree” in “[F] & (“tong yi”, “agree”), was replaced with the
onomatopoeic “M&” (yi), which mimics a horse’s whinny. This preserves the meaning of “disagree” (/N [F] &) while
letting “M&> supply the equine sound. The two Chinese characters are similar in written form and closely related in
pronunciation, yielding a double match on both the semantic and phonetic planes. The translation lands high marks
for semantic fidelity and pragmatic pun effectiveness alike, balancing formal similarity with functional equivalence.

Case 8:
Source text: carrot
Target text: /N )L (Xiao Bu Dian Er / “little squirt”)

The translator abandoned the species association of “carrot” and opted for the generic nickname “little one.” The
affectionate tone is preserved, but the detail that rabbits love carrots is lost, drawing complaints from some viewers.
“Little one” fits more naturally as a nickname between partners in Chinese—it’s concise and rolls off the tongue—
while using “carrot” directly as a nickname would sound somewhat forced. In my view, there is room for improve-
ment here. The translators could consider rendering it as “Little Carrot-Top” (/% | 3k), which would retain the
nickname function while tying back to the earlier plot detail of the rabbit’s fondness for carrots. Viewer feedback
shows that some audience members were unsatisfied with this choice, which indicates that this is a case where the
pragmatic approach sacrifices too much fidelity.

4.4 Rhythmic-performance Puns

Case 9: No... problem
Source text: carrot
Target text: AHK...... i &% (Bu Cheng... Wen Ti/ “no... problem”)

The character Flash is a sloth, and both his speech and movements are excruciatingly slow. In this scene, the fox
asks to hitch a ride, and Flash answers. Because of his drawn-out delivery, his affirmative reply “No problem” is split
by a long pause into two segments; for a brief moment, only the opening “No” is audible, so it is naturally taken as a
refusal. The pace itself'is the joke, and the sudden turnaround only heightens the comic effect. The Chinese translation
“AH iR @1 (bu cheng wen ti) uses ellipses to reproduce the original pause rhythm. Literally equivalent—*/""
matches “No” and “Ji§ ] /@ matches “problem”—the subtitle’s break point faithfully follows the phonetic pacing.
This approach is both highly fidelity-oriented and highly pragmatic.

5. Conclusion

Overall, the cases reveal a clear orientation towards utility-seeking intensity: proper-noun and species-embedded
puns occupy the highest band, pragmatic-functional puns cluster in the middle, and rhythmic puns most readily
achieve alignment. Underlying this pattern is a simple rule—the more a pun leans on linguistic form, the greater the
reconstruction demand. The more it tilts toward informational content, the stronger the pull of truth-seeking. There
are four major intersecting constraints: 1) A low-age cognitive threshold requires family-friendly texts to deliver
instant comprehensibility for children, eliminating species confusion and opaque transliterations; 2) Dubbing lip-
sync imposes syllable-count and mouth-shape precision that directly dictates translation choices, while subtitle char-
acter limits force the tightest possible wording; 3) Comedic effect, meanwhile, is non-negotiable; 4) jokes must land,
but their formal packaging stays flexible. Within these tensions, the translator functions less as a linguistic transcoder
than as a humor-effect coordinator, balancing source-text form, target-language conventions, children’s cognitive
reach, and the technical demands of the medium. The resulting strategies fall into three tiers. Optimal solutions (e.g.,
“FRAN[F] 1) preserve both formal play and humorous impact. Satisfactory solutions (e.g., “ SIS ”) sacrifice form
to safeguard function. Compromise solutions (e.g., “horseplay”) retreat to bare semantic fidelity.

Funding

This work was supported by the 2025 Tianjin Philosophy and Social Science Planning Project, Tianjin School of
Culture Research Special Topic: Research on the Translation and International Communication Influence Enhance-
ment Strategy of Tianjin School Intangible Cultural Heritage (NO. TIJW01-04).

DOI:10.26855/jhass.2026.06.020 745 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



Ziqi Liu, Hao Liu

References
Cai, S., & Meng, X. (2025). Translator behavior criticism: German translation of culture-loaded words in The Seventh Day.
US-China Foreign Language, 23(9), 340-347. https://doi.org/10.17265/1539-8080/2025.09.004

Delabastita, D. (1996). Wordplay and translation [Special issue]. The Translator, 2(2).
https://doi.org/10.1080/13556509.1996.10798983

Diaz Cintas, J., & Remael, A. (2007). Audiovisual translation: Subtitling. St. Jerome Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315759678

Dong, L. (2011). Translation strategies of puns in film and television subtitles. Computer-Assisted Foreign Language Ed-
ucation, (4).

Ghassemiazghandi, M. (2025). Translation of humour in subtitles of animation from English into Persian. Arab World
English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies, 9(1). https://doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol9nol.2

Gottlieb, H. (1994). Subtitling: People translating people. In C. Dollerup & A. Loddegaard (Eds.), Teaching translation
and interpreting 2: Insights, aims and visions (pp. 261-286). John Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/btl.5.37got

Pedersen, J. (2011). Subtitling norms for television: An exploration focussing on extralinguistic cultural references. John
Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/bt1.98

Qian, S. (2000). Audiovisual translation—An increasingly important field in translation studies. Chinese Translators Jour-
nal, (1).

Tong, M. Y., Halim, H. A., & Sim, N. B. (2024). Verbally expressed humor translation strategy in audiovisual products:
A systematic literature review. World Journal of English Language, 14(6), 325-340.
https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v14n6p325

Zhou, L. (2010). Translator behavior and the “truth-seeking—utility-seeking” continuum evaluation model. Foreign Lan-
guage Education, (1).

Zhou, L. (2014). Translator behavior criticism: Theoretical framework. The Commercial Press.

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2026.06.020 746 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science



