Nguyén Nhat Quang Li LUAN NGON NGO

SO SANH POI CHIEU THANH NGU CHI SU QUYET TAM
TRONG TIENG ANH VA TIENG VIET
TU GOC NHIN LIEN VAN HOA
Nguyén Nhit Quang’

Dé giao tiép hiéu qua, ngudi hoc ngoai ngilk cdn phai c6 kién thirc vé ngdn ngik, ky ndng
ngén ngt¥ va vdn héa. Don vi nglk ¢, cu thé trong nghién ciru nay 1a thanh ngik, la gbc ctia hdu
hét moi nén vén héa ciing nhu mot phdn quan trong trong viéc tiép thu ngén ngir. Théng qua
viéc phan tich nglr nghia va ddc diém lién vdn héa, nghién ciru nay nhdm muc dich chi ra
nhitng diém tuong déng va khac biét vé thanh ngir chi Iong quyét tdm trong tiéng Anh va tiéng
Vigt trén co s& ngbn ngi¥ hoc dbi chiéu. Tir d6 nghién ctru rat ra nhirng khac biét theo dinh
huéng lién vdn héa gitka hai ngbn ngtr vé hinh tugng lién tudng trong viéc dung thanh ng.
Hon thé niva, gido vién cé thé khuyén khich tinh thdn ham hoc héi ctia hoc vién trong qué trinh
kham pha vé dep cua thanh ngly trong hai ngbn ngir. Ttr co' s& nghién ctru nay nguoi hoc ngén
ngir sé tim ra mbi quan hé ctia hai ngén ngtr va hai nén vén héa, tr dé lam giau kinh nghiém vé
ngén ngtr va doi sbng. Cac nha bién soan séch gido khoa ciing cé thé ding né dé ting yéu té
ban dia Viét Nam trong qué trinh bién soan sach hoc tiéng Anh.

Ttr khoa: determination proverbs, English proverbs, Vietnamese proverbs, contrast.

For the purpose of effective communication, every learner of a foreign language needs
knowledge of the language, skills and culture. Phraseological units, particularly proverbs in this
study, are the root of almost all cultures as well as a critical part of language acquisition. This
research, based on cross-cultural features and semantic analysis, aims to point out the
similarities and differences of English and Vietnamese determination proverbs. This research
can, therefore, explore the cross-cultural gaps between the two languages in terms of proverbs’
referents. Moreover, teachers can promote the learning spirit of students in their exploration of
the beauty of proverbs in both languages. From this study, students can find out the relationship
between the two languages and cultures, as well as gain more background knowledge and
experience. Coursebook designers can also use this research as a source of reference to
localize English coursebooks in Vietnam.
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communication (Irujo, 2009). Although
proverbs may reflect almost every aspect
of life, the researcher would rather start
investigating one topic that plays a crucial
part in our life “determination”
(Gelbrecht, 2011; Hung, 2019; Meunier &
Granger, 2008). Determination is one of
the qualities that most people need in life,
particularly for English learners who
usually need the motivation to conquer a
new language. For all these reasons, this
study aims to investigate the similarities
and differences of proverbs conveying the
meaning determination in English and
Vietnamese. In particular, it attempts to
answer the following research questions:

1. What are the semantic, syntactic and
socio-cultural features of English proverbs
conveying the meaning of determination?

2. What are the semantic, syntactic and
socio-cultural features of Vietnamese
proverbs conveying the meaning of
determination?

This research report has four sections.
Section 1 focuses  on
problematizing the setting of Vietnamese
English study and poses the main question

mainly

and two sub-questions for research.
Section 2 is a review of the existing
relevant  studies of  phraseological

structures and proverbs. Section 3 presents
the description of English and Vietnamese
proverbs to point out the similarities and
differences. Section 4 gives the explicit
answers to the questions and suggests
some implications for language pedagogy.

1.2. Proverbs as a lexical and cultural
repertoire

Hernadi and Steen (1999) believe that
almost  all possess  a
repertoire of proverbs as the symbol of the
accumulated knowledge and experience of
each culture. Proverbs appear in almost
every civilization around the world. They
are part of a country’s lexical resources
that represent cultures’ frame of mind
physically and culturally (Hayran, 2017).

civilizations

There are many different definitions of
proverbs. Ghazala (1995) defines that
proverbs are “special, fixed, unchanged
phrases which have special, fixed,
unchanged meaning,” while according to
Mollanazar (2001: 53), a proverb is “a
unit of meaning in a specific context
through which the speaker and the hearer
arrive at the same meaning.” From a
socio-cultural perspective, Mieder (2004:
2) described proverbs, passed down from
ancestors to antecedents, as brief, widely
known sentences of folk wisdom, moral,
ethical, and customary views
metaphorical, fixed, memorable form.
Proverbs are advice that is brief enough to
remember and formulations of socially
sanctioned, = which  are
convincing (Hernadi & Steen, 1999).

in a

intuitively

In Vietnamese, a proverb is a concise
and complete sentence that has rhythms
that convey judgments about social
experiences, knowledge, and moral
lessons. A proverb can be seen as a
complete work of art because of its
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cognitive, educational, and aesthetic
functions (Nguyén, 2007). Nguyén (2007)
also suggests a framework with four
criteria to determine whether a sentence
can be classified as a proverb, including

syntactic structure, literary functions,
logical relationship, and linguistic
function.

Although this study solely focuses on
proverbs, the authors find it necessary to
clarify the term “idiom” and “proverbs”
since there are a lot of overlapping
classifications or misconceptions. While
idioms are phrases, proverbs are complete
sentences. Proverbs are used to make
judgments about the attributes of the

world. Idioms, on the other hand, are only

used to define these characteristics.
Therefore, when proverbs function
aesthetically, cognitively, and

educationally, idioms are mainly used to
increase the poeticism of the saying. In
sum, this research follows the narrow
approach by isolating proverbs from other
phraseology units. This means that only
phraseological units in the form of a
complete sentence will be considered in
this research. For example: in English,
“birds of a feather” is an idiom, and
“Birds of a feather flock together” is a
proverb. Likewise, in Vietnamese, “binh
chian nhu vai” (remain calm) is an idiom
while “Chdy nhd hang x6m, binh chén
nhu vai” (If the neighbor house is burnt
instead of your house, you will remain
calm) is a proverb.

16

In terms
linguistic perspective to ELT, the richness
of the vocabulary existence gives students
superiority in terms of human relations
and  learning; there s
insufficient research into the extent which
represent the vocabulary in terms of
proverbs, idioms, dilemma, etc. (Haryan,
2017). Teachers believe that proverbs play
a crucial role in developing a student’s
linguistic ~ ability,  especially  for
communication (Gozpinar, 2014). Mieder
(2004) believes that proverbs have been
used and should be used in teaching as
didactic tools because of the content of
educational wisdom. Liddicoat (2004)
and Biebricher, East, Howard, and Tolosa
(2019) also stress the importance of
teaching and learning of intercultural
competence in foreign language classes;
therefore, metaphorical meanings should
be included because metaphors are
culturally conceptualized
projected in the language (Hung, 2017,
Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Onysko, 2017).
By comparing the proverbs in both
Vietnamese and English, teachers can give
vivid and practical examples to improve
learner motivation and active engagement
in their lessons. Also, Vietnamese
students can enlarge their vocabulary,
transfer their ideas poetically, and express
their wisdom when speaking English
(Nguyén, 2014). Determination proverbs
can have positive effects on the students
as it reminds them of the right attitude to
face difficulties and overcome obstacles in

of applying contrastive

however,

construction
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their English learning journey as well as
in life. However, there has been hardly
any study written to compare and contrast
Vietnamese and English determination
proverbs.

2. Research methods
2.1. The analytical approach

Resting on the weak version of the
Contrastive  Analysis  proposed by
Wardhaugh  (1970), the
analysis only requires the linguists to use
the best linguistic knowledge available to
account for the observed difficulties in
language learning. Therefore, this analysis
starts with the evidence providing
linguistic  relations  to the
similarities and differences of Vietnamese
and English proverbs rather than trying to
predict learner’s errors and difficulties
resulting from both languages.
Accordingly, from this perspective, the
authors should compare and contrast the
two languages based on their experience
and intuition rather on the theories of
difficulties prediction. To analyze the
phraseology units in this the
authors should look at both semantic
networks and how the idioms are actually
used in text and discourse (Ishida, 2008).
This choice of research method means that
the researcher must pay attention to the
semantics as well as adopt the cultural
orientation by Hofstede (2001) to analyze
proverbs. Moreover, while contrastive

contrastive

explain

genre,

analysis can focus on micro-level (lexis,
structures, and grammar) and macro-level

(language use) (Ke, 2019), it is more
appropriate for the authors to inspect the
macro contrastive analysis in this article
than the micro level, for the linguistic
incomparability in language structures of
the two languages. According to Nguyén
(2008), analytic studies on Vietnamese
linguistic structures should only adapt
syntactic structures (Subject-Verb models)
for clauses, but for sentences, like
proverbs, an analysis should use thematic
structures (theme — rheme model). As
Vietnamese proverbs are full sentences, it
is of enormous difficulty to compare their
syntactic features with a merely analytic
language like English, which relies on the
Subject — Verb models in both clauses and
sentences.  Our  study, therefore,
approaches this topic by analyzing the
main semantic features, accompanied by
several features
appropriate, and the cultural orientation by
Hofsetede (2001), as suggested by Ishiada
(2008).

syntactic when

2.2. Instruments, data collection, and
analysis

The  researcher  used
specialized dictionaries of English and
Vietnamese proverbs the
inclusiveness and the
important proverbs. Two English and two
Vietnamese dictionaries were chosen as
the source of data:

Proverbs - A Handbook (Mieder, 2004)

Oxford dictionary of Proverbs (5"
edition) (Simpson & Speake, 2008)

various

to ensure
extensiveness
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Tuyén tdp Thanh ngir Tuc ngir Ca dao
Viét - Anh thong dung (Nguyén, 2007)

Tir dién Thanh ngiv & Tuc ngiv Viét
Nam (Nguyén, 2014)

The English proverbs selected in this
study were full sentences to be distinct
from idioms. On the other hand, as
Vietnamese proverbs do not always
follow the syntactic S-V structure but
rather the theme-rtheme model, the
researcher had to consider the function of
a proverb. In terms of functionality, a
Vietnamese proverb was chosen if it had
aesthetic, required cognitive analysis to
understand, and could educate the readers
(Nguyén, 2007).

After that, proverbs in both Vietnamese
and English were coded into a corpus
wordlist and imported into the corpus
software named Wordsmith concord
version 5.0. These corpora were read
through carefully, and proverbs related to
determination were chosen. As many as
61 proverbs about determination were
chosen for the analysis (variations not
counted). The proverbs were then
classified into subgroups according to
their use of figurative language and their
cultural referents. Finally, the researcher
conducted a contrastive analysis of their
semantic, syntactic (where relevant), and
cultural-oriented features. Also, English
translation for Vietnamese proverbs is
provided for later references. The analysis
of this research is mainly based on the
researcher’s intuition and experience with

18

the two languages, as
Wardhaugh (1970).

suggested by

3. Contrastive Analysis

3.1. Description of determination
proverbs in English

Previous studies by Syzdykov (2014),
Kramer (2009), Charteris-Black (2010),
and Barus (2018) mainly focused on
English  proverbs  for  pedagogical
implications, proverbs in Anglo-Saxon
literature, English
communication, and Karonese proverbs.
There was a lack of interest in contrasting
English and Vietnamese determination
proverbs. The proverbs appear to use both
literal and figurative language (including
metaphors, hyperbole, (de)personification)
to talk about determination.

proverbs in

3.1.1. Proverbs with literal language

Proverbs using literal languages about
determination may act as an explicit
encouragement like: Never say die. Never
give up. These trope-less proverbs also
include cause-and-effect relationship:
Hard work brings rewards, or when the
going gets tough, the tough get going, or
Where there's a will, there's a way. 1t is
noticeable stated,
determination proverbs make use of
poetical devices like puns for example
going, tough in When the going gets
tough, the tough get goings or will in He
who wills the end wills the means and
anaphora (The... the....; There...there...)
for instance, He who makes no mistakes
makes nothing.

when  explicitly
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3.1.2.  Proverbs  with  figurative

language

English proverbs can use metaphors to
talk about trying hard is the key to
success; for example, Diligence is the
mother of good fortune. In addition,
synecdoche is also wused to refer
determination by talking about parts of the
human body: Elbow grease is the best
polish.

Also, English proverbs are found to use
personifications to encourage us to be
persistent towards our goal no matter how
many times we fail: Failure teaches
success. In this sentence, for instance,
failure and success are two abstract terms,
so they cannot teach or communicate with
each other. However, by using the word
“teaches,” we can infer that the more we
are acceptant to the fact that everyone
fails, the more likely we are to succeed.

Besides personifications, proverbs in
English  regarding persistence
“depersonify”  human  beings by
comparing with inanimate beings: The
harder you fall, the higher you bounce.
Because a human is not a ball, he/she
cannot “bounce” if he/she “fall” hard. By
using the physical activity of a ball, the

may

proverbs are intended at human’s
determination.
3.1.3. The referents in English

determination proverbs

Long-term processes, meteorological
phenomena or physical objects or natural

cause-and-effect relationships are referred
to as a means to teach us about persistence,
for example:

Constant dropping wears away a stone,
or the constant dripping water can wear
away the toughest stone. (long term
processes, cause-and-effect relationship)

Rome was not built in a day, or
Gardens are not made by sitting in the
shade. (long term processes)

Every path has its puddle. (inanimate
objects)

A smooth sea never made a skilled
mariner. Alternatively, A calm sea does
not make a skilled sailor. (cause-and-
effect  relationship, meteorological
phenomena)

Last but by no means least, god,
heaven, or angels are also referred to in
English proverbs of determination: God
helps those who help themselves.

3.2. Description of determination
proverbs in Vietnamese

Proverbs in Vietnamese in this research
can be divided into two categories,
including proverbs with literal language
and proverbs with figurative language.

3.2.1. Proverbs with literal language

Vietnamese proverbs with literal
language usually state explicitly that we
must be persistent even if there are a lot of
hindrances. Like all proverbs, Vietnamese
proverbs of determination or persistence

make the judgment of one attribute and
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therefore conclude the consequences or
benefit of practicing this in real-life.
These Vietnamese proverbs usually follow
the cause-and-effect order with structures
like Cé X, (thi) Y (If you have A, (then)
B happens) for example Cé chi co gan,
gian nan vwor tudt. or Cé chi thi nén. (if
you have determination, all hindrances
can be overcome).

3.2.2.
language

Proverbs  with  figurative

Vietnamese proverbs make use of
speech, including
metaphor, synecdoche anaphora, paradox,
and exaggeration. Regarding metaphors,
Vietnamese proverbs usually specify that
the process is more important than the
result as in That bai la me thanh cong

many figures of

(failure is the mother of success) or Kién
nhin la me thanh cong (Patience is the
mother of success).

Anaphora (C6...co; cho...chd;
dung...dung...; etc...) and  other
deliberate repetitions Verb + a, Verb + b
are a frequently used method to produce
proverbs in Vietnamese for example: An
(EAT) dén noi, lam (DO) dén chon
(nothing should be done by half) or Xem
(watch) hoi, di (go) cho dén chia. or Cé
cong mai sdt, c6 ngay nén kim or Con
nwdc, con tdt (never give up hope) or
Ché thiy séng cd, ma nga tay chéo.

Also, some Vietnamese proverbs can
be a combination of many different
figures of  speech, for
synecdoche, metaphor, exaggeration, and

example,
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paradox like Chén citng dd mém. (Foot is
hard, and stone is soft). The foot as a part
to represent a human being (synecdoche);
stone is the difficulties (metaphor); the
foot is hard, and stone is soft is a paradox
in which the human foot is exaggerated to
outpower stone.

3.2.3. The referents in Vietnamese
determination proverbs

Vietnam is a country that is a part of
the Eastern aqua-cultural civilization.
Therefore, the Vietnamese proverbs
closely reflect the mind-set of the Eastern
people. As proverbs usually refer to the
cause-and-effect relationship, Vietnamese
follows the East’s traditional framework
of dynamics of five elements that
constitute life (mental — water — wood —
fire — earth) as in Lita (fire) thit vang
(gold), gian nan thir sicc. or Nudc (water)

chday, da (earth) mon. Vietnamese
proverbs  also use  meteorological

phenomena as a source of challenges that
human determination must get through,
Ché thdy séng ci ma ngi tay chéo.

In the past, farming and aqua-farming
are the main livelihoods of the
Vietnamese, so the Vietnamese usually
take inspiration from the creatures that are
closely related to their daily life like frogs,
ants, chicken,... or activities conducted on
the fields. Some examples of these
proverbs can be Kién (ant) tha ldu day to.
or Con ga trong, ga mdi thi con ga gio
(chicken). or Con nwdc con tdt (As long
as there is still water in the fields, the
farmers continue to bail the water out).
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One striking feature of the referents of
Vietnamese determination is God but not
as a supporter but a hindrance, for
Vietnamese the
existence of a pre-determined fate.
Sometimes, rather than acting as an
encouragement, Vietnamese proverbs can
dishearten people from moving forward or
persuade them to be passively acceptant.
For example, Mwu sw tgi nhdn, thanh sw

culture believes in

tai thién (No matter what you do, God
will decide if you can succeed) or Sé
phan lao dao, phdi sao chiu vdy (Life is
hard, and we cannot change it).

3.3. Comparison

3.3.1. The similarities of English and
Vietnamese proverbs of determination

Regarding semantics and syntax, both
English and Vietnamese proverbs of
determination can be divided according to
the level of figurativeness. While some
zero-trope proverbs (verb..., verb...), as
mentioned in the description, do not adopt
any elements of figurative language at all,
others combine a wide variety of figures
of speech to enhance the poeticism.
Metaphor, synecdoche anaphora, paradox,
and exaggeration are witnessed in the
formation of proverbs in both languages
with formulaic structures of The..., the...
or Cé...thi..... Noticeably, there is a
significant number of proverbs in both
languages contain the formula
Prerequisite A, consequence B in which
determination or symbolic substitutes
persistence determines the good results.

Negative forms of sentences are also
present of both
countries, for example, Chd (Do not) thiy

in many proverbs

song cd, ma ngd tay chéo or Rome was
not built in a day .

There are many coincides between
English and Vietnamese proverbs of
determination in that Vietnamese and
English both adapt natural meteorological
phenomena, long-term processes,
vegetation, animals, and inanimate objects
to talk about determination. Interestingly,
English and Vietnamese both have some
identical ways of choosing images as a
subject for the determination theme. For
instance, Constant dripping wears away
stone. In English, and Nudc chdy da mon
in Vietnamese both talk about water and
stone; or A smooth sea never made a
skilled mariner in English, and Ché thiy
song cd ma ngd tay chéo in Vietnamese
also use big waves and sailor/sailing.
What is more, proverbs in both languages
make many references to paranormal and
supernatural forces like “god” and “fate,”
which demonstrates the religious faith
background of both cultures.

3.3.2. The differences between English
and Vietnamese proverbs of determination

In respect of semantics and syntax,
while English proverbs can easily be
recognized as a full English sentence can
be identified using a constituent tree
diagram, it is more challenging for
Vietnamese proverbs because not all
follow the SV or SVO structures, for
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example, Co chi, thi nén. To identify
whether a Vietnamese saying is a proverb
(full sentence), we must consider its
theme and as well as the function of
making a judgment about the experience
in the sentence itself. One noticeable
feature in terms of semantics is that
English proverbs particularly like to “de-
humanify” human subjects while this
method is hardly adopted in the
Vietnamese proverbs. On the other hand,
the Vietnamese proverbs tend to present
paradoxes where human power overtakes
the hindrances.

In terms of cultural-oriented contrastive
analysis, there are four main differences.
Firstly, it is more likely for proverbs of
determination in English to have a real
geographical name than in Vietnamese,
for example, Rome in while Vietnamese
proverbs tend to generalize or anonymize
the objects in their proverbs. Secondly,
since Vietnam is a country that depends
on aqua-farming, the way that Vietnamese
choose to develop images in proverbs
relate more closely to fish or amphibians,
while English proverbs put more emphasis
on domestic land animals. Thirdly, while
natural elements appear in both language,
Vietnamese proverbs appear to relates
these with the five elements concept that
brings the elements that conflict together
in proverbs like fire and mental, water,
and stone... Finally, Vietnamese proverbs
are sometimes susceptible to an archaic
ideology in which human is powerless,
and fate is cut-and-dried like Muwu sw tai
nhan, thanh sw tai thién. This old
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ideology, to some extent, may act as
words of discouragement the prevent

people from fighting against their
adversities.

4. Conclusion and discussion

4.1. Key findings

In terms of semantics, Both

Vietnamese and English determination
proverbs contain two main categories that
are proverbs with figurative and without
figurative language. With non-figurative
proverbs, Vietnamese and English offer
direct encouragement for people to stay
persistent despite hardships. There is a
great quantity of figurative language used
in the formation of proverbs in both
languages, including synecdoche anaphora,
paradox, and exaggeration. Besides,
regarding syntactic structures, no-trope
proverbs, there are numerous proverbs in
English and Vietnamese that are in the
form of negative structures. Vietnamese
and English bear some striking
resemblances in terms of socio-cultural
use of referents. They all take inspiration
from a wide variety of objects and
phenomena that are easily encountered in
daily life. Vietnamese and English
skillfully use many combinations of
figurative language to increase the
practicality and liveliness, which help
increase memorization.

In contrast, each language’s proverbs
also possess many characteristics that
differentiate them, namely, the levels of
preference over the image chosen and the
recognition of a proverb. While it is easier
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to recognize a proverb of determination in
English, it requires more effort to consider
if a Vietnamese saying is a proverb or an
idiom since sometimes, they do not follow
SV (Subject-Verb) or SOV (Subject-Verb-
Object) structures. Semantics-wise, one
noticeable feature is that English proverbs
particularly like to “de-humanify” human
subjects as they usually compare human
beings with concrete objects or use the
verbs that collocate with non-human
objects. This method is hardly adopted in
the Vietnamese proverbs. On the other
hand, the Vietnamese proverbs tend to
present paradoxes where human power
overtakes the hindrances, which is not
encountered with English proverbs.

4.2. Cross-cultural gap

From the analysis of English and
Vietnamese proverbs rise the cross-
cultural gaps. As Vietnamese proverbs use
more images that remind us of the wet
cultivation for example “éch” (frog), “tat
nudc” (bail water out) or the images that
relate to the five elements that go together
“sat” “kim,” “vang,” “lira,” etc. Also,
English proverbs sometimes do not go as
deeply into farming experience as the
Vietnamese counterparts. For example,
the Vietnamese proverbs introduce some
lexical gaps that cannot be found in

English like “ga gid” (young chicken).

On the other hand, determination
English proverbs make more use of real
legendary geographical destinations, for
example, Rome was not built in a day,
while the Vietnamese culture tends to

generalize or anonymize the objects in
their proverbs. Surprisingly, even though
determination is deemed a good virtue in
both cultures, there are some Vietnamese
proverbs that show the weakness of will
and the passive inferiority to the
supernatural forces since the Vietnamese
people believed in the predetermined fate
ideology.

4.3. Limitations,
recommendations

implications and

As it is virtually impossible to find a
dictionary or a corpus that synthesizes all
the existing Vietnamese and English
proverbs, this study, albeit against the
authors’ will, cannot account for all the
determination proverbs in both languages.
Also, within this article, the authors
cannot cover all linguistic and cultural
aspects of Vietnamese and English
proverbs of determination. Also, there are
not previous studies about determination
proverbs from the cross-cultural contrast

analysis perspective to confirm or
elaborate more on the findings of our
research. However, there are still
invaluable implications and
recommendations to draw from our
studies:

From the pedagogic perspective,

teachers should promote the learning spirit
of students by teaching proverbs of
determination in both languages because
they can find their own culture in the
process of personalizing English learning.
Also, the teachers should give examples
of the two languages to trigger the
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students’ interest in the discovery of a
foreign language as well as show them
that humanity, despite the geographical
and political distance, share
surprisingly similar mindsets. However, as
contrastive linguistics is a broad field of
study, we suggest that the teacher should
not overemphasize in the classroom for
this can create a burden upon students.

may

Students should read the proverbs of
determination, which will be helpful when
they are disoriented in life. This will spark
off the love for Vietnamese and English as
well as motivate students to explore the
similarities and differences in both
languages. This will help students
familiarize themselves with the target
culture, enhance learning performance as
well as accept differences.

Coursebook developers, with this
analysis of English and Vietnamese
determination proverbs, can underscore
the cross-cultural gaps in lingua franca
coursebooks, which students can use not
only to learn the target language but also
to promote the understanding of their
native culture, particularly Vietnamese.
Also, by applying this research into
coursebook development, the coursebook
designers can choose what is suitable for
teaching in the classroom and applying to
an authentic communicative situation.
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