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ABSTRACT	  

This study investigates the cultural logic underpinning interactions in Vietnamese 

language and culture, adopting the ethnopragmatic research paradigm originating within 

the Natural Semantic Metalanguage (NSM) framework. The study draws on a variety of 

data sources, including two sets of original survey data and Vietnamese folk sayings 

and proverbs. First, the study seeks to elaborate the semantic and pragmatic content of 

key words for Vietnamese cultural conceptualisation in the forms of semantic 

explications and cultural scripts, using metapragmatic survey data. In this exploration, 

two overarching cultural schemas, namely quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’), are identified and several intertwined social categories, normative values 

and communicative virtues, underpinning the cultural logic of interaction explained. 

The study then seeks to discover how this cultural logic illuminates Vietnamese ideas 

about the management of ‘disagreement’ in interaction, under various scenarios and 

with various interlocutor types (e.g., older vs. younger, family members vs. outsiders), 

using data from an original discourse production questionnaire. Vietnamese folk sayings 

and proverbs and high-level cultural values are utilised for triangulation purposes. 

The findings indicate that the conceptualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’) is 

affected by family-relatedness. Based on this, a distinction between người nhà (‘family 

people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’) is made. In addition, mutual understanding, 

shared experience and time length of acquaintanceship qualify an interpersonal 

relationship and characterise various subcategories among người ngoài (‘outsiders’). 

Other sociolinguistic variables (such as gender, personality, and interest) also contribute 

to the conceptualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’). From a normative perspective, the 

cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and its coexisting set of moral rules for behaviour, 

namely, lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), provide standards and principles for accepted 

behaviour in Vietnamese interaction. The findings also show that both cultural schemas 

inform the way of Vietnamese thinking about appropriate verbal performance in 

disagreement-type interaction. For example, in instances of disagreement over content 

accuracy, Vietnamese speakers tend to be more frank as this frankness indicates 

awareness of collective responsibility. In contrast, they show a propensity towards 

implicit disagreement with an evaluation. Furthermore, to a certain degree at least, 
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disagreement over content accuracy in family interaction has a didactic orientation, 

inasmuch as it prepares family members for social interaction and spares them the 

possible risk of losing face. 

In short, the study provides an ethnopragmatic understanding of Vietnamese speech 

culture and a springboard for future research into Vietnamese linguistics, using the 

NSM theoretical and methodological framework. 
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CHAPTER	  1	  

SETTING	  THE	  SCENE	  

Language is the blood of the soul into which thoughts run and out of which they grow. 

(Oliver Wendell Holmes) 

1.1	  RESEARCH	  INTO	  VIETNAMESE	  LANGUAGE	  AND	  CULTURE	  

The Vietnamese language has a considerable number of speakers, roughly ninety 

million on the mainland (GSO-Vietnam, 2015), excluding the diaspora; and yet it has 

been under-investigated in linguistics and other language-related fields of study. 

Research into Vietnamese language and culture has a tendency to be carried out 

internally, with research reports being written in Vietnamese for the Vietnamese reader. 

This has prevented many researchers from reaching a wider audience worldwide. 

Research reports written in English have usually been confined to comparative studies 

by Vietnamese researchers in the field of language education. These studies primarily 

discuss the similarities and differences in communicative performances between 

Vietnamese learners of English and English native speakers for language teaching 

purposes. It is no surprise, therefore, that most of these studies adopt an interlanguage 

pragmatic approach and utilise communicative strategies in the target language (i.e., 

English) as parameters; either to describe the linguistic patterns that Vietnamese 

learners of English should aim to acquire (e.g., Ha, 1998; S. Nguyen, 1990) or to 

discuss how Vietnamese learners of English can develop better pragmatic competence 

in English (M. Nguyen, 2005). 

There are, nonetheless, some studies that tap into Vietnamese ways of 

communication and verbal behaviour, such as H. Vu (1997), N. Pham (2008) and Chew 

(2011). In an anthropological study, H. Vu (1997, p. xi) investigated “native politeness 

conceptions and politeness manifestations through the directive behaviour of speakers 

in Hanoi, an urban speech community in Northern Vietnam.” N. Pham (2008) looked 

into the influence of Chinese Confucianism on Vietnamese verbal behaviour in 

intercultural workplaces where English was the language of communication. The 

findings in both H. Vu (1997) and N. Pham (2008) indicate that Vietnamese politeness 

behaviour is influenced by many social variables and cultural values, especially 
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Confucian ideology (N. Pham, 2008). Vietnamese politeness, as argued in H. Vu (1997, 

2002), comprises both normative and strategic aspects. Notwithstanding the substantive 

conclusions of these two studies, both of them adopted concepts from politeness 

theories (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Lakoff, 1973; Leech, 1983), thus leaving some 

cultural nuances of Vietnamese speech practice under-explained. 

Drawing on the discussion in H. Vu (1997, 2002), Luong (1987, 1990) and other 

studies of Vietnamese (including those written in Vietnamese and French), Chew 

(2011) discussed polite behaviour in Vietnamese language and culture, using data 

derived from her personal emails and observation. She also touched upon non-linguistic 

behaviour in an effort to shed light on differences between Vietnamese and non-

Vietnamese politeness. Chew’s work enriched the literature with an overview of 

politeness phenomena in Vietnamese and stimulated future research. However, it was a 

study undertaken by a cultural outsider. As an under-researched field in Vietnamese 

pragmatics, politeness behaviour needs more research in its own right at the 

“grassroots” level, as Chew (2011, p. 225) recommended. That is, there should be 

research from the cultural insider perspective. 

In fairness, the abovementioned studies have significantly contributed to a better 

understanding of the different ways in which speakers of Vietnamese socially interact 

with speakers of English and of the implications these differences have for the effective 

teaching of English as a Second/Foreign Language (ESL/EFL) to the Vietnamese. 

Nonetheless, several other sociocultural factors relevant to language use have been 

inadequately explained in these studies. Above all, the issue of how Vietnamese cultural 

values and schemas contribute to particular Vietnamese ways of thinking, or the 

cultural logic of interactions (Enfield, 2000; Gumperz, 1982; Lebra, 2004; Wierzbicka, 

1985), remains untouched. Filling this gap is the motivation behind the present 

ethnopragmatic study of Vietnamese, which investigates how Vietnamese native 

speakers reason about their verbal behaviour. 

1.2	  THE	  PRESENT	  STUDY	  

1.2.1	  RESEARCH	  TOPIC	  AND	  DELIMITATION	  

While language is seen as a reflection of the general ways native people think and talk 

about the social world, culture can be regarded as an operating system that influences 
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people’s thoughts, perceptions and responses via language. Therefore, the optimal way 

to understand this interrelatedness between language and culture is to explore the 

awareness and evaluation of the verbal behaviour from the perspective of native 

speakers. 

The present study adopts Tran’s (1996) point of view about Vietnamese cultural 

traditions and orientations, in which the author emphasised the importance of ideals, 

norms and morals as acquired values and habits (an elaboration of high-level 

Vietnamese cultural values is presented in Chapter 4). Since the use of language is 

influenced by cultural values, the Vietnamese speech style has been characterised as an 

interesting mix of trends and variants as a result of several heritages such as Buddhism, 

Chinese Confucianism, and French egalitarianism (Jamieson, 1993). As mentioned, 

there are both normative and strategic aspects of interaction (H. Vu, 1997). From the 

normative standpoint, Vietnamese interactions are hierarchical and accuracy-oriented, 

as suggested in proverb [F1.1], but from the strategic point of view, it is recommended 

that attentiveness be shown to a careful choice of method for delivering the message, as 

per the folk saying [F1.2]: 

[F1.1] Uốn lưỡi bảy lần trước khi nói 

roll tongue seven time before when say 

‘Roll your tongue seven times before you speak.’ 

[F1.2] Chim khôn hót tiếng rảnh rang,   

 bird wise sing sound clear-tuned   

 Người khôn nói tiếng dịu dàng dễ nghe. 

 People wise say voice gentle easy hear 

 ‘Wise birds sing fine tunes, wise people speak in soft and gentle voices.’ 

Arguably, an investigation into people’s awareness of their language use could 

serve as a first step towards unveiling the ‘little-known’ cultural logic of Vietnamese 

interactions. In addition to its inherent value, such an investigation could help reduce 

misconceptions and stereotypes, if any, about the Vietnamese. The present study is 

intended to provide a new look into ways of thinking about speech practices through the 

cultural conceptualisations of native speakers of Vietnamese. The study is set in the 

Ethnopragmatics paradigm, using the explanatory theoretical framework of the Natural 

Semantic Metalanguage. In particular, this study is an investigation into the cultural 

logic of Vietnamese interactions and its influence on cultural ideas about the appropriate 
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way to perform the speech act of disagreement, hence the title: The Ethnopragmatics of 

Vietnamese: An Investigation into the Cultural Logic of Interactions Focussing on the 

Speech Act Complex of Disagreement. 

1.2.2	  ETHNOPRAGMATICS	  AS	  A	  RESEARCH	  PARADIGM	  

Explorations into people’s awareness and evaluation of their language use are not new. 

They first appeared in Applied Linguistics in the 1990s under the term metapragmatic 

research, and have remained a popular trend among scholars. The term, however, is 

‘slippery’ in meaning since metapragmatics is associated with four types of linguistic 

practice, namely, the study of explicit metacommunication, the study of implicit 

metacommunication, the study of people’s abstracting from interacting, and the 

metatheory of pragmatics (Hübler, 2011, pp. 107-108). The present study can be 

categorised as a metapragmatic study of people’s abstracting from interactions. This 

kind of study seeks to access the metapragmatic knowledge that “members of a speech 

community gather in a course of time … about conversation in general, their genres, 

patterns, styles and norms” (Hübler, 2011, p. 109). Nonetheless, the present study can 

be further characterised as an ethnopragmatic study for two reasons. First, it primarily 

employs the analytical tools of the NSM to explore the culture-internal properties of 

communication, as previous NSM ethnopragmatic studies have done, for example, 

Ameka (2006), Hasada (2006), Levisen (2012), Travis (2004, 2006) and Wong (2006, 

2014). Second, it looks into Vietnamese speakers’ introspections about their culture-

specific ways of speaking, which constitutes the ‘ethno’ part of the study. 

Ethnopragmatics is defined as the study that aims at understanding speech practices 

“in terms of indigenous values, beliefs and attitudes, social categories, emotions, and so 

on” (Goddard, 2006a, p. 2) from the cultural insider point of view. Goddard (2006a) 

notes that although “a good deal of ethnopragmatics has been conducted under the 

banner of cross-cultural pragmatics” (p. 19), ethnopragmatics differs from most 

conventional cross-cultural pragmatics because it is closely connected with cross-

linguistic semantics, thus being relevant to both comparative studies and studies of a 

single language. Goddard’s (2006a, p. 2) own formulation is as follows: 

Ethnopragmatics is necessarily intertwined with cross-linguistic semantics 

because the whole idea is to understand speech practices in terms which makes 



 

6 

 

sense to the people concerned, i.e., in terms of indigenous values, beliefs and 

attitudes, social categories, emotions and so on” (emphasis added).  

Ethnopragmatics deploys two analytical tools of the NSM: semantic explications 

and cultural scripts (Goddard, 2015a). Semantic explications are ways of breaking 

down complex meanings into configurations of simpler concepts (technically termed 

reductive paraphrases) to define meanings without circularity. Semantic explications 

are useful to language outsiders as they have powerful ability to explain meanings of 

vocabulary with a set of “already known” words (Bullock, 2011). In an ethnopragmatic 

study, this analytical tool will help to access the meanings of culture-specific or culture-

related concepts. 

The other NSM analytical tool is referred to as cultural scripts. They are used to 

explain cultural norms, attitudes and beliefs of a speech community in simple and 

precise terms without the pressure of cultural bias. Cultural scripts can be of different 

levels of generality and be related to cognitive, emotional and behavioural aspects of the 

interactants. High-level scripts are often generalised evaluations or perceptions. They 

are “a set of assumptions of what is good and what is bad to do – and what one can or 

cannot do – especially in speaking” (Wierzbicka, 2002c, p. 401). They are framed in 

components such as ‘it is good/bad if …’ for evaluations and ‘I can/can’t say (think, do) 

…’ for perceptions. They are related to norms of expression and interpretation. Lower-

level scripts specify what should happen in interactions, introduced by the components 

‘when’ or ‘if’ (Goddard, 2015a). These scripts can be seen as ‘how-to’ scripts that 

depict perceptions of acceptable social conduct. However, cultural scripts do not simply 

describe the rules of interactions with emphasis being placed on the part of the speaker. 

They also facilitate understanding of interactions. In other words, cultural scripts are 

similar to the well-established concepts of “norms of interaction” and “norms of 

interpretation” proposed in the Ethnography of Communication (e.g. Cots, 1992; 

Hymes, 1964). This is because cultural scripts are “conventionalized patterns stored in 

the long-term memory of language users” (Schneider, 2012, p. 18). Therefore, cultural 

scripts can potentially guide language users in the course of the production and 

interpretation of a common-sense interaction. 

In the NSM framework, semantic explications and cultural scripts are both required 

to be ideally translatable across languages. Previous NSM work has shown the cross-
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translatability of the semantic primes into several languages such as Danish, Korean, 

Finnish and Spanish (NSM Homepage, Resources). For this reason, even though the 

explications and cultural scripts in the present study are articulated in English, a 

Vietnamese version of the NSM inventory of semantic primes, matching that of English 

(and other languages), is necessary to ensure that all the explications and scripts can be 

intelligibly rendered in Vietnamese itself when needed and to provide the ground work 

for further research using the NSM framework as a methodological tool. This version 

will be presented in Chapter 3. 

As a matter of fact, the author has crafted all the explications and scripts in such a 

way as to ensure that they are rendered in Vietnamese, using the metalanguage 

described in Chapter 3. Considerations of space make it impractical to demonstrate this 

in the thesis (but see Section 1.2.4 for an example). 

1.2.3	  WHY	  DISAGREEMENT?	  

Wierzbicka (2003) argued that the aspect of language that best reflects the cultural logic 

of a speech community is the speech act. Speech acts are substantially language- and 

culture-specific since they often convey certain assumptions, feelings or intuitions of 

indigenous speakers that are not easy for cultural outsiders to grasp. One of the speech 

acts that is culture-specific to Vietnamese is disagreement. C. Nguyen (1994) 

commented that “the Vietnamese way of presenting an argument differs substantially 

from the British and Australian way” (p. 69). It is this reason that CFAIT (Canadian 

Foreign Affairs and International Trade) provides its audience with tips to interact with 

Vietnamese people such as the following: 

You should not confront a person directly but you should talk to him/her 

privately rather than publicly. The Vietnamese prefer to keep things more 

private and you should address issues in an indirect way. (CFAIT, n.d.) 

On another note, the CDC (American Center for Disease Control and Prevention) 

provides on its website an ethnographic guide for interacting with Vietnamese speakers 

that comments on disagreement as follows: 

Formality, respect, and interpersonal harmony are cultural values evident in 

verbal communication among Vietnamese. To avoid confrontation, especially 
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with persons of higher status, Vietnamese may not express disagreement. 

Instead, they may remain silent (…). (CDC, n.d.) 

There is no denying that these observations are authentic and helpful for non-

Vietnamese, yet they are not well explained, thus preventing the cultural outsider from 

developing an empathetic attitude towards Vietnamese ways of behaviour. This is why 

some non-Vietnamese have a negative stereotype of Vietnamese nationals, believing, 

for example, that the very high value Vietnamese speakers place on social harmony is a 

hinderance for “logical and rational activities” (C. Nguyen, 1994, p. 6). 

Arguably, Vietnamese ‘disagreement’ is significantly culture-specific, albeit not 

culture-unique, and as such it is a good topic for research into Vietnamese language and 

culture. It is a speech act that has been under-researched in Vietnamese. Except for Vo 

(2013), the most recent investigations into Vietnamese ways of expressing disagreement 

(Kieu, 2006; M. Nguyen, 2005) have been bound up in the tradition of interlanguage 

pragmatics. These two studies looked contrastively into the performance of 

disagreement by Vietnamese learners of English. In M. Nguyen’s (2005) study, 

disagreement was treated as a minor component in the semantic formulae of criticism in 

English. Although Kieu (2006) studied disagreement in its own right, and compared 

disagreement-type interactions in English and in Vietnamese, she admitted that cultural 

nuances and their relationships with linguistic forms were left untouched in her study. 

Even in the wider setting of pragmatic research, disagreement remains under-

theorised, notwithstanding several studies into disagreement across languages and 

cultures from different theoretical perspectives (e.g., Beebe & Takahashi, 1989; 

Heritage, 2002; Locher, 2004; Pomerantz, 1984; Takahashi & Beebe, 1993). Studies in 

a special issue of the influential Journal of Pragmatics (2012), dedicated to theorising 

disagreement, suggested that disagreement is a key speech act in relation to other 

aspects of interaction, especially to issues of politeness/impoliteness, hence warranting 

further research. These studies also suggested that the expression of disagreement 

should not be viewed in terms of a single utterance containing an act of disagreeing; 

rather, it should be viewed in relation to what previously occurred, as well as what is 

likely to happen after an expression of disagreement (Angouri & Locher, 2012; 

Sifianou, 2012). In other words, disagreement should be conceived as accomplished 

over a sequence of acts that may vary across languages and cultures. On this premise, 
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Vo (2013) investigated Vietnamese disagreement from the perspective of the semantics-

pragmatics interface and argued that Vietnamese speakers have strikingly different ways 

of disagreement, depending on the nature of the content of the disagreement, that is, 

whether that content is related to an informational state or to the stances of the 

interlocutors. Furthermore, Vo (2013) recommended that disagreement in Vietnamese 

should be seen as a complex of acts. The present study takes Vo’s (2013) study as a 

starting point to present a new look into Vietnamese disagreement-type interactions 

through indigenous cultural conceptualisations, using cultural schemas intended to 

model what Vietnamese native speakers think they would and should say. As explained 

later, key data comes from a Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey (VMS) and a Discourse 

Production Survey (DPS), both conducted by the author. 

1.2.4	  DEFINITIONS	  OF	  TERMS	  

Since several terms related to cultural conceptualisations are employed in the present 

study, this section presents the definitions of these terms for purposes of consistency 

and clarity. 

CULTURAL	  LOGIC	  

The term cultural logic describes the process of drawing from shared assumptions to 

interpret the meaning in people’s actions (Enfield, 2000). The term was first used by 

Gumperz (1982) in a discussion of interethnic communication, suggesting that cultural 

logic is encoded in language. Wierzbicka (1985) emphasised that cultural logic is 

important for brighter “prospects for cultural understanding” (p. 76). Lebra (2004) 

specified cultural logic as a process that “involves the down-to-earth particular variables 

and subjective experiences” (p. 2).  

The thrust of the argument in ethnopragmatics is that speech practice in a particular 

community is underpinned by a cultural logic that informs the native speaker’s 

enactment and management of interactional activities. In the present study, cultural 

logic is understood to embrace processes of reasoning, thinking and feeling that guide 

the interpretation and evaluation of behaviour in interaction. ‘Cultural logic’ in the 

present study is a broad concept that comprises sets of mental structures, or cultural 

schemas, whereby people shape their worldview and behaviour. 
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CULTURAL	  SCHEMA	  

The term cultural schema and the equivalent terms cultural model and cognitive schema 

originated in Cognitive Anthropology. In several anthropological studies, the three 

terms have been used interchangeably, according to Polzenhagen and Wolf (2007). 

Holland and Quinn (1987, p. 4) defined cultural schemas as 

(…) presupposed, taken-for-granted models of the world that are widely shared 

(although not necessarily to the exclusion of other, alternative models) by the 

members of a society that play an enormous role in their understanding of that 

world and their behaviour in it. 

Drawing on Cognitive Anthropology, Cultural Linguistics has viewed cultural 

schemas as mental structures that allow people to save information about their culture 

and process it to make sense of the situations they come across in their cultural 

experiences (Malcolm & Sharifian, 2002; Sharifian, 2004; Sharifian & Palmer, 2007). 

The present study adopts the term cultural schema as it is used in Cultural Linguistics. 

As a component of cultural logic, a cultural schema can be regarded as a filter of 

cultural understandings through the process of reasoning, thinking and feeling. This 

process is seen to be responsible for the seemingly natural ability of humans to perform 

culturally accepted acts and to make sensible decisions in interaction.  

In the present study, cultural schemas will be identified through concepts that 

emerged as prominent in the VMS. They will be further explained in triangulation with 

high-level cultural values and the ‘folk wisdom’ embodied in Vietnamese folk sayings 

and proverbs, so as to provide an insight into Vietnamese social and cultural norms. 

These concepts and norms will be presented in the metalanguage of the NSM approach, 

in the form of explications and cultural scripts. The relationships among these concepts 

are visualised in Figure 1.1. Cultural norms are related to the moral principles of 

behaviour (which are normative politeness in H. Vu’s (1997) term). Social norms are 

the skills Vietnamese speakers use to handle their interaction for the sake of harmony 

and personal and/or collective honour, which are associated with what H. Vu (1997) 

referred to as strategic behaviour. 
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Figure 1. 1 The presentation of cultural concepts within a schema 

CULTURAL	  SCRIPT	  

The term cultural script is sometimes used as an alternative for cultural schema in the 

field of cultural studies. In the present study, it is used to refer to an analytical tool in 

the NSM framework.  

A cultural script, as explained in the previous section, can be seen as a description of 

common-sense cultural understandings. In other words, a cultural script grounds 

evaluations of verbal encounters or of individual interactions, as Goddard (n.d) noted: 

Cultural scripts are not intended to provide an account of real life social 

interactions. Rather, they are intended as descriptions of commonly held 

assumptions about how "people think" about social interaction. Because people 

bring these assumptions with them into everyday interactions, cultural scripts 

influence the form taken by particular verbal encounters but they do not in any 

sense determine individual interactions.  

Cultural scripts are widely used in ethnopragmatics as “the main mode of 

presentation” of the “social attitude pertaining to ways of speaking” (Goddard, 2008, p. 

18). In the present study, they will play a prominent part, particularly in Chapters 6 and 

7. Since cultural scripts are written in semantic primes, they can be easily rendered in 

both English and Vietnamese. The following demonstrates the nature of a cultural script 

and its cross-translatability between English and Vietnamese. 
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Vietnamese	  cultural	  script	  for	  trước	  lạ,	  sau	  quen	  (‘strangers	  first,	  acquaintances	  later’)	  
	   people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  one	  of	  	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  in	  one	  place,	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  
(b)	   I	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	   MAKING	  ACQUAINTANCE	  
	   	   this	  someone	  says	  something	  to	  me	  
(c)	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  know	  some	  things	  about	  this	  someone,	   RELATIONSHIP	  ESTABLISHMENT	  
	   	   this	  someone	  knows	  some	  things	  about	  me,	   	  
	   after	  this	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	  
	   	   this	  someone	  can	  say	  something	  to	  me,	  	  
(d)	   if	  it	  happens	  like	  this	  many	  times,	  I	  can	  think	  like	  this:	   RELATIONSHIP	  CHANGE	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  not	  one	  of	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  any	  more,	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  this	  someone	  thinks	  the	  same	   MUTUALITY	  
	  
Kịch	  bản	  văn	  hóa	  Việt	  Nam	  cho	  ‘trước	  lạ,	  sau	  quen’	  
	   người	  ta	  nghĩ	  như	  thế	  này:	   	  
(a)	   khi	  tôi	  gặp	  một	  người	  lạ	  ở	  một	  nơi	  nào,	   BỐI	  CẢNH	  
	   	   nếu	  nó	  xảy	  ra	  như	  thế	  này	  thì	  tốt:	  
(b)	   tôi	  nói	  một	  điều	  gì	  đó	  với	  người	  này,	   LÀM	  QUEN	  
	   	   người	  này	  nói	  một	  điều	  gì	  đó	  với	  tôi	  
(c)	   vì	  thế	  tôi	  biết	  một	  vài	  điều	  về	  người	  này,	   THIẾT	  LẬP	  QUAN	  HỆ	  
	   	   người	  này	  biết	  một	  vài	  điều	  về	  tôi,	   	  
	   sau	  lần	  này,	  tôi	  có	  thể	  nói	  một	  điều	  gì	  đó	  với	  người	  này,	  	  
	   	   người	  này	  có	  thể	  nói	  một	  điều	  gì	  đó	  với	  tôi,	  	  
(d)	   nếu	  điều	  này	  xảy	  ra	  nhiều	  lần,	  tôi	  có	  thể	  nghĩ	  như	  thế	  này:	   THAY	  ĐỔI	  QUAN	  HỆ	  
	   	   người	  này	  không	  phải	  người	  lạ	  nữa,	  
	   	   tôi	  biết	  rằng	  người	  này	  cũng	  nghĩ	  như	  tôi	   HIỂU	  BIẾT	  QUA	  LẠI	  

A word of clarification is needed about the labels on the right-hand side. These 

labels are not part of the cultural script proper, but they can be useful for a wider 

audience who are not familiar with the NSM framework. 

SEMANTIC	  EXPLICATIONS	  

A semantic explication is a tool for defining lexical meanings. Different from cultural 

scripts, which are “tailored to particular types of interlocutors, settings and discourse 

genres” presented in various forms (Goddard, n.d), semantic explications tend to have 

relatively stable component framings. The following is an example of an explication of 

“children” (after Goddard and Wierzbicka (2014b, p. 13)): 

	   children	  
a.	  	   people	  of	  one	  kind	  
b.	  	   all	  people	  are	  people	  of	  this	  kind	  for	  some	  time,	  
c.	  	   when	  someone	  is	  someone	  of	  this	  kind,	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  
d.	  	   	   this	  someone’s	  body	  is	  small	  
e.	  	   	   this	  someone	  can	  do	  some	  things,	  this	  someone	  can’t	  do	  many	  other	  things	  
f.	  	   	   because	  of	  this,	  if	  other	  people	  don’t	  do	  good	  things	  for	  this	  someone	  at	  many	  times,	  
	   	   	   bad	  things	  can	  happen	  to	  this	  someone	  



 

13 

 

The top component of an explication often categorises the lexical item. The next 

components describe semantic properties of the word. In the present study, explications 

are used to describe the lexical meanings of words that represent culturally important 

concepts in particular cultural schemas, identified through the VMS. However, the 

explication framing in the present study will be flexible in order to make it intelligible 

to readers who are not yet familiar with NSM. 

SOCIAL	  CATEGORY	  

Social scientists have defined a social category as a group of people who are perceived 

to share similar identifiable social characteristics (Turner, 1982) such as women, or 

elderly people. However, the term social category is used in this thesis in a different 

way. It designates a group of people who are categorised based on the interpersonal 

relationships between interactional participants, that is, their connections through shared 

experience, mutual commitment and understanding about each other over time. The 

Vietnamese categorisation of social groups is family-oriented, creating a dichotomy 

between người nhà (‘family people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’). This categorisation 

and various subcategories will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4. 

SETTING,	  SCENARIO	  AND	  PARTICIPANTS	  

The three terms setting, scenario and participants are used especially in relation to the 

DPS. They are also referred to in the description of research methodology in Chapter 2 

and in the data analysis in Chapters 6 and 7.  

Following the ethnographic approach in sociolinguistics (Gumperz & Hymes, 

1986), these three terms are used to represent different aspects of a situated interaction. 

The relationship between them is displayed in Figure 1.2.  

Setting refers to the physical conditions in which an interaction occurs. There are 

four settings used in the DPS, namely, a family gathering, a gathering of friends, a 

workplace, and a public place. Each setting has two scenarios. Scenario is an 

interactional situation in which the survey respondents are asked to imagine their 

engagement and provide the optimal discourse with different participants. In other 

words, participants are the imagined interactants with whom the survey respondents 

interact. Information about participants provided in the DPS questionnaires includes the 
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demographics of the interlocutor, such as their age, gender, social standing, and mutual 

relationship. 

 

 

Figure 1.2 The relationship among Setting, Scenario and Participants 

SPEECH	  ACT	  COMPLEX	  AND	  FUNCTIONAL	  UNIT	  

‘Disagreement’ has been identified in several previous studies as a second turn 

assessment (Gardner, 2000; Heritage, 2002; Pomerantz, 1975, 1984). In other words, 

disagreement must be seen in relation to the previous discourse in an interactional 

activity. A disagreement discourse, as discussed in Vo (2013), may consist of several 

segments that concurrently perform the act of disagreeing. In this study, the term speech 

act complex is used to refer to a sequence of several units performing various functions 

that imply a difference in either informational content or evaluative stance in a situated 

activity. Each unit that performs a particular function in a disagreement discourse is 

termed a functional unit. These functional units will be elaborated and paraphrased in 

NSM in Chapter 5. 

1.2.5	  OBJECTIVES	  AND	  RESEARCH	  QUESTIONS	  	  

The title of the thesis implies two intertwined parts at the crux of the present study, 

namely, the Vietnamese cultural logic of interactions and the manifestation of this logic 

in the speech act complex of disagreement. To gain insights into these two parts, the 

present study aims to 

1.   explore the constructs of the Vietnamese cultural logic of interactions by 

identifying and analysing the overarching cultural schemas that internalise 

Level 3Level 2Level 1

Setting

Scenario
Participant

Participant

Scenario Participant
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Vietnamese cultural conceptualisations, drawing on folk data and the results of a 

Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey; and  

2.   shed light on how this cultural logic informs Vietnamese native speakers’ 

awareness of their enactment and management of the speech act complex of 

disagreement, drawing on data from a scenario-based Discourse Production 

Survey.  

The study addresses two major research questions, as well as their related sub-

questions. With regard to the cultural logic of Vietnamese interaction, it focusses on the 

following question and sub-questions: 

1.   What is the underlying cultural logic of interactions in Vietnamese?  

a.   What are the most important cultural schemas immanent to Vietnamese 

ways of reasoning and thinking about speech behaviour? 

b.    What social categories and socio-cultural norms are intertwined with 

these cultural schemas? 

Once this cultural logic has been described, in Chapter 4, the study moves on to 

explore how Vietnamese linguistic routines for disagreement are influenced by 

Vietnamese cultural logic and articulates cultural scripts for appropriate ways of 

expressing disagreement from a Vietnamese standpoint. With this end in view, it seeks 

to answer the following question: 

2.   What are the cultural scripts for expressing different types of disagreement in 

Vietnamese speech practice? 

These cultural scripts will be presented in Chapters 6 and 7, based on analysis of 

Discourse Production Survey data. 

1.3	  OUTLINE	  OF	  THE	  THESIS	  

This thesis is composed of eight chapters and divided into four parts. Part 1, which 

consists of the first two chapters, comprises the preliminaries. The present chapter has 

introduced the research topic, the rationale and objectives of the study, established the 

theoretical and methodological perspectives, and delimited the scope of the research. 

Chapter 2, which describes the research procedure, has two foci. Firstly, it reviews the 
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methodology that has been used in previous NSM ethnopragmatic studies. Secondly, it 

describes the investigation agenda and the methodological tools utilised in the present 

study, including data sources and data collection procedures. 

The findings and discussion are presented in Parts 2 and 3. Part 2 is made up of 

Chapters 3 and 4, which explore the ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese. This part 

encompasses both a theoretical and an empirical discussion of the status quo of 

Vietnamese language, culture and speech practice. Chapter 3 provides a brief history of 

the Vietnamese language and the author’s discussion of Vietnamese NSM, including 

justification for certain social and stylistic variants that are appropriate for Vietnamese. 

Chapter 4 explores and explains the constituents of cultural logic of Vietnamese 

interactions. It identifies and discusses, through a wide range of data, the two most 

important cultural schemas, namely, quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), 

along with the notable social categories in interpersonal relationships and socio-cultural 

variables that are related to these schemas, such as gender and occupation. Arguably, 

these two cultural schemas significantly contribute to the cultural logic of Vietnamese 

interactions.  

Part 3 demonstrates how the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions influences 

the management of the speech act complex of disagreement. There are three chapters in 

this part. Chapter 5 prepares the ground for the analysis of the speech act complex of 

disagreement from a Vietnamese viewpoint. In particular, it discusses the types of 

disagreement in Vietnamese and provides an NSM-assisted framework for data coding 

and analysis. Chapters 6 and 7 present and discuss the findings from the scenario-based 

DPS. They propose generalisations about Vietnamese ways of reasoning and thinking 

about speaking in the form of a series of cultural scripts. 

Part 4 provides the closing remarks to the whole thesis. It consists of one chapter, 

Chapter 8. It highlights the major findings and their theoretical, practical and 

pedagogical implications. In this chapter, the limitations of the study are also 

recognised. Based on its achievements and limitations, recommendations are made for 

future directions of research into Vietnamese language and culture. 
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CHAPTER	  2	  

LINGUISTIC	  EVIDENCE	  

DATA	  COLLECTION	  AND	  BEYOND	  

… all research is a practical activity requiring the exercise of judgment in context; it is not a 

matter of simply following methodological rules. 

 (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995, p. 23) 

2.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

Since linguistic evidence plays a crucial role in a research study, a well-established 

procedure for data collection is essential to achieve the reliability and intelligibility of 

an ethnopragmatic study. Although the NSM ethnopragmatics has a number of well-

established methodological tools, the author believes that each research topic requires 

particular approaches to data and linguistic evidence that allow for the optimal analysis 

and convincing argument for the purpose at hand. With this end in view, the present 

chapter describes different sources of linguistic evidence utilised in the present study 

and methods of collecting these types of evidence, including the procedures for 

administering the two questionnaire surveys and the survey respondents. The chapter 

begins with an overview of previous ethnopragmatic studies. This will help highlight 

certain innovations in the methodological design of the present study, which are 

described in the remainder of the chapter. 

2.2	  AN	  OVERVIEW	  OF	  PREVIOUS	  ETHNOPRAGMATIC	  STUDIES	  

Several early ethnopragmatic studies using the NSM approach were conducted in the 

early 2000s, for example, Goddard (2000) and Wierzbicka (2002a), but the collection of 

studies published in 2004 in a special issue of the journal Intercultural Pragmatics on 

cultural scripts is probably the most noteworthy. This collection covered a variety of 

culture-specific speech practices with interesting explorations in areal models for West 

African social interactions (Ameka & Breedveld, 2004), the use of honorifics in Korean 

language and culture (Yoon, 2004), the influence of interpersonal relationships in 

Chinese culture on social interactions (Ye, 2004), the use of diminutives in Colombian 
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Spanish conversational routines (Travis, 2004), and so forth. Nevertheless, it was not 

until the publication of Goddard’s (2006) edited book Ethnopragmatics: Understanding 

discourse in cultural context that the term ethnopragmatics was introduced and defined 

as a research paradigm in its own right. In this volume, several more works contributed 

to the understanding of culturally shaped ways of speaking, including the Anglo cultural 

aversion to “putting pressure” on others (Wierzbicka, 2006), the role of jocular irony in 

Australian English (Goddard, 2006b), the influence of social hierarchy on Singaporean 

speech culture (Wong, 2006), and the Japanese norms for the expression of emotions 

(Hasada, 2006). The new research paradigm has gained some standing in pragmatics for 

its novel features. As Enfield (2007) commented: 

The approach is unique in research on pragmatics and culture – nowhere else do 

we find these kinds of explicit statements of cultural values in a descriptive 

metalanguage whose degree of formalism rivals that of predicate calculus, and 

whose units are as close to directly expressible in (any) natural language as we 

can get. (pp. 419-420) 

In the wider setting of academia, scholars and practitioners continued to add to the 

literature with further explorations of cultural life mirrored in different languages. 

Gladkova (2010) highlighted the differences in the conceptualisation of English 

sympathy, compassion and empathy, and the Russian equivalents sočuvstvie, 

sostradanie, and sopereživanie. Moonan (2007) examined the variants of Yes/No 

question patterns used by an English-Thai bilingual speaker and spelt out cultural 

scripts to provide evidence for a transposition of Thai culture in her English speaking 

interactions with her mother. 

These ethnopragmatic studies tapped into a wide range of data sources, broadly 

termed linguistic evidence by Goddard (2006a). In particular, Wong (2006) and Hasada 

(2006) sourced documented data from previous research and examples from 

newspapers. Ye (2006) used extracts from the classic Chinese novel Hong Lou Meng 

(‘A Dream of Red Mansions’) in her analysis of the semantics of emotion and facial 

expression. Gladkova (2010) used online corpora, (e.g., the Russian National Corpus 

and the Cobuild Bank of English) that “represent a wide range of contemporary 

language use” (p. 268). Travis (2006) and Moonan (2007) used recordings of natural-

occurring spontaneous conversations to identify cultural key words and nuances in the 

language under investigation.  
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The present study deploys a wide range of resources, including documentary 

materials and original survey data, with a view to obtaining rich linguistic evidence to 

support an overarching view of Vietnamese culture and cognition. 

2.3	   SOURCES	  OF	   LINGUISTIC	  EVIDENCE	  AND	  METHODS	  OF	  DATA	  

COLLECTION	  	  

The use of a variety of methods of data collection, or triangulation of data is widely 

regarded as an appropriate strategy to secure the credibility of qualitative analyses, and 

possibly avoid polemical criticisms of over-generalisations based on inadequate tracts 

of data. Among the four types of triangulation proposed in Denzin (1978), namely, data 

triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation and method triangulation, 

data triangulation is one of the most widely used because it allows researchers to gain a 

thorough understanding of the issues under investigation. For this reason, the present 

study incorporated different sources of data. These sources comprise documentary data 

from contemporary literary works and Vietnamese folk sayings and proverbs, and 

original data from two questionnaire surveys. 

2.3.1	  DOCUMENTARY	  DATA	  

Since people’s minds cannot be directly accessed, one of the keys to understanding their 

thoughts and feelings can be through the artefacts they have created, especially literary 

works and folk sayings and proverbs. This source of data has been widely deployed in 

the social sciences and in previous ethnopragmatic studies, and is well established as a 

rich source for tapping into native ways of life. Mogalakwe (2009) argued that 

“information from secondary sources can be reconfigured and reinterpreted to yield new 

insights into a particular social phenomenon” (p. 47). This source of data, in the words 

of Atkinson and Coffey (2004), deserves “due weight and appropriate analytic 

attention” (p. 59). The documentary materials used in this study comprise five 

contemporary Vietnamese literary works, and a collection of 62 Vietnamese folk 

sayings and proverbs related to cultural values and norms of interactional behaviour. 

LITERARY	  DATA	  

There has long been a commonly-held assumption that literature is the reflection of real 

life through the writer’s observation and imagination. The current view in pragmatics is, 
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nonetheless, that the language of literary works should not be seen as a simple reflection 

of life. Interactions in fiction are an object of research in their own right (Jucker, 2015). 

The language in literary works is relevant for research into language use because 

literature can be considered as “the whole dynamic complex of verbal behaviour and 

verbal experience” (Smith, 1979, p. 26). Thus, “literary artworks may be conceived of 

as depictions or representations (…) of natural discourse” (Smith, 1979, p. 8; cf. Jucker, 

2015). That said, what literary data offers is a rich set of insights into ways of thinking 

about real life, which is the rationale for the use of literary data in the present study. 

Five widely read fictional works in contemporary Vietnamese literature (presented in 

Table 2.1) were used as linguistic evidence in establishing the Vietnamese version of 

the NSM in Chapter 3.  

Table 2.1 Selected Vietnamese literary works 

Writers and Works Code 

Nguyễn Nhật Ánh (2008a). Cho tôi xin một vé đi tuổi thơ (‘Give me a ticket to childhood, 

please’). TP Hồ Chí Minh: NXB Trẻ. 

[A1] 

Nguyễn Nhật Ánh (2008b). Chuyện cổ tích dành cho người lớn: tuyển tập truyện ngắn 

(‘Make-believe for the grown-up: selected short stories’). TP Hồ Chí Minh: NXB Trẻ. 

[A2] 

Nguyễn Nhật Ánh (1998). Cô gái đến từ hôm qua (‘The girl from yesterday’). TP Hồ Chí 

Minh: NXB Trẻ. 

[A3] 

Nguyễn Nhật Ánh (1988). Còn chút gì để nhớ (‘What’s left to remember’). TP Hồ Chí 

Minh: NXB Trẻ. 

[A4] 

Đoàn Thạch Biền (1995). Tôi thương mà em đâu có hay (‘I love you, but you never know’). 

TP Hồ Chí Minh: NXB Trẻ. 

[B] 

 

One of these literary works was written by Doan Thach Bien, a the popular short 

story writer in Vietnam in the 1990s. He is well known for his creativity in the use of 

personal, spatial and temporal references (Xuân-Viên, 2014). The other four were 

written by Nguyen Nhat Anh. In Vietnam, Nguyen Nhat Anh is among the rare versatile 

writers who has been successful in several different literary genres. He has been 

awarded several national literary prizes, and an ASEAN literary prize in 2010 for one of 

the works, namely, [A1] in this data set. His novels, which have been translated into 

many languages such as English, Thai, Korean, Japanese and Russian (Huỳnh-Kim, 

2013), are representative of the skilful use of common language (i.e., the language that 
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is free from the influence of regional dialects across provinces and cities in Vietnam), 

which is part of Vietnamese ‘natural discourse’ that is found in every Vietnamese native 

speaker, regardless of his/her regional dialect. For this reason, four of the five selected 

works are by Nguyen Nhat Anh. Ideally, a greater range of authors would have been 

preferable but, due to time constraints during the data collection phase, the author found 

it difficult to locate and select fictional works that use common language as does 

Nguyen Nhat Anh. However, the author purposefully selected literary works whose 

publication spanned several decades with a view to ensuring the consistency and 

stability in the choice of Vietnamese exponents of semantic primes.  

FOLK	  SAYINGS	  AND	  PROVERBS	  

The reason for using folk sayings and proverbs as a data source is that they can be seen 

as capturing the ancestral experience and wisdom passed on through generations, and 

thus they best convey traditional values of Vietnamese communal life.  Goddard (2009, 

p. 103) argued that the social function of folk sayings and proverbs is to 

 (…) recapitulate and reproduce established cultural values. They are 

communicative vehicles that both enact traditional authority and are partially 

constitutive of it. They are ‘small forms’ of authoritative discourse.  

In Vietnamese, likewise, folk sayings and proverbs can be seen to represent a “folk 

philosophy” (N. Nguyen, 2002) that underpins the cultural logic of interactions. 

The collection of folk sayings and proverbs has been compiled by the author from 

both formal and informal sources. The formal sources include primary school textbooks, 

magazines and research works in Vietnamese folk literature such as N.-P. Vu (2005) 

and Phương-Thu (2005). The informal source is the author’s own personal diary noting 

down the folk sayings and proverbs related to Vietnamese cultural behaviour heard in 

talk with her family members, friends and colleagues. 

All the folk sayings and proverbs in this collection were carefully reviewed to 

eliminate repeated versions, since Vietnamese folk sayings and proverbs have several 

dialectal variants. The selected folk sayings and proverbs all have versions close to 

standard Vietnamese. They are 62 in number (see Appendix 1). These folk sayings and 

proverbs are grouped into two categories, namely, folk sayings/proverbs relating to 

interpersonal relationships and those relating to cultural norms of interaction. This 
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preliminary grouping lays the groundwork for the validation of question items in the 

two sets of questionnaires, as well as for the interpretation of the survey data. 

2.3.2	  SURVEY	  DATA	  

To the best knowledge of the author, there are no corpora of Vietnamese freely 

available to researchers. Nor would it be practicable to use any such corpora unless a 

researcher had an affiliation with the Institute of Linguistics, Vietnam. Collecting 

survey data is therefore necessary and, indeed, it is more suited for the present study 

since one of the aims of this research is to develop cultural scripts, which critically 

requires access to what native Vietnamese people think about their interactional 

activities, or their metapragmatic knowledge. Data elicited from two questionnaire 

surveys, namely, the Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey (VMS) and the Discourse 

Production Survey (DPS), are therefore primary sources in this study. 

Questionnaires have long been a preferred way of collecting data in pragmatic 

research on account of their efficiency. They allow researchers to collect a large amount 

of data in a short period of time. Additionally, questionnaires can be used with several 

research foci:  discourse production, metapragmatic knowledge, and comprehension 

(Kasper, 2000). To be sure, there are difficulties and drawbacks to be considered. For 

example, the fact that the questions must be simple and straightforward may hinder a 

far-reaching investigation and sometimes, informants may choose options that sound 

good to them rather than considering whether they use them in day-to-day practice 

(Dornyei, 2007). However, as long as a questionnaire is well-designed, it still allows the 

researcher to control variables (G. Q. Tran, 2006), measure participants’ attitudes, and 

reduce the potential effects of the researcher’s presence on the participants’ responses 

(Bryman, 2008). 

Regardless of the drawbacks debated in the literature, questionnaires are a useful 

tool for purposes of the present study. This is primarily because this study aims to elicit 

awareness of language use for appropriate linguistic behaviour, and the formulaic 

linguistic templates employed to perform the speech act complex of disagreement by 

Vietnamese speakers. As Kasper (2000, pp. 329-330) explained: 

Whether or not speakers use exactly the same strategies and forms in actual 

discourse is a different matter, but the questionnaire responses indicate what 
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strategic and linguistic options are consonant with pragmatic norms and what 

contextual factors influence their choices (…). 

Furthermore, since this study is a pioneer in ethnopragmatics in Vietnamese, it is 

important to establish the generality in its claims, hence the value of using a large 

number of respondents, which can be more efficiently achieved by a questionnaire 

survey than by other data collection methods. A secondary reason comes from the 

author’s intuition about Vietnamese people’s reticence in face-to-face interviews and 

recorded conversations. This reinforces the idea that the questionnaire is an effective 

instrument for obtaining data from Vietnamese participants. 

Two questionnaires were designed for this study. Questionnaire 1 was used for the 

Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey (VMS). It comprises five open-ended questions 

designed to elicit Vietnamese native speakers’ understandings about interactions in their 

own language (see Appendix 3). It taps into their cultural concerns, including cultural 

conceptualisations and social categorisations of interpersonal relationships. For 

example, 

(2.1) When you talk with other people, what cultural elements are you mindful of? In 

what ways are these elements presented in your interactions?  

The VMS also surveyed the participants’ opinions about the influence of folk 

sayings and proverbs on their communication.  

(2.2) In everyday communication, do you usually think of Vietnamese folk sayings and 

proverbs related to speech behaviour as experience for your way of interaction?  

Moreover, the respondents were asked to list at least two folk sayings and proverbs 

they were very familiar with. This was to ensure that the folk sayings and proverbs to be  

included in the collection were the most relevant to current Vietnamese cultural 

conceptualisations. The question items in the VMS could be seen as similar in nature to 

a list of interview questions. However, there are certain advantages of using an open-

ended questionnaire over an interview, particularly as it permits the author to obtain 

candid opinions from respondents without interviewer bias. The findings from the VMS 

were analysed and triangulated with the folk data to determine the overarching 

Vietnamese cultural schemas. 
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Questionnaire 2, used for the Discourse Production Survey (DPS), was a scenario-

based questionnaire (see Appendix 4). It was designed to elicit the participants’ 

projections of their management and enactment of the speech act complex of 

disagreement in specific prompted situations. The design was inspired by that of the 

Discourse Completion Tasks (DCT), a questionnaire form that has been widely used in 

interlanguage pragmatics. Nonetheless, there are considerable differences in the 

prompts used in this DPS questionnaire, compared with a typical DCT. In the interest of 

articulating the cultural scripts underlying different ‘modes’ of disagreement, the 

settings for interactions were made explicit to the respondents. The questionnaire 

comprised four settings, namely, a family gathering, a gathering of friends, a workplace, 

and a public place. In each setting, two scenarios were presented corresponding to two 

types of disagreement hypothesised by the present study, that is, information 

disagreement vs. evaluation disagreement. Since interactions in Vietnamese are said to 

be greatly influenced by age differences between the interlocutors, several different 

types of participants were imagined and the survey respondents were asked to provide 

their expected discourses with each of the different types. In the pilot phase, the 

scenarios were first developed intuitively by the author, then verified with Vietnamese 

native speakers and finally revised to ensure that the participant types were as realistic 

as possible. The following is an example of question items seeking disagreement with 

an evaluation in a workplace setting. 

(2.3) Scenario 6 

 You are discussing ways to help the victims of a destructive typhoon/flood in an 

institutional meeting. A person says the most practical way is that people 

contribute an amount of money and the institution representatives will go and give 

the money to the victims in situ. You disagree with this opinion as you think there 

are many other ways to help. What do you think you would say to each of the 

following participants? 

 1. the person is your boss, who is older than you 

2. the person is your boss, who is younger than you/the same age as you 

3. the person is an older colleague 

4. the person is a younger/peer colleague 

In some scenarios, follow-up reflection questions were also added to seek the 

respondent’s further explanation or comment on salient aspects of the discourse 
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production or on how they mediate their real life experiences. The following are 

examples of follow-up questions to scenario 6 displayed above: 

(2.4) Additional questions 

 1. If you choose to say something to the person, do you think you would say the 

same as above if the person is of a different gender? 

 2. If you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in more detail. 

 3. What factors do you think will affect your choice whether or not to say 

something to him/her? Please specify and explain in detail. 

A novel aspect of the DPS questionnaire is that the issue of cross-translatability was 

taken very seriously. Although cross-translatability is not generally identified by 

research methodologists as a potential weakness, it is worth taking into consideration in 

studies that survey a group of respondents whose first language is not the language used 

in the final research report. If, when analysing questionnaire responses or other self-

reports given in another language, the researcher simply converts their words into their 

assumed English counterparts, there is a serious danger of recoding and altering the 

meanings intended by respondents. Therefore, the language used in the DPS 

questionnaire was purposefully controlled to ensure that it was readily comprehensible 

and cross-translatable between Vietnamese and English. Furthermore, the use of 

unfamiliar terminology was kept to a minimum to enhance the clarity and accessibility 

of the prompts and questions for the survey respondents. 

2.3.3	  SURVEY	  RESPONDENTS	  

The respondents recruited for the surveys comprised 80 native Vietnamese speakers, 

aged from 18 to 55 (see Table 2.2 below). They were asked to complete both 

questionnaires. In the first questionnaire, they were asked to give their opinions or 

reflect about their understandings of cultural values and social variables associated with 

appropriate behaviour in Vietnamese speech practices. In the second, they were asked to 

provide possible discourses they think they would produce in prompted disagreement-

type scenarios.  
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Table 2.2 The demographics of respondents 

Age group Male Female 

18 – 25 8 12 

26 – 35 9 11 

36 – 45 10 12 

46 – 55 9 9 

 

The selection of respondents was guided by the premise that they must be 

Vietnamese-born adults who were either university students or staff at governmental 

institutions. This is to ensure that they have experienced several communicative 

activities in different roles and have certain social relations that have helped build their 

experience of linguistic behaviour in a wide range of social situations. In a family 

setting, for example, they can be children of parents, brothers/sisters, or parents/parents-

to-be of children. They are assumed to be socio-culturally competent. 

The survey was conducted in Hue, a city in Central Vietnam. However, though 

living and working in Hue, not all respondents recruited for the survey were born there. 

They come from different cities and provinces. This lends plausibility to the belief that 

the various regional backgrounds of respondents can help circumscribe the perspectives 

on language use and behaviour within a particular region in Vietnam. 

2.4	  SURVEY	  ADMINISTRATION	  AND	  DATA	  TRANSLATION	  

As mentioned, the questionnaire surveys described in this chapter were conducted in 

Hue, Vietnam. First, the author sent a letter to the authorities of Hue University of 

Sciences and the Centre for Social Sciences in February, 2013. This letter requested 

their permission for conducting research as well as assistance with participant 

recruitment (see Appendix 5). The letter of approval was received on 18 March, 2013 

(see Appendix 6). The Centre for Social Sciences (CSS) assisted with the recruitment of 

the survey participants afterwards. Thus, the author’s initial contact with survey 

respondents was made via the CSS. 

A pilot study was conducted in May 2013 to establish the credibility of the 

questionnaire design. The findings of this study were reported in Vo (2013). The main 

surveys were conducted starting in March 2014. For the purpose of triangulation, the 
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two main surveys were administered independently with a four-week interval to 

minimise the possible influence of one questionnaire on the other and to avoid potential 

respondent fatigue associated with a lengthy survey. The respondents in this research 

were, as described, either students or employees. Since they have different timetables, it 

was impossible to administer a survey with all of them at the same time. Therefore, for 

each of the questionnaire surveys, the CSS arranged three meetings, which are presented 

in the table below: 

Table 2.3 Survey dates and number of respondents 

Date Survey No. 

6 March, 2014 VMS 36 

14 March, 2014 VMS 26 

22 March, 2014 VMS 18 

16 April, 2014 DPS 22 

26 April, 2014 DPS 39 

29April, 2014 DPS 19 

 

As required by ethics protocols, before the surveys began, the author had a briefing 

with respondents and provided them with an information sheet (see Appendix 2) to give 

them an overview of the research project and what would be required for the surveys. 

The VMS was somewhat short and simple. It took the respondent about 20 minutes to 

complete. However, the DPS was slightly more complex, and the time that respondents 

spent varied, depending on whether or not the respondent answered the additional 

questions and gave further explanations or comments. On average, the DPS took 50 

minutes to complete. All surveys were administered at the meeting hall of the CSS. 

After the VMS was completed, a preliminary analysis of the collected data was 

undertaken. A list of words that most frequently occurred in the survey was quantified 

in Vietnamese common cultural terms and explicated, using the NSM reductive 

paraphrase technique. (The details of this analysis will be presented in Chapter 4.) This 

initial analysis also helped to consolidate the proposed settings, scenarios, and 

participants in the DPS. 

Since survey questionnaires were completed in Vietnamese, the findings were 

translated into English prior to the analysis. To warrant the objectivity of the translated 

data, the author employed a research assistant whose background is English language 
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teaching and translation from the College of Foreign Languages, Hue University, 

Vietnam. Since the thesis reports on different sets of data that require different 

analytical approaches, the data was encoded according to various processes that will be 

presented separately in the relevant chapters. 

2.5	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  

This chapter provides an overview of the use of linguistic evidence in previous 

ethnopragmatics studies and a detailed account of data collection procedures and 

motivations behind the choice of linguistic evidence used in the present study. The 

sources of linguistic evidence described in this chapter are believed to be informative in 

relation to both traditional and contemporary Vietnamese ways of thinking and 

speaking. They also conform to the current view in pragmatics. In addition, the use of 

triangulation as a research strategy enhances the credibility of the analysis and helps 

ensure the comprehensiveness of the research that aims at an understanding of 

Vietnamese ways of thinking about speech practice.  

As far as research methodology is concerned, the present study implements an 

important methodological innovation, namely, the use of qualitative and quantitative 

survey data in an NSM setting. 
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CHAPTER	  3	  	  

THE	  NATURAL	  SEMANTIC	  METALANGUAGE	  OF	  

VIETNAMESE	  

Language is the armoury of the human mind, and at once contains the trophies of its past and the 

weapons of its future conquests. 

(Samuel Taylor Coleridge) 

3.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

As required by the ethnopragmatic research paradigm, it is essential to inventory the 

Vietnamese exponents of the semantic primes to establish equivalence with semantic primes 

in English and other languages and to guarantee that the explications and cultural scripts are 

expressible in Vietnamese itself. To prepare the ground, the present chapter first characterises 

Vietnamese through different historical stages of language contact and change. It then 

presents the NSM of Vietnamese, following in the footsteps of previous cross-linguistic 

studies (e.g., Amberber, 2008; Yoon, 2008). With few exception, the discussion of 

Vietnamese exponents of the semantic primes, the justification for allolexes, quasi-allolexes, 

etc., and the description of some semantic molecules used in subsequent explications and 

cultural scripts are carried out with reference to linguistic evidence, rather than from 

examination of NSM canonical sentences (Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2014a), which played but 

a marginal role. 

3.2	   CHARACTERISING	   THE	   VIETNAMESE	   LANGUAGE:	   A	   HISTORICAL	  

PERSPECTIVE	  

The Vietnamese language has an intricate 4000-year history. Its genetic affiliation has 

remained a subject of debate, as to whether it belongs to the Austronesian family, to the east-

west Austroasiatic Mon-Khmer subgroup, or to the Sino-Tibetan family (Marr, 1981, p. 139). 

Several scholars have suggested that Vietnamese should be categorised as a member of the 

Mon-Khmer branch of the Austroasiatic language family (e.g., Haudricourt, 1966). One has 

stated that “it belongs to Mon-Khmer linguistically, but there is no last word for its origin” 

(Lĭ et al., 2006, p. 295). Other scholars maintain that Vietnamese is closely related to Muong, 
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a language in the mountainous areas of Northern Vietnam, based on phonological and lexical 

features that Vietnamese shares with other languages in the Vietic branch, such as Muong, 

Maleng, and Tum. Thus, it is proposed that Vietnamese be considered a member of the Vietic 

branch of the Austroasiatic language family (SEAlang, n.d). 

Vietnamese has experienced a significant amount of contact with other languages and 

cultures, including Tai-Kadai languages and Chinese for almost a millennium, and French for 

more than eighty years, thus developing its own distinctive features over these historical 

stages. Within its language family, it is the only language with a Romanised script, using the 

Latin alphabet with additional modification of the six lexical tone markers. On account of its 

tonal characteristics, Jamieson (1993) has described Vietnamese as a linguistic mixture of the 

basic Mon-Khmer type, which is non-tonal, and the tonal properties of Tai languages. 

Vietnamese originally had a writing system known as chữ con giun (‘crawling worm 

characters’) dating back to approximately 4000 years ago, as shown in Figure 3.1 (adapted 

from T. Tran (1996, p. 96)). In this period, Vietnamese is believed to have had virtually no 

contact with Chinese, Sanskrit or the Tai-Kadai language family; hence, its characteristics 

were ‘purely’ those of the Mon-Khmer sub-family, that is, non-tonal and having both mono- 

and multisyllabic words. 

 

Figure 3.1 An example of Old Vietnamese writing 

From the 2nd to the early 10th century, Vietnamese was exposed to Chinese language and 

culture due to the occupation and domination of the Han. As a result, a system of character 

writing modelled on Chinese writing was introduced, known as Chữ Nho (‘scholar scripts’). 

A large number of words of Chinese origin were imported into Vietnamese during this period 

(D. H. Nguyen, 1990). Also in this period, Vietnamese had contact with Tai-Kadai languages, 

causing the pronunciation of Vietnamese to become increasingly monosyllabic and tonal. 

With respect to socio-cultural life, the introduction of Chinese philosophy, literature and 

education brought considerable changes to Vietnamese society. Many historical texts in this 

period have retained their high social, political, and cultural value, and become part of the 

national heritage. The rapid growth of literature and philosophy resulted not only in the 
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diversification of the language, but also in a divergence between the language of intellectuals 

(i.e., Chinese), and the language of ordinary people (i.e., the original Vietnamese spoken in 

the villages). 

After Vietnam gained independence from the Han, there was a long period of diglossia. 

That is, the original form of Vietnamese was used in everyday folk life while Chinese was 

used as the official and scholastic language. This situation provided Vietnamese scholars with 

the impetus to invent a system of character writing called chữ Nôm1 (‘the South scripts’), 

which was officially in use from the 10th to the late 15th century. Several words remained 

unchanged, but many others underwent several modifications, both in writing and in 

meaning. The appearance of chữ Nôm (‘the South scripts’) was not only an important 

milestone in Vietnamese language development, but started a new cultural and historical 

stage in the national history. Many Chinese loan words were indigenised in pronunciation, 

morphosyntactic structure, and semantics. This localisation process created a lexical stratum 

called từ Hán Việt (‘Sino-Vietnamese vocabulary’), which is still in use today. This set of 

vocabulary is an important and complex lexical stratum in contemporary Vietnamese. 

Though fully localised in terms of pronunciation, and able to equally enter the structure of 

phrases and sentences with original Vietnamese words, words in this stratum are normally 

used to express abstract notions and/or to achieve a formal style. A number of Sino-

Vietnamese words co-exist alongside their original Vietnamese equivalents. 

To date, these two hieroglyphic systems in Vietnamese have been grouped as the Han-

Nom language, and become a field of study in Vietnamese linguistics. Figure 3.2 is an 

illustration of the Han-Nom language. It is a well-known poem about Tran Quoc, one of the 

oldest pagodas in Hanoi, Vietnam. As a result of the long-term contact with Chinese and the 

enormous number of loan words in Han-Nom, Vietnamese became noticeably different from 

other Mon-Khmer languages in its tonal properties, and started to diverge from the Viet-

Muong sub-group of the Vietic branch. 

 

                                                
1 It is believed that Nôm is a variant of Nam meaning ‘South’ 
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Figure 3.2 An example of the Han-Nom language 

In the early 16th century, European Catholic missionaries came to preach Christianity, 

and Vietnamese became exposed to European languages, initially Spanish and Portuguese 

through religious indoctrination, and later French under colonisation. For easy 

communication with the locals, the missionaries first used the Latin alphabet with the 

addition of diacritics to record Vietnamese. Later, with the publication of the Dictionarium 

Annamiticum - Lusitanum et Latinum (‘Vietnamese - Portuguese - Latin Dictionary’) in 

Rome in 1651, a new system of writing called Chữ Quốc ngữ (‘national scripts’) was 

introduced and co-existed for some time with the official chữ Nôm (‘the South scripts’) (D. 

H. Nguyen, 1990). The introduction of Romanised writing helped enrich Vietnamese in terms 

of vocabulary and consolidated the written grammar of language.  

In the middle of the 19th century, contact with French language and literature inaugurated 

the stage of modern Vietnamese, which was supplemented with an extensive vocabulary, 

especially technical terms. Modern Vietnamese, then, can be described as a mixture of 

languages. As a tonal language, Vietnamese words vary according to the tone a lexical item 

carries. There are six tones as shown in Table 3.1. In addition to being largely monosyllabic 

in its base form, Vietnamese is isolating in type; that is, words maintain a fixed, constant 

form, and never take affixes. Each meaning comes in the form of a one-syllable base word, 

and complex meanings are often expressed via compound words or fixed multi-word 

expressions. 
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Table 3.1 Tones and tone markers in Vietnamese 

Tone labels Diacritic Examples 

thanh ngang (unmarked)  ma (‘ghost’) 

thanh sắc (high rising) ˊ má (‘cheek’) 

thanh huyền (low falling) ` mà (‘but’) 

thanh hỏi (low rising) ̕ mả (‘grave’) 

thanh ngã (high broken) ͂ mã (‘appearance’) 

thanh nặng (low broken) . mạ (‘rice seedling’) 

 

Nonetheless, even in everyday language, some unitary meanings are expressed in a 

compound form. Common patterns are the use of words in combination, or two words of the 

same meaning where the second element has lost the meaning it has when used in isolation. 

The compound often makes a Vietnamese expression sound smooth and familiar to the native 

ear. This is presumed to be a relic of the multi-syllabic tradition in the Mon-Khmer language 

type. This feature is relevant to the identification of Vietnamese exponents of semantic 

primes, presented later in this chapter.  

In terms of grammar, sentence meanings are not dependent on word order, but on 

contextual uses of classifiers and/or modifiers in noun phrases, and on sentence-final 

particles. In a neutral context, a basic Vietnamese clause has a Subject-Verb-Object structure. 

However, the addition of particles leads to dramatic changes in the functional meaning of 

expressions. For example, the following sentences have very different communicative 

functions. 

(3.1) Huy có con mèo. [a statement of fact] 

Huy have CLF cat 

‘Huy has a cat.’ 

(3.2) Huy có con mèo phải không? [a question for information] 

Huy have CLF cat right not 

‘Does Huy have a cat?’ 

(3.3) Huy có con mèo à? [a question for confirmation of information] 

Huy have CLF cat PRT 

‘Huy has a cat, doesn’t he?’ 
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Vietnamese is a language rich in homonymy and synonymy, as well as lexical categories 

such as particles and classifiers. For example, the word con is a classifier in the noun phrase 

con mèo (‘CLF cat’), but it is an adjectival modifier if it occurs in the noun phrase mèo con 

(‘baby cat/kitten’). Thus, it is natural to say con mèo con (CLF cat baby/ ‘CLF kitten’) in 

Vietnamese.  

This historical overview of the Vietnamese language is assumed to prepare the ground 

for a discussion on the inventory of the NSM primes and its associates in Vietnamese, which 

will be presented in the next section. 

3.3	  THE	  NATURAL	  SEMANTIC	  METALANGUAGE	  OF	  VIETNAMESE	  

The basic premise of the NSM theory is that all languages share a set of irreducible and 

indefinable core meanings called semantic primes, which can be used as universal, natural 

and language-neutral exponents for describing languages in terms of complex meanings, 

culture-embedded meanings, grammar, and cultural values (Goddard, 2006a; Peeters, 2010; 

Wierzbicka, 2003). NSM researchers have identified 65 semantic primes, all having lexical 

equivalents in a wide range of languages, including English, Russian, French, Spanish, 

Polish, Danish, Amharic, Malay, Japanese, Chinese, Korean, Yankunytjatjara, and Koromu, 

among others. In the following discussion of the Vietnamese version of NSM, a set of 

Vietnamese exponents of semantic primes will be identified, taking into considerations issues 

such as allolexy, portmanteau exponency, and polysemy. In addition, there is a discussion of 

various quasi-allolexes, as well as grammar variants that can make the explications and 

cultural scripts proposed in later chapters more stylistically acceptable in the mainstream 

Vietnamese speaking community. 

3.3.1	  A	  BRIEF	  NOTE	  ON	  METHODOLOGY	  

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the inventory of Vietnamese exponents of the semantic primes 

follows the pathway laid down by Amberber (2008) and Yoon (2008). The difference lies in 

the method of identifying the exponents. The inventory of Vietnamese exponents of semantic 

primes has been justified and supported by literary data to reduce reliance on the author’s 

intuition. First, the semantic primes were translated from English into Vietnamese and 

concurrently the Vietnamese terms for the categories of semantic primes were identified (see 

Table 3.2). Next, each Vietnamese item was examined by extracting sentences or sentence 

fragments from five Vietnamese literary works (as described in Chapter 2) that contained the 
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potential exponent. The author then compared her comprehension of the extracts when 

detached from context and when attached to the fictional context. If no difference in the 

meaning resulted, the exponent was regarded as confirmed. On very few occasions, when the 

exponents are simple and monosemous, examples are provided by answering the canonical 

questions proposed in Goddard and Wierzbicka (2014a).  

3.3.2	  DISCUSSION	  OF	  THE	  VIETNAMESE	  EXPONENTS	  OF	  NSM	  SEMANTIC	  PRIMES	  

In this discussion of the Vietnamese exponents of the semantic primes, only the exponents 

most related to the present study and those primes that might give rise to debate are justified 

and exemplified. Other primes that can be straightforwardly transposed between Vietnamese 

and English are taken for granted. 

SUBSTANTIVES	  

TAO (‘I’) and MÀY (‘you’) 

In Vietnamese daily communication the lexical items for first and second person are heavily 

context-dependent. The choice depends on the relationship between the speaker and the 

addressee. However, in the light of the NSM definition of ‘semantic primes’ as the core 

concepts innately conceived by native language speakers, it is contended that TAO (‘I’) and 

MÀY (‘you’) are Vietnamese semantic primes in the substantive category. 

As documented in Di văn chùa Dâu (‘Dâu Pagoda Texts’) (Q. Nguyen & Dang, 1997), 

Vietnamese speakers used TAO (‘I’) and MÀY (‘you’) as basic forms of address in everyday 

communication prior to the 18th century2. Later, the Vietnamese reference system changed 

under the influence of Confucianism and the collectivist organisation of the society, 

involving into a more hierarchical and family-oriented system.  

                                                
2 It should be noted that there are also dialectal allolexes of these primes since Vietnamese varies from one 

region to another. For example, tau (‘I’) and mi (‘you’) are used in the dialect of central Vietnam. 
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Table 3.2 The Vietnamese exponents of semantic primes 

TAO, MÀY, NGƯỜI NÀO, ĐIỀU GÌ ~ CÁI GÌ, NGƯỜI TA, CƠ THỂ Thực thể từ 
I, you, someone, something~thing, people, body Substantives 
LOẠI, PHẦN Thực thể từ quan hệ 
kind, part Relational substantives 
NÀY, CÙNG, KHÁC Định từ 
this, the same, other~else Determiners  
MỘT, HAI, [MỘT] VÀI ~ MỘT SỐ, TẤT CẢ, NHIỀU, [MỘT] CHÚT ~ 
[MỘT] ÍT 

Lượng từ 

one, two, much~many, little~few, some, all Quantifiers 
TỐT, XẤU ~ TỒI Từ đánh giá 
good, bad Evaluators 
LỚN, NHỎ Từ mô tả 
big, small Descriptors 
NGHĨ, BIẾT, MUỐN, CẢM THẤY, THẤY, NGHE Vị từ tâm thức 
think, know, want, don’t want, feel, see, hear Mental predicates  
NÓI, LỜI, THẬT Lời nói 
say, words, true Speech 
LÀM, XẢY RA, DI CHUYỂN Hành động, sự kiện, di chuyển 
do, happen, move Actions, events, movement 
Ở (ĐÂU), CÓ, LÀ (AI/CÁI GÌ) Vị trí, hiện hữu, đặc tả 
be (somewhere), there is, be (someone/something) Location, existence, specification  
CỦA TÔI Sở hữu 
(is) mine Possession 
SỐNG, CHẾT Sống và chết 
live, die Life and death 
KHI ~ LÚC, [BÂY] GIỜ, TRƯỚC [KHI], SAU [KHI], MỘT LÚC LÂU, 
[MỘT] CHỐC LÁT, MỘT LÚC, [MỘT] THOÁNG 

Thời gian 

when~time, now, before, after, a long time, a short time, for some 
time, moment 

Time 

ĐÂU ~ NƠI, ĐÂY, TRÊN, DƯỚI, XA, GẦN, BÊN, BÊN TRONG, CHẠM Không gian 
where~place, here, above, below, far, near, side, inside, touch Space 
KHÔNG, CÓ LẼ, CÓ THỂ, BỞI VÌ, NẾU Khái niệm logic 
not, maybe, can, because, if Logical concepts 
RẤT, NỮA Tác tử 
very, more Augmentor, intensifier 
NHƯ Đồng dạng 
like Similarity 

Notes: (i) Some of the Vietnamese technical terms for categories are adapted from Cao (2005), others 

are the author’s own terms. (ii) Combinatory variants are indicated with [ ], allolexes with ~. 

  



 

38 

 

In modern Vietnamese, the primitive forms are generally regarded as rustic, abrupt and 

somewhat impolite or uncivilised. In everyday language use, they are limited and usually 

accepted among very close peers or by older family members when talking to younger ones 

in contexts where courtesy is irrelevant. The following is an example. 

(3.4) Mày nhát gan quá! – Tôi nheo mắt   nhìn con Tí sún. 

 you coward so I squint look CLF Tí gap-toothed 

 Tao xem phim, thấy cả khối người đóng bè vượt biển. 

I watch film see whole block people build boat cross sea 

‘You’re such a coward! – Squinting, I looked at “gap-toothed” Tí. I saw in films 

that many people built their own ships to cross the sea.’ – [A1] 

In ordinary language, Vietnamese speakers tend to use a variety of expressions for self-

reference and for addressing the second person. These expressions originated from kinship 

terms, proper names, or even the interlocutor’s occupation and social standing, depending on 

the interpersonal relationships of the conversants in the on-going context. This will be 

discussed in detail in the coming Section 3.3.2. 

NGƯỜI NÀO (‘someone’), ĐIỀU GÌ ~CÁI GÌ (‘something’), and NGƯỜI TA (‘people’) 

The direct translatable equivalents for the semantic primes ‘someone’ and ‘something’ are 

NGƯỜI NÀO and ĐIỀU GÌ, respectively.  

(3.5) Ai cũng biết điều đó. Nếu người nào không  biết, 

 who PRT know thing that if someone not know 

 đó là lỗi của họ. 

 that is fault POSS them 

 ‘Everyone knows it. If someone doesn’t, it’s his/her fault.’ – [A2] 

However, NGƯỜI NÀO (‘someone’) cannot combine with the determiner NÀY (‘this’), 

hence in the Vietnamese versions of explications and/or cultural scripts that require the 

combination ‘this someone’, NGƯỜI NÀO (‘someone’) must be replaced by the allolex NGƯỜI 

(‘person’). With respect to ‘something’, there are two Vietnamese exponents: ĐIỀU GÌ and CÁI 

GÌ for an abstract concept and a concrete entity, respectively. Similar to the allolexic 

relationship between NGƯỜI NÀO (‘someone’) and NGƯỜI (‘person/people’), the allolexes ĐIỀU 

(‘thing’ – abstract) and CÁI (‘thing’ – concrete) are used in cases where they combine with 

NÀY (‘this’) (cf. Amberber, 2008).  
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(3.6) Tôi cũng chẳng chờ đợi   dì tôi báo điều gì tốt lành. 

I PRT not wait aunt I inform something good 

‘I also didn’t wait to hear anything good from my aunt (…)’ – [A3] 

As far as the exponent NGƯỜI TA (‘people’) is concerned, it is often used to give the sense of 

plurality and generality (cf. French [les] gens and on (Peeters, 2006; Wierzbicka, 1993)). 

Taking into account of combinatorial properties of NGƯỜI NÀO (‘someone’), NGƯỜI (‘person’) 

and NGƯỜI TA (‘people’), it is recommended that all these exponents be used depending on 

the meaning on which emphasis is laid. NGƯỜI (‘person’) should be used when there is a 

quantifier or a determiner preceding it as in the following NSM component (English and 

Vietnamese versions, respectively): 

English:	  	   	   	   this	  someone	  thinks	  like	  this	  	  	   	  
Vietnamese:	  	   	   người	  này	  nghĩ	  như	  thế	  này	  

In a component that generalises about the Vietnamese cultural mindset, NGƯỜI TA 

(‘people’) with the meaning of people in general is used: 

English:	  	   	   	   people	  think	  like	  this	  	   	  
Vietnamese:	  	   	   người	  ta	  nghĩ	  như	  thế	  này	  

It should be noted that the Vietnamese exponent NGƯỜI (‘person’) is polysemous. Thus, 

it can sometimes be used as an allolex of CƠ THỂ (‘body’), as discussed in the next section.  

CƠ THỂ (‘body’) 

Several Asian languages today have a word for ‘body’ that has a Chinese origin (e.g., Korean 

sinchey; Vietnamese thân thể). In addition to these Sino-origin words, the Asian languages 

typically have their own native exponents for ‘body’; for example, Yoon (2008) argued that 

the Korean word mom is more widely used than the Sino-Korean sinchey. Vietnamese is 

different. The modern Vietnamese word cơ thể (‘body’) has become more ubiquitous than the 

Sino-Vietnamese word thân (‘body’) and the original Vietnamese word người (‘person’). 

(3.7) Tôi cảm thấy một niềm vui kỳ lạ và bất ngờ 

 I feel one joy strange and unexpected 

 lan khắp cơ thể. 

spread  all.over body 

‘I felt a miraculous and unexpected joy running through the whole body.’ – [A3] 
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Since it can be used both in spoken and in written contexts, CƠ THỂ (‘body’) is argued to 

be an exponent for ‘body’, although NGƯỜI (‘person’), as mentioned, is sometimes used in 

casual situations. It is not beyond the bounds of possibility that Vietnamese might have once 

used NGƯỜI (‘person’) for ‘body’. If so, however, this original exponent was lost during the 

long period in which Chinese was the official language. It is possible that after the Chinese 

occupation, as a result of contact with languages of different branches and families, 

Vietnamese innovated and adopted the current form, which is a blend of the Vietnamese 

word cơ (‘muscle’) and part of the Sino-Vietnamese word, creating the contemporary word 

and also a prime exponent:  CƠ THỂ (‘body’). 

QUANTIFIERS	  

The complexities of its language history have made Vietnamese more lexically 

heterogeneous than neighbouring languages. Quantifiers in Vietnamese are good examples of 

this heterogeneity. There has been a paucity of systematic research into Vietnamese 

quantifiers to date (Bui, 2011). This discussion about the exponents of semantic primes in the 

quantifier category is not intended for a rigorous conclusion; rather, it leaves open the 

possibility of revision or amendments.  

MỘT(‘one’), HAI (‘two’), TẤT CẢ (‘all’) and NHIỀU (‘much~many’)  

The semantic primes for ONE, TWO, ALL and MUCH~MANY can be straightforwardly rendered 

in Vietnamese as MỘT, HAI, TẤT CẢ, and NHIỀU, respectively. 

(3.8) Mẹ tôi vẫn cảm thấy còn nhiều điều chưa kịp nói 

mother I still feel remain many thing not.yet in.time say 

‘My mother still felt that she has not had enough time to say many things left.’ [A4] 

Vietnamese quantifiers MỘT (‘one’), HAI (‘two’), and NHIỀU (‘all’) can combine with 

classifiers, while TẤT CẢ (‘all’) cannot. However, TẤT CẢ (‘all’) often combines with other 

lexical forms for plurality (các and những) in some referring expressions: 

(3.9) Khi yêu thực sự, tất cả đàn ông đều biến thành lừa 

when love true all man equally turn into donkey 

‘When in true love, all men turn into donkeys’ – [A3] 

The countability of a noun in Vietnamese, which has attracted little discussion in the 

literature, is implicitly indicated through the kinds of quantifiers and/or classifiers with which 
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the noun combines. It is important to add that the Vietnamese form MỘT (‘one’), in addition 

to functioning as a quantifier prime for ONE, appears in a combination with other elements in 

the quantifiers MỘT VÀI~MỘT SỐ (‘some’) and MỘT CHÚT~MỘT ÍT (‘little~few’). This will be 

discussed next. 

MỘT VÀI~MỘT SỐ (‘some’)  

In spite of its polysemy, the English word some is proposed in NSM theory as an exponent of 

a prime to convey the meaning of unspecified amount or number. Accordingly, the most 

relevant expressions in Vietnamese for ‘some’ are probably [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ, which are 

both used to suggest an approximation of small quantity. Although there are two expressions 

for some, it should be noted that these are not the “two some-words” as found in Malay and 

Korean and discussed in Goddard (2002) and Yoon (2008), respectively. Both [MỘT] VÀI and 

MỘT SỐ in Vietnamese correspond to what Goddard (2002, pp. 128 - 129) labels “vague 

number some”. A canonical sentence test shows that a sentence like “some of these lemons 

are good, some are rotten” must be adjusted in the Vietnamese version since neither [MỘT] 

VÀI nor MỘT SỐ can be used by itself as in the latter part of the English sentence. In 

Vietnamese, one says: một vài quả chanh thì tươi, một vài quả chanh thì úng (‘some of the 

lemons are good, some of the lemons are rotten’). The following is a good example of the use 

of [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ in Vietnamese: 

(3.10) Một số người cho ba tôi đúng, nhưng 

 some people claim father I right but 

 cũng có một số người cho ba tôi sai. 

 PRT have some people claim father I Wrong 

 ‘Some people say that my father was right but some people say that 

my father was wrong.’ – [A4] 

In Example (3.10), MỘT SỐ can be replaced by MỘT VÀI without any ambiguity or 

obscurity. It should be noted, however, that [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ can be different in their 

compositional and combinatorial properties. Specifically, VÀI can be used as a quantifier that 

means the same as MỘT VÀI, as in (3.11): 

(3.11) Nhưng phải vài tháng nữa tóc em mới dài. 

but must some month more hair younger.sibling-1 COP long 

‘But it must be in some months that my hair grows long enough.’ – [A3] 
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However, no such alternative is available in the case of MỘT SỐ. Even though MỘT 

(‘one’) as an independent word is a prime itself, SỐ cannot combine with a noun without MỘT 

in the similar sense3. For example, 

(3.12) Anh muốn nhờ tôi chọn một số (* số) ảnh (…) 

older.brother-3 want ask me choose some  photo (…) 

‘He wanted me to choose some photos (…)’ 

As far as distribution of [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ is concerned, MỘT SỐ seems to be used in 

a wider range of contexts. Generally, both can be used with a noun preceded by a classifier; 

however, MỘT SỐ can also be followed by collective nouns, while MỘT VÀI cannot. One 

difference between [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ and the English counterpart ‘some’ is that 

Vietnamese [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ cannot combine with nouns for materials. Whereas in 

English one can say There is some water in the bottle, one cannot say in Vietnamese Có *một 

vài/*một số nước trong chai. The appropriate quantifier in such expression is either MỘT 

CHÚT or MỘT ÍT, which will be discussed in the section below. 

[MỘT] CHÚT~[MỘT] ÍT (‘little~few’) 

Like [MỘT] VÀI and MỘT SỐ (‘some’), [MỘT] CHÚT and [MỘT] ÍT (‘little~few’) are peculiar 

among the variety of ways of expressing quantity in Vietnamese, but they are nonetheless 

ubiquitous in ordinary language use. At first glance, they are quite similar to the English a 

little and a few (Bui, 2011), but there are some differences in terms of their combinatorial 

properties. Both expressions are similar to [MỘT] VÀI (‘some’) in that they usually appear in 

combination with the modifier MỘT (‘one’), but CHÚT and ÍT (‘little~few’) can stand in their 

own right as primes. The use of CHÚT is, however, fairly limited.  [MỘT] ÍT can combine with 

a wide range of noun phrases, while MỘT CHÚT only combines with nouns for materials4.  

An argument in favour of correlating MỘT CHÚT and MỘT ÍT with little and few and [MỘT] 

VÀI and MỘT SỐ with some come from their combinability with rất (‘very’).  In Vietnamese, it 

                                                
3 When số is used in its own right, followed by a noun, it is equivalent to the English expression ‘the number of’ 

as in “Số người tham gia trong cuộc thi này chưa được tiết lộ” (‘the number of participants in this contest has 

not been revealed’). 
4 That said, there are some noun phrases in Vietnamese that cannot be preceded by một ít, usually abstract 

expressions that are a result of intuitive conception, or figurative expressions in songs or literary works. For 

example, Em mang cho ta một chút tình (‘you bring me a little love’ – extracted from a song by Trịnh Công 

Sơn). 
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is possible to say rất ít (‘very few/very little’), but it sounds bizarre to say *rất vài, just as 

*very some does not occur in English.  

EVALUATORS	  

The Vietnamese exponents for ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are TỐT and XẤU, respectively.  

(3.13) Muốn                       sống êm đẹp,    tốt nhất   là cố gắng   đừng làm điều tồi tệ. 

want live smooth best COP try don’t do thing bad 

‘To live a smooth life, it is good to try not to do bad things.’ 

Both adjectives can be used predicatively and attributively. In cases where the 

Vietnamese prime XẤU (‘bad’) is in the attributive position expressing an abstract meaning 

that is unexpected or unaccepted by people, or when it functions as an adverb in the sentence, 

it is usually replaced by TỒI (e.g. nhân cách tồi ‘bad personality’). Thus, TỒI (‘bad’) is argued 

to be a positional allolex of XẤU (‘bad’). The primes TỐT (‘good’) and TỒI (‘bad’) are used in 

most cases with their adverbial functions. However, when they are combined with the mental 

predicates, the Vietnamese expressions for ‘think well/badly’ sometimes need to be more 

complex to sound natural. This is further discussed in the coming section. 

MENTAL	  PREDICATES	  

MUỐN (‘want’), KHÔNG MUỐN (‘don’t want’) and CẢM THẤY (‘feel’) 

All the semantic primes in the category of mental predicates are directly and one-to-one 

translatable between English and Vietnamese: NGHĨ (‘think’), BIẾT (‘know’), MUỐN (‘want’), 

KHÔNG MUỐN (‘don’t want’), CẢM THẤY (‘feel’), THẤY (‘see’) and NGHE (‘hear’), as 

exemplified in the following: 

(3.14) Lát sau, tôi nghe có tiếng gõ cửa lốc cốc.  

moment after I hear have sound knock door [onomatopoeia] 

‘A moment later, I heard someone knock on the door [onomatopoeia].’ – [A3] 

(3.15) Lúc này, tôi cảm thấy vô cùng mệt mỏi. 

time this I feel extremely tired 

‘At this time, I felt extremely tired.’ – [A3] 

(3.16) Tôi đang muốn được yên tĩnh, không muốn gặp bất cứ ai. 

I PROG want PASS quiet not want meet any who 

‘I want to be alone; [I] don’t want to meet anyone.’ – [A3] 
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There are, however, some notable differences in the combination of these verbs with the 

adverbial allolex WELL. This is worthy of brief discussion to provide finer detail relevant to 

the explications and cultural scripts used in the present study. Since Vietnamese is so rich in 

polysemous meanings, the form TỐT (‘good’) is actually a common lexical item in a range of 

words. In describing mental processes, it is idiomatic to translate ‘well’ into Vietnamese as kĩ 

(‘thoroughly/carefully’) or rõ (‘clearly’). This phenomenon is not unique to Vietnamese, and 

has been dealt with in earlier NSM literature (cf. Amberber, 2008). Both KĨ 

(‘thoroughly/carefully’) and RÕ (‘clearly’) can be regarded as allolexes of TỐT (‘good’), but, 

between them, KĨ (‘thoroughly/carefully’) is more common than RÕ (‘clearly’). Notably, RÕ 

(‘clearly’) is often used with the mental predicates HEAR and SEE, while KĨ 

(‘thoroughly/carefully’) can be used with HEAR, SEE and THINK. 

(3.17) Các                              con nghe cho kĩ nè. 

 PL child-2 hear for well/carefully PRT 

 ‘Listen to this well/carefully, children.’ [A2] 

NGHĨ (‘think’) 

The Vietnamese prime NGHĨ (‘think’) shows no difference from its English counterpart in 

combinations such as ‘think about someone/something’, ‘think something good/bad’, ‘think 

like this’, and ‘think about something for a long time’. However, as mentioned above, when it 

is used with an expression of manner, as in ‘think well’ to mean thorough thinking, for 

example, the Vietnamese equivalent expression should be nghĩ kĩ (‘think carefully’): 

(3.18) Tôi đã suy nghĩ kĩ trước khi quyết định. 

I PST think well/carefully before when decide 

‘I thought well/carefully/thoroughly before making a decision.’ 

BIẾT (‘know’) 

The most obvious Vietnamese exponent for the prime know is BIẾT. In general, BIẾT (‘know’) 

can be used in most combinations required in NSM grammar: biết điều gì (‘know 

something’), biết ai/ở đâu/khi nào (‘know who/where/when’), and biết rằng (‘know that’). In 

Vietnamese, this widely used verb can be followed by both phrasal and clausal objects, as in 

examples (3.19) and (3.20), respectively. It should be noted that with a clausal object as in 

(3.20), the Vietnamese complementizer rằng (‘that’) is dispreferred in the spoken mode. 
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(3.19) Mày không biết gì hết! Ai yêu mà chẳng vậy! 

 you not know anything at.all who love COP not so 

 ‘You don’t know anything at all. Anyone in love is like that!’ [A3] 

(3.20) Tôi biết Việt-An rất thích đọc sách 

I know Viet-An very like read book 

‘I know Viet-An likes reading books very much.’ – [A3] 

With respect to ‘know someone’, which is viewed as a common and essential semantic 

molecule (Goddard, 2015b), the Vietnamese equivalent phrase biết người nào is closer in 

meaning to ‘knowing about someone’ or ‘having some information about someone’ in 

English.  

(3.21) Tôi chỉ biết dượng Ba qua thư từ và lời mẹ  tôi  kể. 

 I only know uncle Ba via letter and word mother me tell 

 ‘I only know uncle Ba from letters and stories my mother told.’ 

However, the concept ‘know someone’ in Vietnamese is usually expressed in a distinct 

word, namely QUEN (‘know [someone]’).  

(3.22) Hôm đầu tiên vào lớp, tôi không quen một ai. 

day first enter class I not know one who 

‘On the first day of class, I did not know anyone.’ – [A3] 

QUEN (‘know [someone]’) is an important concept in Vietnamese. For example, in the 

last chapter of the literary work [A3], which is seven pages long, the word quen occurs nine 

times. Likewise, the word occurs every second page in the work [A4]. Thus, QUEN (‘know 

[someone]’) is contended to be a candidate for the semantic molecule ‘know someone’.  

Furthermore, it should be noted that while QUEN (‘know [someone]’) shares the universal 

characteristic of the molecule ‘know someone’, it has its own culture-specific feature. In 

particular, the sentence ‘I know this person well’ is expressible in English, its Vietnamese 

equivalent *Tôi biết người này tốt is odd. The intended meaning is expressed as Tôi quen 

người này in Vietnamese (i.e., without any word for ‘good’ or ‘well’). This is because the 

notion quen (‘know [someone]’) implies the meaning of familiarising or forming part of life, 

thereby including the meaning of ‘well’. In the present study, quen (‘know [someone]’) will 

be used with high frequency in the discussion of the Vietnamese cultural logic in Chapter 4, 

since the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) is related to the established mutuality based 

on the notion of quen (‘know [someone]’).  
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THẤY (‘see’) and NGHE (‘hear’) 

The Vietnamese exponents THẤY (‘see’) and NGHE (‘hear’) can combine with other primes in 

NSM grammar without causing vagueness in meanings, e.g. thấy người nào/cái gì (‘see 

someone/something’), and nghe cái gì (‘hear something’). Nevertheless, as with the verb 

‘think’, when these verbs are followed by ‘well’, the most common adverbs are rõ (‘clearly’), 

and kĩ (thoroughly/carefully’), as previously described. 

(3.23) Ông còn chối gì nữa! Chiêu Minh thấy rõ ràng 

 man-2 still deny what  more Chieu-Minh see clear 

 ‘You shouldn’t deny any more! Chieu-Minh saw [it] clearly.’ – [A3] 

It is recommended that these allolexical variants be taken into consideration in studies 

where explications and cultural scripts are developed using the Vietnamese versions of the 

NSM. 

THE	  CATEGORY	  OF	  TIME	  

KHI (‘when’) and LÚC (‘time’) 

Vietnamese expressions of time are diverse and, to a certain extent, emotion-bound. Yet there 

are two basic lexical items that frequently occur as independent words as well as in 

compounds, namely, KHI and LÚC. Both KHI and LÚC can be used interchangeably to begin an 

adverbial clause of time in Vietnamese.  

(3.24) Khi cha giảng xong mọi người quỳ gối xuống bắt đầu đọc kinh 

 when  father sermon finish everyone kneel down start pray 

 ‘When Father finished his sermon, all people knelt down and started praying.’ – [B] 

Interestingly, there is a close similarity of combinatorial properties between Vietnamese 

KHI and LÚC and English when and time.  

(3.25) Tiếng đàn còn âm vang trong nhà thờ, 

 sound instrument  still echo in church 

 run rẩy như hai bàn tay một lúc lâu 

 tremulous like two CLF hand one time long 

 ‘The instrument sound still echoed in the church, as tremulous as my two 

hands were for a long time.’ – [B] 
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As seen in (3.25), Vietnamese lúc can combine with words for ‘long’ and ‘short’, which 

is similar to ‘time’ in English. Khi (‘when’), on the other hand, cannot be used in such 

combination. 

[BÂY] GIỜ (‘now’) 

There are several expressions for NOW in Vietnamese, and interestingly they correspond to 

those in English: bây giờ (‘now’), hiện nay/ hiện giờ/ hiện tại (‘present’), giờ đây/lúc này 

(‘this time’), ngày nay (‘today/nowadays’). These expressions, as previously mentioned, are 

somewhat emotion-bound, and thus connect with complex notions. It is likely that the 

optimal candidate item for NOW as a semantic prime in Vietnamese is [BÂY] GIỜ. The 

rationale for this identification is its high frequency. 

(3.26) Bây giờ tôi còn nhớ rõ cái ngày 

 now I still remember clear CLF day 

 tôi cùng gia đình dọn đến chỗ ở mới. 

 I with family move to place live new 

 ‘Now I still remember clearly the day (when)’I moved to the new house.’ – [A3] 

In addition, it can appear in various positions, at the beginning, in the middle, or at the 

end of sentences, and in expressions such as từ nãy đến giờ (‘until now’), từ bây giờ (‘from 

now on’). 

(3.27) Nó đưa tay vuốt tóc và hỏi, 

 3SG raise hand stroke hair and ask 

 chắc là câu hỏi nó cố nén từ nãy đến giờ 

 perhaps question 3SG try hide from then to now 

 ‘She raised her hand to stroke her hair and asked a question, perhaps it was 

the question that she has hidden until now.’ – [A3] 

It should be noted that a Vietnamese lexical item can have several dialectal variants. The 

exponent [BÂY] GIỜ (‘now’) is no exception. Apart from those mentioned above, BÂY GIỜ 

(‘now’) in spoken language is cut short to giờ (‘now’). 

TRƯỚC [KHI] (‘before’), SAU [KHI] (‘after’)  

The Vietnamese exponents equivalent to BEFORE and AFTER are TRƯỚC and SAU, respectively. 

They satisfy the required NSM phrases, as in the following examples: 
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(3.28) Mấy năm trước, nó học đâu ở tận Nha Trang. 

several year before, 3SG study where at as.far.as Nha-Trang 

‘Several years before, she studied somewhere in Nha-Trang.’ – [A3] 

(3.29) Tôi hiểu rằng sau này, mãi mãi sau này, 

 I understand COMP after this forever after this 

 tôi khó lòng đam mê một đôi mắt nào khác 

 I difficult feel impassioned one pair eye which other 

 ‘‘I understand that, after this, forever after this,’I will hardly feel 

impassioned with the eyes of someone else.’ – [A4] 

The English exponents of BEFORE and AFTER can begin adverbial clauses. The 

Vietnamese counterparts TRƯỚC (‘before’) and SAU (‘after’) can do likewise. 

(3.30) Trước khi em xuống dốc 

 before when younger.sibling-3 down slope 

 tôi thấy em quay lại nhìn về phía tôi 

 I see younger.sibling-3 turn again look towards me 

 ‘Before she went down the slope, I saw her turn round to look at me.’ – [B] 

However, as shown in (3.30), TRƯỚC (‘before’) and SAU (‘after’) must combine with KHI 

(‘when’) if they are used in adverbial clauses. 

[MỘT] CHỐC~LÁT (‘a short time), MỘT LÚC (‘for some time), [MỘT] THOÁNG (‘moment’) 

The Vietnamese exponent of primes for time periods often take the form of compounds. The 

notion of ‘a short time’ is CHỐC or LÁT, but in ordinary language, it is best combined with 

MỘT (‘one’), as in (3.31). The role of MỘT (‘one’) in such expressions is similar to that of the 

indefinite article ‘a’ in English. Thus, the equivalent to ‘[for] some time’ is MỘT LÚC – on the 

surface, it looks like a combination of the primes for ONE and TIME, but semantically MỘT 

LÚC can be considered as a single item. 

(3.31) Tôi đứng sững nhìn em một lát, 

 I stand still look  younger.sibling-3 one short.time 

 và cô    bé cất tiếng. 

 and CLF  girl raise voice 

 ‘I stood still staring at her for a short time,’and the girl raised her voice.’ – [B] 
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(3.32) Một lúc sau người phục vụ đem vào sáu lon bia. 

one time after person serve bring into six can beer 

‘After some time, the waiter brought in six cans of beer.’ – [B] 

Whereas CHỐC~LÁT (‘a short time’) in Vietnamese is close in meaning to the English ‘for 

a short time’ or ‘a while’, the compound chốc lát  is sometimes used to indicate the notion of 

‘moment’. It should be noted that ‘moment’ is a slippery concept in Vietnamese. Sometimes, 

the distinction between ‘a moment’ and ‘a short time’ is not very clear. The sense of a very 

short or sudden time, as indicated by ‘moment’, can also be expressed in Vietnamese by 

[MỘT] THOÁNG. Thus, THOÁNG is argued to be the Vietnamese prime for MOMENT because 

THOÁNG can be found in many words and phrases in Vietnamese to mean something very 

brief, such as thoáng thấy (‘glimpse’). 

(3.33) Trong một thoáng tôi lặng người đi, 

 in one moment I silent body PRT 

 và cảm thấy thời gian như ngừng lại. 

 and feel time like stop 

 ‘For a moment, I went silent,and felt as if time had stopped.’ – [A3] 

In some circumstances the notion ‘at the very moment’ is also translated into Vietnamese 

as ngay khi (‘just when’), but it never combines with một. 

(3.34) Ngay khi tôi bước vào nhà thờ lúng túng tìm một chỗ ngồi, 

 just when I step into church embarrassing find one seat 

 anh đã nhận ra tôi mới tới đây lần  đầu. 

 older.brother-3 PST realise I COP come here time first 

 ‘The moment I entered the church and embarrassingly found a seat, he realised that 

I had come here for the first time.’– [B] 

The discussion of Vietnamese exponents in the category of time in this section is best 

seen as a preliminary discussion. Since issues related to tense in Vietnamese have been under 

debate in Vietnamese linguistics, it is necessary to have further semantic research into the 

primitive forms and the extended expressions of time in Vietnamese. 

3.3.3	  QUASI-‐‑ALLOLEXES	  AND	  OTHER	  STYLISTIC	  VARIANTS	  IN	  THE	  VIETNAMESE	  NSM	  

The overview of the historical development of Vietnamese has shown that many words for 

complex and abstract concepts in Vietnamese have been imported from other languages due 
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to language contact and imperialism, while many words of the original Vietnamese stock now 

tend to be considered rustic and are limited in use. Therefore, it is understandable that some 

exponents of the semantic primes are not optimal for use in public contexts, such as 

education, on account of their perceived roughness. For the sake of a more socially 

acceptable and culturally appropriate representation, it is advisable to use stylistic variants 

and quasi-allolexes of these semantic primes. In particular, the primes mày (‘I’) and tao 

(‘you’) in the substantives category can be replaced by more widely used first and second 

person reference expressions, as described below. Likewise, the variants đó/thế can be used 

interchangeably with prime này (‘this’) when it indicates an invisible or general entity.   

QUASI-‐‑ALLOLEXES	  AND	  OTHER	  VARIANTS	  	  

TÔI (‘I’) vs. BẠN (‘friend’) and MỌI NGƯỜI (‘everyone/all people’) 

The most basic, semantically primitive, forms of personal pronouns in Vietnamese are 

regarded as abrupt and even disrespectful, and thereby dispreferred by Vietnamese speakers. 

In ordinary language use, Vietnamese people generally avoid using person reference 

expressions in favour of more appropriate equivalents with reference to their relationship. 

This system of person reference is age- and gender-sensitive, and under the influence of the 

interlocutor’s standing and the speaker’s attitude towards the other. Table 3.3, which has been 

adapted from Thompson (1965, p. 248) and P. Nguyen (1995), illustrates Vietnamese basic 

person pronouns in terms of a social hierarchy. 

Table 3.3 Vietnamese basic person pronouns 

Level First Second Third General 

Neutral tôi    

Superior ta    

Familiar    mình 

Abrupt tao mày nó  

 

While in present-day Vietnamese the lexical item tôi (‘I’) might seem to satisfy the NSM 

culture-independent characteristic of a semantic prime, it is not innately neutral. It was 

originally a nominal form, meaning ‘servant’, used by servants to self-refer when speaking to 

their masters (cf. Thompson, 1965). The word tôi (‘I’), however, has since acquired a neutral 

nuance and now functions like a pronoun to self-refer by a speaker in public contexts where 
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the audience is mixed and/or the distinction of age and gender is irrelevant. Previous 

examples extracted from literary works are evidence for this first person point of view. 

Therefore, it is argued that tôi (‘I’) is a quasi-allolex of the prime TAO (‘I’) and that it should 

be used in cultural scripts and explications rendered in Vietnamese in lieu of TAO (‘I’) on 

account of its neutrality and social appropriateness. 

Table 3.3 shows that there is no symmetric second person counterpart for tôi (‘I’). As P. 

Nguyen (1995, p. 9) commented, Vietnamese has “a multitude of expressions of you, realised 

by one of the numerous kin terms or status terms.” In public settings where the conversants 

remain at a distance in their relationship, Vietnamese speakers tend to address the other at a 

higher level, as anh (‘older brother’) or chị (‘older sister’), depending on gender. If the 

speaker is certain that the addressee is younger, he/she may level the addressee up to the peer, 

using the word bạn (‘friend’) as the second person reference. In both cases, the self-reference 

expression is tôi (‘I’). This way of addressing comes from the normative behaviour in 

Vietnamese culture, reflected in the folk principle in [F3.1]: 

[F3.1] xưng khiêm, hô tôn 

self-refer humble address respect 

‘humble self-reference, respectful address’ 

In talk to a mixed and/or unspecified audience, in contrast, the speaker generally uses a 

neutral expression that is not affected by age range and level of social standing. There are two 

fitting expressions, namely, các bạn (‘PL friend’) and mọi người (‘every/all people’). The 

former is used by a speaker who has legitimate power to talk with people, for example a TV 

presenter/reporter to an audience or a university lecturer to students. The first person 

reference in this situation is tôi (‘I’). The latter expression is literally a third person 

expression. It is preferred in informal situations by a speaker who is well aware of the age 

differences between him/her and the addressee group. In this situation, the first person 

reference tôi (‘I’) is completely appropriate but, due to the informality of the setting, the 

speaker can use his/her name to self-address or else use an impersonal utterance. This is 

evidenced in the data discussed in Chapter 6. 

ĐÓ and THẾ (‘that’) as variants for THIS 

Đó and thế (both corresponding to ‘that’ in English) occur with high frequency in spoken 

language. Both are often used equivalently to ‘it’ in English, including a reference to 

something abstract or invisible. 
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(3.35) Ôi, nhưng đó lại là vấn đề của người lớn 

oh but that again is problem poss people big 

‘Oh, it was again the problem of the grown-ups.’ – [A1] 

Thế is used in combination with như (‘like’) to refer back to something that has already 

been mentioned, similar to the English word ‘so’ in the sentence I don’t think so. The 

following exemplifies this: 

(3.36) Tôi nói dối mặc dù nói dối như thế còn hơn nói thật. 

I say lie although say lie like so still more.than say true 

‘I told a lie (but saying so is still truer than telling the truth).’ – [A1] 

Although these words are not exponents of semantic primes, đó and thế (‘that’) are 

ubiquitous and sound more gentle than này (‘this’) in Vietnamese. Therefore, the use of these 

variants is recommended for stylistic appropriateness if the explications and scripts are 

written in Vietnamese and for Vietnamese audience, especially those with little prior 

exposure to NSM. 

Since ethnopragmatics seeks to reflect the cultural insider’s understanding, the 

adjustment of some of the exponents into the preferred language style of native speakers is 

acceptable. This adjustment is understandable because the Vietnamese prefer gentle ways of 

expressing things as an indication of courtesy: 

[F3.2] Đất tốt trồng cây rườm rà, 

 soil good grow tree lush 

 Những người thanh lịch nói ra dịu dàng. 

 PL person elegant say out gentle 

 ‘Good soil nourishes lush trees, elegant people speak gently.’ 

CONSTRUCTIONAL	  VARIANTS	  	  

NSM cultural scripts are generalisations about widely-held perceptions and evaluations 

(Goddard, 2015a). For the common evaluation construction ‘it is good/bad if …’, there is an 

equivalent construction in Vietnamese, namely thật tốt nếu …, but it has been argued in some 

Vietnamese linguistic forums that this structure is an adaptation of the English sentence 

structure. There has not yet been any research that satisfactorily answers the question as to 

whether it is pure Vietnamese or a borrowed construction. Meanwhile, in Vietnamese, it is 

natural to say nếu … thì tốt (‘if … [then it is] good’). For this reason, the construction nếu … 
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thì tốt is recommended to be used in Vietnamese versions of cultural scripts and explications 

as an equivalent to the English ‘it is good if …’. 

Another noteworthy (but not very critical) construction is the descriptive, or component 

‘it is like this’. It is often used in previous ethnopragmatic studies to describe a scenario for 

interaction. Although the Vietnamese counterpart nó như thế này can be understandable, the 

expression nếu nó xảy ra như thế này (‘if it happens like this’) sounds more natural and more 

familiar to a Vietnamese audience. This adjustment is stylistically valuable because it can 

avoid vagueness in Vietnamese, but it still consists entirely of semantic primes and allolexes. 

3.3.4	  SEMANTIC	  MOLECULES	  

It is recognised in the NSM framework that some complex decomposable concepts 

necessarily function as units in the semantic explications of many other complex words. 

These semantic units are termed semantic molecules (Goddard, 2007, 2012). For example, the 

word bird itself is complex, but it is essential in the explications of other complex words such 

as sparrow and eagle. Published NSM works highlight three categories of semantic 

molecules: (i) universal or near-universal molecules, including words for body parts (e.g. 

head), social categories (e.g. man, woman), and environment (e.g. ground, sky) (Goddard, 

2012), (ii) widespread semantic molecules, e.g. eat and drink, with approximate equivalents 

in many but not all languages (Wierzbicka, 2010b; Ye, 2010), and (iii) highly language-

specific semantic molecules, e.g. God. The present study acknowledges the categories of 

molecules (i) and (ii) in previous NSM works. The following discussion gives attention to 

only the Vietnamese-specific concepts that are crucial for the explications of Vietnamese 

cultural concepts and/or for cultural scripts of interactional scenarios. 

GIA	  ĐI[NH	  (‘FAMILY’)	  

‘Family’ has been identified as a key word in several cultures (e.g. Wierzbicka, 1997; 

Williams, 1976), yet it varies in meaning from culture to culture because people from 

different cultures conceptualise ‘family’ in a variety of ways. A good example of this is the 

discussion of the Polish concept rodzina (‘family’) and its English counterpart (Wierzbicka, 

1997). In the Vietnamese tradition, the role of the family is crucial to the construction of the 

community. According to classic Vietnamese scholar Dao Duy Anh (1939), relationships in a 

family can be presumed to provide a model for Vietnamese children’s acquisition of social 

interactions:  
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Gia đình là cơ sở của xã hội cho nên nhiệm vụ của gia đình đối với xã hội rất nặng 

nề (‘The family is the basis of a society, hence it is mission-critical to the society’ 

[my translation]) (cited in H. Pham, 2012, p. 22).  

The concept of Vietnamese gia đình (‘family’) is relatively complex. It was first 

discussed in a classic study by Dao Duy Anh (1939), a French trained scholar. Dao Duy Anh 

highlighted that the size and interrelations within a Vietnamese traditional family are so 

intricate that he introduced the concept gia tộc, which comprises nhà (consisting of people 

living in the same house) and họ (consisting of people having blood ties). In modern 

Vietnamese, gia tộc is still in use to refer to all people who are blood-related and who 

probably share the same family name, while gia đình (‘family’), or sometimes informally nhà 

(‘house’), is generally defined as denoting, but not being restricted to, the small-sized family 

of parents and children. The Vietnamese term gia đình (‘family’) can be extended to different 

generations, including grandparents, and/or aunts, uncles and cousins, as long as they all live 

in the same house. In Vietnamese interactions, the meaning of the term gia đình (‘family’) is 

flexibly conceived through an accompanying set of family-related words, which the author 

would argue to be Vietnamese culture-specific semantic molecules.  

Valuable insights would no doubt arise if these molecules could be explicated in NSM 

reductive paraphrases; however, given the scope of the present study, this task is not viable. 

Thus, the present study takes them for granted, leaving their explications for future research 

into related issues. The family-related semantic molecules are displayed in Table 3.4 to help 

specify the meaning of gia đình (‘family’) in contexts where the explications and cultural 

scripts are likely to be confusing.  

It should be noted that these Vietnamese family-related words have regional variants. 

The words presented in this Table 3.4 are those commonly used in Hue (and neighbouring 

cities/provinces in Central Vietnam), where the research data was collected. 
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Table 3.4 Vietnamese family-related semantic molecules 

Ba/bố father  Ông  grandfather 

Mẹ mother  Bà grandmother 

Con child/children  Bác father’s older brother 

Con trai son  Cô father’s sister  

Con gái daughter  Chú father’s younger brother 

Anh older brother  Cậu mother’s brother 

Chị older sister   Dì mother’s sister  

Em younger brother/sister   Chị họ cousin (older, female) 

Anh họ cousin (older, male)  Em họ cousin (younger) 

 

BẠN	  (‘FRIEND’)	  

Although the concept ‘friend’ has long been of interest in sociological investigations, it has 

remained a vague term in the literature due to its ambiguity. In an attempt to disambiguate the 

concepts of ‘friend’ and ‘friendship’, Wierzbicka (1997) explained the cross-cultural 

differences of these concepts in English and their nearest counterparts in Russian and Polish 

using NSM. Taking Wierzbicka’s discussion as a starting point, this section focusses on the 

cultural meaning of Vietnamese bạn (‘friend’) in actual language use and proposes an 

explication of the concept. 

A Vietnamese bạn (‘friend’) can be loosely defined as someone you know and have 

frequent contact with. In addition, among Vietnamese friends there is a preference for 

similarity in age and/or social status. In other words, a Vietnamese bạn (‘friend’) is a peer. 

According to the suggestions in the Vietnamese dictionary ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 2013, p. 

30), the semantic components of a Vietnamese bạn (‘friend’) include: 

•   người quen biết (‘a person you know’) 

•   tiếp xúc thường xuyên (‘having a frequent contact’, implying regular meetings) 

•   có cùng sở thích, hoạt động (‘having the same interests, activities’) 

•   coi nhau ngang hàng (‘regarding each other as peers’, i.e., at the same level of age 

range and social status) 

Based on these observations, the following explication is proposed to represent the 

meaning of bạn (‘friend’) in Vietnamese: 
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[E3.1]	  bạn	  của	  tôi	  (‘my	  friend’)	  
(a)	   this	  someone	  is	  like	  this:	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  not	  someone	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  not	  someone	  above	  me,	  this	  someone	  is	  not	  someone	  below	  me,	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  someone	  like	  me	  
(b)	   I	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  am	  often	  with	  this	  someone	  for	  some	  time,	  
	   	   I	  often	  say	  many	  things	  to	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  often	  do	  many	  things	  with	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  know	  many	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  because	  of	  this	  
(c)	  	   when	  I	  am	  with	  this	  someone,	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  if	  I	  can	  say	  some	  things	  to	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  if	  I	  can	  do	  some	  things	  with	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  if	  this	  someone	  knows	  how	  I	  feel	  
(d)	   I	  know	  that	  this	  someone	  thinks	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	  

In Explication [E3.1], all the semantic components suggested in the Vietnamese 

dictionary above have been included. Section (a) describes bạn (‘friend’) as a peer. Section 

(b) characterises bạn (‘friend’) as a person with whom one has established a relationship for 

some time and through regular meetings, shared activities and verbal interactions that form 

the basis for mutual knowledge. Section (c) describes one’s attitude and feelings towards a 

friend. More importantly, a two-way social cognition is featured in section (d). 

Bạn (‘friend’) is very important in the Vietnamese conceptualisations of social 

interactions. Bạn (‘friend’) can be regarded as a social group in interpersonal relationships 

(which will be soon discussed in Chapter 4). This is evident in a wide range of collocational 

combination of bạn (‘friend’) such as bạn thân (‘close friend’), bạn tốt (‘good friend’), bạn 

học (‘studying friend/schoolmate’). Furthermore, the use of the word bạn (‘friend’) promotes 

amiability among the people involved. For this reason, Vietnamese often use bạn (‘friend’) in 

interactions as a second person reference term, especially when a speaker who thinks of 

himself/herself as older than the addressee attempts to comply with the principle of xưng 

khiêm, hô tôn (‘humble self-reference, respectful address’) by lowering him/her to the peer 

level of the addressee. The use of bạn (‘friend’) in this sense can be articulated in the NSM 

as: 

	   I	  want	  to	  think	  about	  you	  like	  this:	  
	   	   you	  are	  someone	  like	  me.	  

In speech practice, bạn (‘friend’) is socially accepted in modern Vietnamese as the 

second person term to address a mixed and/or unspecified audience neutrally, but still 

amiably, as previously discussed. Therefore, apart from defining a social group in 

Vietnamese interaction, bạn (‘friend’) is also treated as a culture-specific molecule in the 
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present study. It is thus used in the Vietnamese versions of the cultural scripts and 

explications where the second person ‘you’ is needed. 

CO_ NG	  SƠa 	  (‘WORKPLACE’),	  ĐOb NG	  SỰ/ĐOb NG	  NGHIE_̣ P	  (‘CO-‐‑WORKER/COLLEAGUE’)	  AND	  SEe P	  

(‘BOSS’)	  

In modern Vietnamese, social interactions go beyond the boundaries of the family and the 

community. Working people have interactions with other people in the workplace (referred to 

as công sở in Vietnamese) even more frequently than with other groups of people. Thus, công 

sở (‘workplace’) is considered as a type of collective and concepts such as đồng 

sự/đồngnghiệp (‘colleague’) and sếp (‘boss/chief’) have become ubiquitous in Vietnamese 

speech. For this reason, these concepts are argued to be a special type of semantic molecules 

that are unavoidable in modern Vietnamese linguistic routine. Accordingly, the workplace 

was selected as one of the settings for interaction in the Discourse Production Survey (DPS). 

In the following sections, approximate NSM explications of these concepts will be proposed 

for the convenience of the analysis of disagreement-type interactions (presented in Chapters 6 

and 7). The scope of the study and the time constraint did not allow an in-depth examination 

of these concepts, but the author is well aware that finer revised versions should be achieved 

in formal studies into the semantics of Vietnamese nouns that characterise people by 

reference to their affiliation to a particular place (cf. Ye, in press). 

CÔNG SỞ (‘workplace’) 

Công sở (‘workplace’) is defined in Vietnamese dictionary as a place of work for an 

organisation or a government department ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 2013, p. 103). It is more 

related to administrative work than to industrial work. The meaning of công sở (‘workplace’) 

is explained in the following explication: 

[E3.2]	  Công	  sở	  (‘workplace’)	  
(a)	  	   a	  place	  of	  one	  kind	  
(b)	   there	  are	  many	  people	  in	  this	  place	  
	   	   these	  people	  are	  often	  in	  this	  place	  during	  some	  time	  
	   	   these	  people	  are	  often	  not	  in	  this	  place	  during	  some	  other	  time	  
(c)	   when	  these	  people	  are	  in	  this	  place,	  they	  do	  some	  things	  of	  the	  same	  kind	  
	   when	  these	  people	  are	  in	  this	  place,	  they	  say	  something	  about	  something	  of	  the	  same	  kind	  

This explication indicates that công sở (‘workplace’) is a place-based concept, as in 

section (a). In this place, there is a certain type of people involved during working hours, as 

in (b). The key point is, as presented in section (c), that people do the same kind of work and 
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talk about the same kind of topic in their interactions. Although people in the workplace can 

perform the same activity, they may not be bạn (‘friends’) because they may not be in the 

same age range. People usually refer to a person in the workplace as đồng nghiệp 

(‘colleague’). 

ĐỒNG NGHIỆP (‘colleague’) 

In Vietnamese, there are two words referring to people in the workplace, namely đồng sự and 

đồng nghiệp. Both are Sino-Vietnamese words. Đồng sự, which literally means ‘same 

matter’, refers to people doing the same job who are ranked at the same status level in an 

institution ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 2013, p. 248). This word is equivalent to Chinese tóngshì, 

which  indicates “people who do the same thing” (Ye, 2004, p. 223). The word đồng nghiệp 

refers to people of the same profession; however, there is a tendency to use it to refer to 

colleagues in the workplace, as the word đồng sự (‘colleague’) becomes old-fashioned in 

present-day Vietnamese. Evidently, when the word đồng sự (‘colleague’) was used in the 

questionnaire of the pilot study (mentioned in Chapter 2), a majority of the respondents 

verified the meaning of đồng sự (‘colleague’) with the author. Most of them are familiar with 

đồng nghiệp. In addition, several bilingual dictionaries give the English ‘colleague’ as an 

equivalent to Vietnamese đồng nghiệp. Following this, the word đồng nghiệp (‘colleague’) 

was selected. 

[E3.3]	  đồng	  nghiệp	  của	  tôi	  (‘my	  colleague’)	  
(a)	   this	  someone	  is	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  often	  with	  me	  for	  some	  time	  in	  one	  công	  sở	  (‘workplace’)	  
	   	   this	  someone	  does	  the	  same	  things	  as	  me	  in	  this	  place	  during	  this	  time	   	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  know	  some	  things	  about	  this	  someone,	  this	  someone	  knows	  	  
	   	   	   some	  things	  about	  me	  
(b)	  	   when	  I	  think	  about	  this	  someone,	  I	  think	  like	  this:	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  can	  think	  something	  good	  about	  this	  someone	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  can	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  this	  someone	   	  
(c)	   I	  think:	  my	  đồng	  nghiệp	  (‘colleague’)	  [m]	  thinks	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	  

In this explication, section (a) characterises đồng nghiệp (‘colleague’) as a person 

connected with a place (i.e., the workplace in particular) and doing the same kind of job. 

These characteristics form a basic understanding among colleagues. In addition, the 

following excerpt from this section implies the status-equal relationship among colleagues 

within the boundaries of a workplace. 

	   	   this	  someone	  does	  the	  same	  things	  as	  me	  in	  this	  place	  during	  this	  time	  
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Section (b) captures the idea of an appropriate attitude towards colleagues. Section (c) 

indicates an assumption and/or expectation of mutuality. 

SEe P	  (‘BOSS’)	  

The Vietnamese word sếp (‘boss’) is phonologically nativised form of the French chef 

(‘boss/chief’). In the past, this word was considered as a form of pidgin, but it has recently 

been given an entry in the Vietnamese dictionary ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 2013, p. 654). Sếp 

(‘boss’) is defined as a head of a group, an organisation or an institution. Although this word 

tends to be colloquial since it is never used in official documents, it is ubiquitous in everyday 

communication and in literary works (contemporary as well as renaissance literature of the 

1940s)5. The meaning of sếp (‘boss’) can be explicated as follows: 

[E3.4]	  Sếp	  của	  tôi	  (‘my	  boss’)	  
(a)	   this	  someone	  is	  like	  this:	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  often	  with	  me	  in	  one	  công	  sở	  (‘workplace’)	  
	   	   this	  someone	  knows	  much	  about	  many	  things	  in	  this	  place	  
	   	   this	  someone	  does	  something	  not	  of	  the	  same	  kind	  as	  me	  
	   	   	   because	  of	  this,	  this	  someone	  is	  not	  my	  đồng	  nghiệp	  (‘colleague’)	  [m],	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  someone	  above	  me	  in	  this	  place	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  if	  this	  someone	  says	  to	  me:	  “I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  something”,	  	  
	   	   	  I	  can’t	  not	  do	  it	  
(c)	  	   not	  many	  people	  in	  this	  place	  are	  like	  this	  someone,	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  this	  someone	  doesn’t	  think	  about	  other	  people	  in	  this	  place	  in	  the	  same	  way.	  

In [E3.4], section (a) generalises sếp (‘boss’) as someone of higher ranking who does a 

different job from other ordinary people in the workplace and who understands well work-

related issues well. Section (b) describes the expected attitudes towards sếp (‘boss’). Section 

(c) highlights the effect of the status-unequal situation on social cognition.  

To sum up, công sở (‘workplace’), đồng nghiệp (‘colleague’) and sếp (‘boss/chief’) are 

common concepts in modern Vietnamese. Although they can be presumed to have been 

imported concepts under the French colonisation, they are relevant to current cultural 

conceptualisations about social groups, as will be discussed in Chapter 4, and interactional 

settings, as will be seen in Chapters 6 and 7. 

                                                
5 The word sếp (‘boss’) can be used as a referring expression, a vocative expression and a second person address 

term whereas đồng nghiệp (‘colleague’) can only be used as a referring expression. 
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3.4	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  

This chapter has been a first attempt to justify the Vietnamese version of the Natural 

Semantic Metalanguage. The chapter can be seen as a sub-project within a larger research 

project. It has covered a historical overview of the Vietnamese language and proposed the 

Vietnamese version of the semantic primes, and of relevant semantic molecules and variants, 

exemplified by linguistic evidence from the literary data set. The history of the Vietnamese 

language, with its many features due to multiple episodes of language contact, language 

change and reconstruction, lays the groundwork for a description of the Vietnamese NSM 

and its justifiable variants for the sake of stylistically appropriate use in the present study as 

well as future research using the NSM framework. In particular, the cultural concepts and 

culture-specific molecules discussed in this chapter will be instrumental in explicating 

Vietnamese interactional schemas (presented in Chapter 4) and cultural scripts for 

Vietnamese disagreement (presented in Chapters 6 and 7). 
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CHAPTER	  4	  	  

THE	  CULTURAL	  LOGIC	  OF	  VIETNAMESE	  INTERACTION	  

Language and culture cannot be separated. Language is vital to understanding our unique cultural 

perspectives. Language is a tool that is used to explore and experience our cultures and the 

perspectives that are embedded in our cultures.  

(Buffy Sainte-Marie) 

4.	  1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

In his book Cultural Conceptualisation and Language, Sharifian (2011) asserts that 

“[d]ifferent cultural systems have different rationalisations for the sorts of linguistic and non-

linguistic behaviour that they encourage among their members” (p. 112). These 

rationalisations are, in other words, culture-specific ways of reasoning and behaving within a 

speech community; they make up the cultural logic of interactions. In this cultural logic, 

social cognition and language interact under the influence of the cultural norms and 

conventions, which form different systems of cultural information, or cultural schemas. To 

have an insightful understanding about such cultural schemas in a speech culture, it is 

important to explore them with respect to particulars of the social cognition and speech 

practice of that culture, because, as Wierzbicka (1997) explains, “shared values, shared 

ideals, and shared attitudes are reflected in [a] shared language” (p. 200).  

In regard to Vietnamese, the cultural logic of interactions has been profoundly influenced 

by factors arising from the nation’s historical development (described in Chapter 3), 

including native cultural traits of Vietnam, Chinese Confucian moral norms and elaborate 

French symbolic courtesy. As a result, interactions in Vietnamese are normative and strategic 

(H. Vu, 1997). That is, they have characteristics that are at once formal and amiable. This 

chapter seeks to shed light on the co-constructs of the cultural logic of Vietnamese 

interactions, including its overarching cultural schemas, their associate social categories in 

interpersonal relationships and other sociolinguistic variables at play in Vietnamese speech 

practice. The exploration draws on data elicited from the author’s own Vietnamese 

Metapragmatic Survey (VMS), in triangulation with folk data and high-level representations 

of Vietnamese cultural values. It addresses the following three main issues: 



 

62 

 

•   What cultural concepts are Vietnamese speakers most mindful of? 

•   What are the parameters by which they define their interpersonal relationships? 

•   How do they categorise interpersonal relationships in their social networks? 

For cultural comprehensibility, the present chapter covers the following matters. First, 

Vietnamese high-level cultural values presented in previous works and their influence on 

Vietnamese linguistic routines will be discussed. This is to provide a general understanding 

about Vietnamese culture. Next, drawing on the VMS findings, the cultural schemas 

underlying the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions will be identified, justified and 

rendered in the metalanguage of the NSM framework. It should be noted that the discussion 

is not intended to imply that the concepts related to this cultural logic are necessarily 

uniquely Vietnamese when considered in their own right, although perhaps the way they 

interact may well be.  

4.2	  BASIC	  HIGH-‐‑LEVEL	  VIETNAMESE	  CULTURAL	  VALUES	  

Characterising a culture is no easy task. As an intricate concept, culture has been defined 

variably from different views, resulting in considerable debate about the definitions of 

culture. Bodley (1994) listed the diverse definitions of culture from different angles, 

reproduced in Table 4.1.  

Table 4.1 Different views on culture 

Topical Culture consists of everything on a list of topics, or categories, such as social 

organization, religion, or economy. 

Historical Culture is social heritage, or tradition, that is passed on to future generations. 

Behavioural Culture is shared, learned human behaviour, a way of life. 

Normative Culture is a set of ideals, values, or rules for living. 

Functional Culture is the way humans solve problems of adapting to the environment or living 

together. 

Mental Culture is a complex of ideas, or learned habits, that inhibit impulses and 

distinguish people from animals. 

Structural Culture consists of patterned and interrelated ideas, symbols, or behaviours. 

Symbolic Culture is based on arbitrarily assigned meanings that are shared by a society. 

 

On the assumption that cultural characteristics should be best defined from the 

indigenous point of view, the present study adopts T. Tran’s (1996) theorising about 
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Vietnamese culture, as mentioned in Chapter 1. T. Tran’s (1996) point of view is consonant 

with the views on culture presented in Bodley (1994) and Adler (2002). Bodley (1994) 

defined culture as including both cognitive and behavioural aspects, which manifest 

themselves in the way people think and do things, as well as in the linguistic products they 

produce during their social interactions. In a similar vein, Adler (2002) asserted that culture 

would be manifested through the values and beliefs that native people hold about their lives 

and that influence their attitudes and behaviour.  

4.2.1	  TINH	  THẦN	  CỘNG	  ĐỒNG	  (‘COLLECTIVE	  SPIRIT’)	  

Like other Confucian-influenced societies in Asia, Vietnam has traditionally been 

characterised as a collectivist culture, that is, a culture that, according to Gudykunst (2003), 

tends to feature communal life, interpersonal harmony and traditions. While Vietnamese 

people take their bonds to the community seriously, the cover term collectivism is too broad 

to denote a characteristic of Vietnamese culture, not to mention that it somehow overlooks 

the nuance of distinctness. Arguably, ‘collectivism’ in Vietnamese culture would be more 

appropriately conceptualised as being mindful of cộng đồng (‘community/collective’). With 

that in mind, the term tinh thần cộng đồng (‘collective spirit’), suggested in Huynh (2012), 

appears to provide an excellent label for one of the high-level Vietnamese cultural 

characteristics. Understood in this way, Vietnamese cộng đồng (‘community/collective’) 

tends to denote people who live in a particular area, even as broad as a country, and who 

share the same cultural values and social norms. It is manifested in attentiveness and open-

heartedness within the community where generous mutual support and assistance are 

expected. As a folk saying has it: 

[F4.1] Lá lành đùm lá rách. 

 leaf intact cover leaf torn 

 ‘Intact leaves cover torn leaves.’ 

Sometimes, collective spirit shows up in empathy towards one another. This harmonious 

empathy requires people in the community to be attentive to other people’s current feelings in 

order to adjust their verbal behaviour to the situation. This is known as đồng cảm (‘same 

feeling/[harmonious] empathy’) and is one of the manifestations of collective spirit in 

emotion: 
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[F4.2] Một con ngựa đau cả tàu bỏ cỏ. 

 one CLF horse sick whole  herd give.up grass 

 ‘One sick horse upsets the whole herd.’ 

Harmonious empathy has become a shared cultural norm of interactions, generally 

complied with by most people who have established interpersonal relationships. It is mirrored 

in the following cultural script: 

[S4.1]	  	  Cultural	  script	  associated	  with	  đồng	  cảm	  (‘harmonious	  empathy’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   if	  I	  know	  someone,	  when	  I	  am	  with	  this	  someone	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  can	  know	  
	   	   how	  this	  someone	  feels	  at	  this	  time	   	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  this,	  I	  can	  know	  that	  I	  can	  say	  some	  things	  to	  this	  someone,	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  know	  that	  I	  can’t	  say	  other	  things	  to	  this	  someone	  
(c)	   because	  of	  this,	  this	  someone	  won’t	  feel	  something	  bad	  because	  I	  say	  something.	  
(d)	   it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this	  

Harmonious empathy is a necessary ingredient of people’s social relationships. This is 

pointed out in section (a). It affects decision making about the content of an exchange for the 

purpose of emotional balance, as articulated in section (b). Sections (c) and (d) explain the 

outcome of harmonious empathy and provide a social evaluation on its practice. This cultural 

script also echoes the ‘attentiveness’ and ‘empathy’ that are found in Japanese and Chinese 

(Fukushima & Haugh, 2014).  

In addition to the emotion-based attribute, another notable feature of the collective spirit 

in Vietnamese culture is its family-orientedness. Since Vietnamese people tend to have a 

strong sense of family, they generally formulate their attitudes and behaviour in social 

interaction based on their experience of family interaction. This is evident not only in the near 

ubiquitous use of kinship-based address terms (K. Nguyen, 2007) in Vietnamese speech, but 

also in the Vietnamese conceptualisation of interpersonal relationships, which is based on the 

perceived dichotomy between family and non-family connections. For most Vietnamese, 

there is a dichotomy in interpersonal relationships between quan hệ gia đình (‘family 

relationship’) and quan hệ xã hội (‘social relationship’), resulting in two general interactional 

settings, namely, family interactions and social interactions. This will be further elaborated in 

the discussion of the two overarching cultural schemas and their associates below. 

4.	  2.	  2	  THÍCH	  HÀI	  HÒA	  (‘PREFERENCE	  FOR	  HARMONY’)	  

Reinforcing the cultural value of collective spirit is the traditional Vietnamese value thích hài 

hòa (‘preference for harmony’). This cultural value is manifested through the balance 
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between âm – dương, the philosophy imported from Chinese yin – yang. Dương (‘yang – 

positive’) is characterised as a rational orientation involving male dominance and stable 

hierarchy, whereas âm (‘yin – negative’) is more equality-oriented, flexible, emotional and 

female-preferred (Jamieson, 1993; T. Tran, 1996). Vietnamese people comply with the yin 

yang philosophy by maintaining the balance between them in their social life. Jamieson 

(1993, p. 13) remarked: 

Much of the traditional Vietnamese culture, social organization, and behavior 

expressed the balanced opposition between yin and yang as interlocking sets of ideas 

(including values, conceptual categories, operating rules, etc.). 

Despite this emphasis on balanced opposition, the reality is that the local aqua-

agricultural social organisation, which is âm (‘yin – negative’) in nature, has exerted a strong 

influence on Vietnamese ways of living (T. Tran, 1996). For this reason, Vietnamese life 

tends to have a disposition towards âm (‘yin – negative’), resulting in a preference for 

harmonising feelings and empathy in interactions. In other words, Vietnamese interpersonal 

relationships are fairly emotion-based, as described in the following saying: 

[F4.3] Một trăm cái lý không bằng một tí cái tình. 

 one hundred CLF reason not equal.to one little CLF sentiment 

 ‘A hundred reasons are not as important as a single sign of sentiment.’ 

It is this emotion-based behaviour that gives cultural outsiders an impression that 

Vietnamese people are not ‘rational’ and tend to avoid expressing disagreement (as reported 

in Chapter 1). It is true that the cultural values of collective spirit and preference for harmony 

require Vietnamese people to live up to collective expectations and identify with other people 

in the community. This can be described as a feeling of a mutual obligation, to prevent any 

conflict that might threaten their own reputation and that of their families and of the 

community they belong to. The explanation for this lies in the Vietnamese sensitivity to 

rumours as expressed in proverb [F4.4]: 

[F4.4] Hổ chết để da người ta chết để tiếng. 

 tiger die leave skin people die leave reputation 

 ‘When tigers die, they leave hides; when people die, they leave reputation.’ 

These cultural characteristics are not unique to Vietnamese, as they are found in 

discourses on communication in Chinese and Japanese (Fukushima, 2013; Fukushima & 
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Haugh, 2014; Haugh & Obana, 2011) and in the notion of maruah in Malay (Goddard, 2000). 

Nonetheless, the contribution of these cultural values to Vietnamese speech practice is 

culture-specific. This is because, in addition to the cultural values tinh thần cộng đồng 

(‘collective spirit’) and thích hài hòa (‘preference for harmony’) that find an echo in other 

Asian cultures, the yin-orientedness and the historical variety of traditions in Vietnamese 

language and culture (as described in Chapter 3) allow Vietnamese to add another necessary 

value into their cultural life, namely, tính linh hoạt (‘flexibility’). This is a concept that has 

not been widely discussed in previous literature on cultural concepts in various East and 

Southeast Asian languages. 

4.	  2.	  3	  TÍNH	  LINH	  HOẠT	  (‘FLEXIBILITY’)	  

The need to show tính linh hoạt (‘flexibility’) in Vietnamese life is captured in customary 

rules as [F4.5]. The value of flexibility is highly recommended in problem solving situations, 

as expressed in [F4.6]: 

[F4.5] Nhập gia tùy tục. 

 enter family follow custom 

 ‘When you are in a new place, adapt to its customs.’ 

[F4.6] Tùy cơ ứng biến. 

 depend.on chance react change 

 ‘React in accordance with the situation.’ 

In verbal interactions, flexibility is achieved through tactfulness or sensitivity to the 

situation, rather than through strict adherence to a system of speech conventions: 

[F4.7] Lời nói chẳng mất tiền mua, 

 words not lose money buy 

 Lựa lời mà nói cho vừa lòng nhau. 

 choose words COP say for satisfy each.other 

 ‘Words do not cost money; choose words wisely to satisfy each other.’ 

From a Vietnamese point of view, collective spirit and preference for harmony actually 

require people to be frank with each other, even if they have to disagree with each other in 

certain circumstances. To avoid a clash between the disagreement-type speech practice and 

the cultural value of preference for harmony, Vietnamese speakers are generally thoughtful 
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before speaking their minds. This mental effort in the management of the verbal product is 

clearly the manifestation of flexibility. 

 In addition, accuracy of words is valued highly in Vietnamese speech culture as 

suggested in [F4.8]: 

[F4.8] Nói có sách mách có chứng. 

 say have book tell have evidence 

 ‘Say what you know for sure/ Say things with evidence.’ 

Vietnamese tend to find it difficult not to explicitly react to inaccurate information. From 

this emerges a type of disagreement in Vietnamese speech practice, namely disagreement 

over content accuracy, which Vo (2013) described as honest/frank disagreement. 

In other words, the cultural value of flexibility adds to the Vietnamese normative verbal 

repertory the quality of being strategic in interactions, thus constructing a specific cultural 

logic of interaction, whose cultural schemas and associated social categories and norms will 

be elaborated in the remaining sections. 

4.3	  CODING	  DATA	  FROM	  THE	  VMS	  

As described in Chapter 2, the Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey (VMS) collected 

information in the form of free answers to an open-ended questionnaire. During the data 

analysis, key words frequently mentioned by respondents were identified and grouped into 

cultural concepts. There were two important concepts that were most mentioned by 

respondents, namely, quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). Other socio-cultural 

aspects included gender, occupation of the conversant, ethnic and religious background, 

facial features, dress style and conversation topic. These concepts were quantitively 

considered based on the frequency of mention by the 80 survey respondents, and the 

percentage was calculated by the number of times respondents mentioned them. The results 

are summarised in Table 4.2. It should be noted that one respondent could mention some or 

all of the concepts presented, and thus the percentage of respondents does not necessarily add 

up to 100%. 

The most mentioned cultural concept quan hệ (‘relationship’) was represented in the 

VMS data by the word quan hệ (‘relationship’) itself and semantically-associated words such 

as liên quan (‘connection’), liên hệ (‘contact/connectedness’) and gắn kết (‘attachment’). The 
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relatedness of this cultural concept to a wide range of Vietnamese words suggests that it 

functions as a cultural schema. 

Table 4.2 Key concepts in the VMS 

Survey issues Cultural concepts FM % 

Vietnamese cultural concepts 

and associates 

Relationship (Quan hệ) 68 85 

Hierarchy (Thứ bậc) 65 81 

Gender 46 58 

Occupation 39 49 

Others: 

  - Personality 

  - Interest 

  - Facial features/dress style  

  - Conversation topic 

 

24 

13 

11 

7 

 

30 

16 

14 

9 

Parameter for relationship Family vs. non-family 71 89 

Closeness vs. distance 9 11 

Categorisation of social 

groups 

[peer] friends  62 78 

close people 45 56 

acquaintances 70 88 

strangers 37 46 

(FM = Frequency of mention; % = Percentage of respondents) 

 

Another overarching cultural concept, as shown in Table 4.2, is thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). 

Similar to quan hệ (‘relationship’), its presence was calculated by examining a range of 

related words and phrases obtained from VMS responses, including thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) 

itself, vị trí xã hội (‘social standing’) and độ tuổi (‘age range’). Some respondents mentioned 

specific words related to hierarchy enactment, such as lễ độ (levels of respect’), đứng đắn 

(‘earnest’). The cultural concept thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) can also be considered to be a cultural 

schema. 

Most of the other cultural concepts, though mentioned by respondents as separate 

cultural issues, are argued to be attributes of the two overarching cultural schemas. This will 

be shown in the discussion of the two cultural schemas and the high-level cultural values that 

influence them. Folk data will be used for the purpose of triangulation. 
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4.4	  THE	  CULTURAL	  SCHEMA	  QUAN	  HỆ	  (‘RELATIONSHIP’)	  

Quan hệ (‘relationship’) is a Sino-Vietnamese word, originating from Chinese guanxi. Like 

its Chinese counterpart, which has undergone a dramatic change in meaning, especially in 

business (Chen & Chen, 2004), Vietnamese quan hệ (‘relationship’) has experienced certain 

changes in meaning and has become polysemous in modern Vietnamese. However, the 

cultural meaning of quan hệ (‘relationship’) is still retained in the Vietnamese linguistic 

repertory. Quan hệ (‘relationship’) is associated with a system of cultural information about 

people’s interactional experience with others. It encompasses people’s thoughts and feelings 

towards others, on the basis of which a person can process and actively select behavioural 

patterns that are culturally appropriate in a developing context. 

4.4.1	  METAPRAGMATIC	  UNDERSTANDING	  OF	  QUAN	  HỆ	  (‘RELATIONSHIP’)	  

From a Vietnamese perspective, quan hệ (‘relationship’) can be defined as a state of 

connectedness within an interpersonal network, involving people’s conceptions, thoughts, 

feelings and behaviour. Quan hệ (‘relationship’) can therefore be considered as a social basis 

for interactions between people and, as such, influences different types of interaction in 

Vietnamese. Accordingly, the state of connectedness can be qualified as good or bad, close or 

distant, and harmonious or tense. Moreover, Vietnamese quan hệ (‘relationship’) can also be 

specified by references to type such as quan hệ gia đình (‘family relationships’) and quan hệ 

xã hội (‘social relationships’), which in turn includes all non-family relationships such as 

quan hệ bạn bè (‘friendship’), quan hệ đồng nghiệp (‘colleagueship’) and quan hệ xóm giềng 

(‘neighbourly connection’). In practice, the majority of Vietnamese interactions takes place 

between people without family bonds. This quan hệ (‘relationship’) is connected with and 

based on the interactants’ mutual knowledge, which helps them make judgements and 

sensible decisions about what constitutes appropriate behaviour in a particular context. 

Therefore, other cultural issues, such as gender, personality and interest, are argued to be 

sociolinguistic variables informing the conceptualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’). In Table 

4.3, an excerpt from Table 4.1 is reproduced for convenience. It ranks quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) and its related concepts. 
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Table 4.3 Quan hệ ('relationship') and associated variables 

Cultural concepts FM % 

Relationships (Quan hệ) 68 85 

Gender 46 58 

Others: 

 Personality 

 Interest 

 Facial features/dress style 

 Conversation topic 

 

24 

13 

11 

7 

 

30 

16 

14 

9 

(FM = Frequency of mention; % = Percentage of respondents) 

 

The fact that the quan hệ (‘relationship’) concept was mentioned 68 times by 

respondents in the VMS indicates that it is a prominent part of the Vietnamese mindset. As 

explained in Section 4.3, quan hệ (‘relationship’) manifests itself in a wide range of related 

words. Glossing it simply as ‘relationship’ could result in ambiguity for cultural outsiders. 

The following explication will help elaborate the layers of meaning in quan hệ 

(‘relationship’). Since the focus of this study is on the metapragmatic process of cultural 

conceptualisation connected with a culturally-based logic of interaction, the explication can 

be somewhat different from the explanatory description of the corresponding lexical item. 

[E4.1]	   Quan	  hệ	  (‘relationship’)	  
(a)	   at	  many	  times	  it	  is	  like	  this:	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   I	  want	  to	  do	  some	  things	  for	  some	  time	  with	  someone	  
	   	   I	  am	  not	  part	  of	  the	  same	  family	  [m]	  as	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  know	  some	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   COGNITIVE	  PROCESS	  
	   	   I	  can’t	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone	  if	  I	  don’t	  think	  well	  about	  these	  things:	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  much	  I	  know	  about	  this	  someone,	  how	  much	  this	  	  
	   	   	   	   someone	  knows	  about	  me	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  I	  feel	  towards	  this	  someone,	  how	  this	  someone	  feels	  	  
	   	   	   	   towards	  me	  
(c)	   if	  I	  think	  well	  about	  these	  things,	  I	  can	  think	  like	  this:	   INTERACTIONAL	  BEHAVIOUR	  
	   	   now	  I	  know	  how	  I	  can	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	  
	   	   now	  I	  know	  how	  I	  can	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone	  	  

The cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) involves three tiers. Section (a) spells out a 

scenario of social interaction. It indicates that there is a distinction between family interaction 

and general social interaction (i.e., an act of identifying someone as not part of the same 

family). A folk saying that reminds Vietnamese of the importance of family ties is given in 

[F4.9] below: 
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[F4.9] Đắng cay cũng thể ruột rà, 

 bitter spicy PRT COP intestine 

 Ngọt ngào cho lắm cũng là người  dưng 

 sweet PRT very PRT COP people family-unrelated  

 ‘Whatever ups and downs, kinship is retained; 

however sweet, unrelated people are complete outsiders.’ 

The practice of categorising social groups and reasoning about the mutual understanding 

between the interactants is captured in section (b), including the awareness of gender (which 

will be discussed shortly, in Section 4.4.2). The prospect of linguistic practice as an outcome 

is presented in section (c). The component about knowing ‘how I can say something’ is a 

reference to the linguistic formulae and paralinguistic patterns (if applicable) such as 

gestures, posture and facial expressions appropriate for the situation. In other words, this is a 

phase in which the interactant makes a decision about content and manner of verbal 

behaviour.  

The three sections in the explication, representing layers of norms of thinking and 

reasoning behind an actual interaction, form the basis on which quan hệ (‘relationship’) has 

been argued to be a cultural schema. This three-way system of cultural information is 

summarised in Figure 4.1. 

 

Figure 4.1 Tiers in the conceptualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’) 

Mind
(cognitive 
process)

Interaction 
(interactional 

behaviour)

Reality
(social 

scenario)
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Notwithstanding the importance of the ‘preference for harmony’ in the system of 

Vietnamese cultural values, it should be noted that not all community members are naturally 

harmonious. Whether an interpersonal connection is harmonious or tense depends on several 

external factors. Therefore, it is understandable that VMS respondents cited the interlocutor’s 

tính cách (‘personalities’) and sở thích (‘interests’) as determining factors (for 30% and 16% 

of respondents, respectively) in deciding relationships and immediate verbal behaviour in 

situ. These two aspects are considered in the ‘cognitive process’ of the schema (section (b) in 

[E4.1]) through the act of carefully thinking about the interlocutors’ mutual understanding 

and attitudes. This mental work is the essential of the cultural conceptualisation of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) and its praxis in interaction, which is displayed at the beginning of section 

(b): 

	   I	  can’t	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone	  if	  I	  don’t	  think	  well	  about	  these	  things	  	  

The mental work referred to forms the basis for decision making in an actual interaction. 

It is noteworthy that, in the assessment of quan hệ (‘relationship’), some of the VMS 

respondents cited the interlocutor’s facial expression and/or dress style as indicators for their 

judgement of the current mood of an interactant. This is relatively superficial but it is 

consistent with characterisations of Vietname culture as emotion-based and harmony-seeking. 

This superficial judgement is reflected in a folk saying: 

[F4.10] Trông mặt mà bắt hình dong 

 see face COP catch personality 

 ‘Judge  personality through one’s face.’ 

This superficial judgement entails a possibility of making wrong assumptions about an 

interactant, thus requiring flexibility in interaction. One of the ways to achieve this is to rely 

on the conversation topic to decide what should be communicated. This helps explain that 9% 

of the respondents included conversation topic as a determining factor in the 

conceptualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’).  

4.4.2	  PERSON	  REFERENCE	  AS	  A	  COGNITIVE	  OUTCOME	  OF	  QUAN	  HỆ	  (‘RELATIONSHIP’)	  

From a Vietnamese standpoint, the most immediate and obvious manifestation of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) in verbal behaviour is the propriety of xưng – hô (‘self-reference – address’). 

Vietnamese xưng – hô (‘self-reference – address’) is an intricate system of address terms that 

are selected in function of the predominating feelings and attitudes between interlocutors. 
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The selection of particular terms conveys information that can be decoded by both the 

interlocutor and any third party that happens to be present. In explaining its intricacy, Luong 

(1987) pointed out that the Vietnamese person reference system “can foreground clearly the 

hierarchical formality and the solidary stability of the involved relations” (p. 52). In addition 

to the ‘rustic’ and less-preferred personal pronouns (e.g. tôi, tao, ta, chúng ta, bọn tao for first 

persons; mày, mi, chúng mày for second persons; nó, hắn, thị, bọn nó for third persons, etc.), 

the Vietnamese system of address terms is made up of a variety of words, including proper 

names (used as first, second and third persons), kinship terms (e.g., ông – cháu )‘grandfather 

– grandchild’), anh/chị – em (‘elder brother/sister’ – younger sibling’)), common nouns for 

social status and professions (e.g., bác sĩ (‘doctor’)), and other context-dependent referring 

expressions (e.g., chủ tọa (‘chairperson’ [in a meeting]), diễn giả (‘speaker’ [in a public 

speech])).  

This system of reference indicates both the gender and social standing of interlocutors 

and provides information about the relationship between the speaker and the addressee. For 

this reason, many VMS respondents (58% of responses) referred to the gender of their 

conversational partner as a determining factor in building quan hệ (‘relationship’). 

4.4.3	  GENDER	  CONSCIOUSNESS	  IN	  QUAN	  HỆ	  (‘RELATIONSHIP’)	  

Not only is gender important for the appropriate choice of person reference terms in 

Vietnamese interactions, but it is also important for the choice of conversational gambits. For 

example, a male participant explained his gender awareness in interactions as follows: 

Whether you should or should not say something depends on the gender of the person 

you are talking with. For example, I often say to a woman at the beginning that I can’t 

guess her age to give her the priority to decide xưng – hô (‘self-reference – address’) 

in our talk. When we close the conversation, I often say I like something about her to 

make good impression, and possibly just to maintain a harmonious relationship. 

(VMS_M4.7) 

Gender is, furthermore, a parameter for other non-linguistic factors such as the length of 

time for an interaction, and the physical distance between the interlocutors. A female 

respondent stated: 

I prefer sitting face-to-face in a talk, especially with someone of the opposite sex. A 

moderate ‘safe’ distance is necessary, too.  (VMS_F3.6) 
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Another participant commented: 

Sometimes we need to be time-cautious in the talk with people of opposite sex. 

Making it ‘just long enough’ is a matter of politeness. (VMS_F2.8) 

Gender in traditional Vietnamese culture is closely related to morality, customs and 

social practices, which were traditionally male-biased. Thus, interactions between people of 

different genders share universal characteristics that have been discussed in the literature 

(e.g., Lakoff, 1975; Mills, 2003), while at the same time showing cultural peculiarities rooted 

in Confucian ideology. This is normatively evident in the following proverb: 

[F4.11] Nam nữ thọ thọ bất tương thân 

 male female ever not interact close 

 ‘A man and a woman can never interact closely with each other.’ 

Although a clear-cut separation between men and women is no longer strictly adhered to 

in contemporary Vietnam, gender-consciousness remains part of the mentality, as evident in 

the cited responses. Gender is clearly a social variable that has a certain impact on quan hệ 

(‘relationship’). Based on the teaching of folk sayings and the awareness shown by the VMS 

respondents, the cultural norm of gender-consciousness in interactions can be described in the 

following cultural script: 

[S4.2]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  gender-‐consciousness	  in	  quan	  hệ	  (‘relationship’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   at	  many	  times	  it	  is	  like	  this:	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   two	  people	  are	  in	  one	  place;	  	  
	   	   one	  of	  them	  is	  a	  man	  [m],	  the	  other	  is	  a	  woman	  [m]	  
	   	   they	  are	  not	  part	  of	  the	  same	  family	  [m]	  
(b)	  	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  these	  two	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   NORMS	  OF	  INTERACTION:	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  I	  am	  with	  this	  someone	  for	  a	  very	  long	  time	   Length	  of	  time	  
	   	   when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	   Verbal	  interaction	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  about	  a	  few	  things,	  	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  I	  say	  about	  many	  things,	   	  
	   	   when	  I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone,	   Non-‐verbal	  interaction	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  I	  am	  very	  near	  this	  someone’s	  body	   	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  I	  touch	  this	  someone’s	  body	  

The current trends towards gender equality in domains such as the workplace and 

schools in modern Vietnamese society has resulted in some real changes to gender-

consciousness, which nowadays mainly shows in the careful choice of words, or strategic 

ways of expressing oneself for the sake of relationship maintenance, as cited by respondent 

(VMS_M4.7). This will be clearly visible in the discourses on Vietnamese disagreement 

presented in Chapters 6 and 7. 
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In summary, this section has discussed the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) as a 

three-tiered system of cultural information inclusing a social scenario, a cognitive process 

and a pattern for interactional behaviour. In the praxis of quan hệ (‘relationship’), several 

sociolinguistic variables are taken into consideration, especially the interlocutor’s gender, 

personality and interests whose influence contributes to determining the quality of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’). Other variables such as the interlocutor’s facial features and/or dress style, as 

well as the conversational topic, will be further explored where relevant in the coming 

sections. In Vietnamese speech practice, the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’), 

profoundly influences the ways in which Vietnamese people categorise social groups in their 

interactions. Arguably, the categorisation of social groups in Vietnamese interpersonal 

networks is an actualisation of quan hệ (‘relationship’). The next section is dedicated to 

elucidating the interconnections between quan hệ (‘relationship’) and social categories in 

Vietnamese. 

4.5	   THE	   CULTURAL	   SCHEMA	   QUAN	   HỆ	   (‘RELATIONSHIP’)	   AND	   THE	  

CATEGORISATION	  OF	  SOCIAL	  GROUPS	  	  

Vietnamese culture, as mentioned, is invariably characterised in the literature as family-

oriented. The family plays the role of a microcosm of the society in modelling people’s 

cultural understanding and conceptualisation. This is the premise for the dichotomy between 

người nhà (‘family people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’) as the two main Vietnamese social 

categories. The distinction in interactions between ‘someone is part of the family’, or người 

nhà (‘family people’), and ‘someone is not part of the same family’, or người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’), is strikingly clear in the VMS responses. In response to the question as to what 

are the parameters by which they conceive an interpersonal relationship, 89% of VMS 

respondents cited the dyadic distinction between family and non-family people. This 

dichotomy is taken as the first step towards the exploration of Vietnamese social categories in 

association with quan hệ (‘relationship’). 

Differences among social groups in interaction have been frequently discussed in the 

literature on human communication (e.g., by Gudykunst, Yoon, and Nishida (1987), Triandis 

(1988) and Turner (1982)). In these studies, social groups are presented as ‘ingroups’ and 

‘outgroups’, based on the demographic features of the people involved, the roles they play in 

social activities, their membership in organisations, and so on. However, these concepts are 

somewhat different from the concepts of ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in non-Western cultures. 
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The insider-outsider distinction not only refers to social categories, but also functions as a 

carrier of cultural meaning. For example, Gladkova (2013) clarifies the distinction between 

svoj (‘one’s own’) and čužoj (‘alien/stranger/foreigner’) in Russian arguing that Russian 

social cognition in terms of these two concepts influences Russian communicative style. 

Although the prototypical use of Russian svoj (‘one’s own’) refers to a family member, the 

term is extended to those people with whom “one shares life on a regular basis and who are 

treated similarly to family members” (Gladkova, 2013, p. 182). Likewise, the separation 

between insiders and outsiders in Chinese interactions establishes the interactional principle 

of nèi wài yŏu bié (‘inside – outside have difference’) (Ye, 2004). This principle pinpoints the 

dyadic social categories of zìjĭrén (‘insider’/one of us’), that is, the group of people who 

identify with each other including through place of origin, and wàirén (‘outsider’), who do 

not share the same commonality. Ye (2004) also argues that jiārén (‘extended family-

person’) is the prototype of zìjĭrén (‘insider’/one of us’), thus forming a default zìjĭrén. 

Obviously, both Russian and Chinese cultures have their own distinctive ways in which a 

separation between insiders and outsiders is made, but in both cases the concept of insider is 

extended beyond the family regardless of its strong familial grounding.  

The Vietnamese construal of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ is different from that of its Russian 

and Chinese counterparts in that ‘insiders’ are limited to family members, or người nhà 

(‘house/family people’). The complementary range of outsiders consists of all people that do 

not belong to the family. This boundary between family and non-family worlds is clearly 

evident in Vietnamese folk data that deals with family interaction: 

[F4.12] Khôn ngoan đối đáp người ngoài. 

 Wise confront outsider 

 Gà cùng một mẹ chớ hoài đá nhau. 

 Chicken same one mother don’t constantly kick each.other 

 ‘Be clever to confront people outside the family, don’t fight with siblings of 

the same mother.’ 

Although the cultural concept of quan hệ (‘relationship’) is primarily deployed in 

relation to non-family interactions, the distinction between người nhà (‘family people’) and 

người ngoài (‘outsiders’) is essential to provide an insight into Vietnamese social cognition. 

The distinction between the two groups of people can be found in several items in the folk 

data. In the subsequent sections, these categories will be elucidated. 
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4.5.1	  NGƯỜI	  NHÀ	  (‘FAMILY	  PEOPLE’)	  

The Vietnamese concept người nhà (‘family people’) is comparable to the Chinese 

concept of jiārén (‘extended family-person’). Though it is a Vietnamese category, người nhà 

(‘family people’) is not necessarily fixed in terms of membership. That is, whether they 

belong to a nuclear family or an extended family, but it must be tied up with a shared place 

and time. The lexical item nhà literally means ‘house’. Thus, as a first approximation, người 

nhà (people living in the same house) can be understood as referring to blood-related people 

living under the same roof. For example, an aunt who has been living with you in the same 

house for a long time is regarded as one of your người nhà (‘family people’). However, if this 

aunt lives in a different place, she may not be considered in the same way. The following 

explication attempts to capture the process of conceptualising người nhà (‘family people’) in 

Vietnamese. 

[E4.2]	  người	  nhà	  của	  tôi	  (‘my	  family	  people’)	  
	   I	  think	  about	  my	  người	  nhà	  (‘family	  people’)	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   I	  lived	  with	  these	  people	  in	  one	  house	  [m]	  for	  a	  long	  time	   EXPERIENTIAL	  BASE	  
	   during	  this	  time,	  I	  did	  many	  things	  with	  these	  people	  
	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  know	  many	  things	  about	  these	  people	  
(b)	  	   I	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  these	  people,	   FEELING	  AND	  ATTITUDE	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  them	  
	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  am	  with	  them	  
(c)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  these	  people,	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   INTERACTION	  
	   	   I	  can	  say	  many	  things	  to	  them,	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  have	  to	  think	  much	  about	  what	  I	  can’t	  say	  to	  them	  
	   	   I	  can	  do	  many	  things	  with	  them,	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  have	  to	  think	  much	  about	  what	  I	  can’t	  do	  with	  them	  
(d)	  	   I	  know	  that	  all	  of	  these	  people	  think	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	   MUTUALITY	  
(e)	   other	  people	  are	  not	  like	  these	  people	   EXCLUSIVENESS
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  don’t	  think	  about	  other	  people	  in	  the	  same	  way	  

There is no clear indication of the family being extended or not, but the emphasis is on 

people having shared a place for a long time. This is indicated through the combinatorial 

exponents of  ‘in one house’ and ‘for a long time’, displayed as the ‘experiential base’ in 

section (a). The importance of family to Vietnamese life characterises the feeling and attitude 

towards người nhà (‘family people’). Vietnamese family members treat each other with both 

respect and pleasure, as indicated through the components ‘I feel something very good 

towards them’ and ‘I feel something good when I am with them’ in section (b). 

Interaction with người nhà (‘family people’) is distinctive. This type of interaction is 

regarded as something special that one cannot possibly have in exactly the same way with 

other people. As one male respondent remarked: 
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When I take part in an interaction with someone, I’m most concerned about whether 

this is a family member. I can feel relaxed to talk with a family member because 

we’ve been together for a long time and developed mutual understanding, then it’s 

easier to tolerate if there’s a slip of the tongue. But if I talk with outsiders, I need to 

be careful. I mean, I can’t always tell them about all […]. (VMS_M3.2) 

The response implies that interactions within the family are ideally sincere, sentimental, 

and respectful, but exclusive of diplomatic factors. Thus, family people can discuss a wide 

range of topics or enjoy themselves together as described in section (c). It is also evidence for 

the awareness of mutuality between người nhà (‘family people’) and for the perceived 

exclusiveness of the relationship. It is certain that in any culture people from the same family 

love each other, but in Vietnamese culture, people regard gia đình (‘family’) as a whole 

entity, of which each of the người nhà (‘family people’) is an inseparable part. This is 

depicted in folk philosophy as follows: 

[F4.13] Anh em như thể tay chân. 

 siblings like COP arm leg 

 Rách lành đùm bọc dở hay đỡ đần. 

 torn intact cover bad good help 

 ‘Siblings are like limbs; they must care and help at all times.’ 

On the Vietnamese strong feeling for người nhà (‘family people’), Le Thi Que’s (1986) 

commented: 

One has to attend one of these family gatherings to understand the intense emotional 

attachment the Vietnamese feel for their family. In this atmosphere composed of 

memories, traditions and habits, of common points of reference, family hierarchy is 

strictly observed. (cited in Jamieson, 1993, p. 23) 

Clearly, deep in the Vietnamese mindset is a certainty that người nhà (‘family people’) 

think and feel positively towards each other and that this is very different from thoughts and 

feelings towards non-family members, as presented in section (d) and (e), respectively. The 

awareness of this exclusiveness is documented in a Vietnamese proverb that reminds 

talkative people of the need for family privacy. This proverb also implies that the dichotomy 

between người nhà (‘family people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’) is centred on the element 

nhà (‘house/home’): trong nhà (‘in the house, at home’) versus ngoài ngõ (‘outside, in the 

street’), making the family a distinctive interactional setting: 
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[F4.14] Trong nhà chưa tỏ ngoài ngõ đã hay. 

 in house not.yet clear out street already know 

 ‘It is not yet clear at home, but outside they are already in the know.’ 

Moreover, interactions with người nhà (‘house/family people’) provide experience 

and/or models for people to socially interact with outsiders. In a setting involving family 

interactions, parents play a very important role in teaching children interpersonal skills: 

[F4.15] Mẹ dạy thì con khéo bố dạy thì con khôn. 

 mother teach COP child clever father teach COP child wise 

 ‘Children who are properly taught by parents behave well.’ 

Awareness of the distinction between interactions with family members and interactions 

with non-family people is heavily linked with the Vietnamese mindfulness of family tradition 

and reputation. The Vietnamese notions of mặt/thể diện (‘face’) are not only related to the 

honour of an individual, but extend to the prestige and values of the family and/or community 

with which the individual is identified (H. Vu, 2002). This is, again, indicative of the 

influence of the cultural values of collective spirit and preference for harmony, as well as of 

the cultural understandings of the categorical boundary between người nhà (‘family people’) 

and người ngoài (‘outsiders’). This consciousness helps minimise the risk of mang tiếng 

(‘bearing [negative] reputation’) or mất mặt (‘losing face’). 

4.5.2	  NGƯỜI	  NGOÀI	  (‘OUTSIDERS’)	  

As the counterpart of người nhà (‘family people’), the category of người ngoài (‘outsiders’) 

encompasses all people with whom a person does not have family ties. This is  consonant 

with the definition of người ngoài (‘outsiders’) in the Vietnamese dictionary as “people who 

do not belong to one’s family” ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 2013). 

It is no exaggeration to say that the great majority of Vietnamese people’s social 

interactions take place with người ngoài (‘outsiders’), and the cultural schema quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) is therefore primarily relevant to the conceptualisation of interpersonal 

networks with non-family people. This social category is broad in its reach, allowing 

networks within it to vary greatly. In particular, the ‘knowledge’ one has about người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’) varies from one individual to another. As a result, interactional outcomes among 

người ngoài (‘outsiders’) enormously depend on their mutual understanding and the length of 

time over which their quan hệ (‘relationship’) has developed.  
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It is perhaps worth restating that the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) is qualified 

by the mutual knowledge people acquire through the period of time they spend with each 

other. The emphasis on shared experience and on the model provided by family interactions 

affects the nature of people’s attitudes towards interpersonal relationships. In other words, 

Vietnamese interactants, based on their knowledge about others, determine their behaviour 

with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) in situ. The following explication describes the Vietnamese 

way of conceptualising người ngoài (‘outsiders’). 

[E4.3]	  người	  ngoài	  (‘outsiders’)	  
	   people	  think	  about	  người	  ngoài	  (‘outsiders’)	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   these	  people	  are	  not	  my	  người	  nhà	  (‘family	  people’)	  	   EXPERIENTIAL	  BASE	  
	   	   I	  know	  some	  of	  these	  people	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  some	  things	  about	  them,	  like	  these	  people	  know	  some	  things	  about	  me	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  know	  some	  other	  people,	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  many	  things	  to	  some	  of	  these	  people,	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCES
	   	   I	  can	  do	  many	  things	  with	  some	  of	  these	  people,	  
	   I	  can’t	  say	  anything	  to	  some	  other	  people	  
	  (c)	   I	  know	  that	  these	  people	  think	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	   MUTUALITY	  

Since người ngoài (‘outsiders’) is a broad social category, it can comprise both people 

who have known each other for some time and people who have not had any interaction, as 

indicated in section (a) of [E4.3]. This implies a further distinction between ‘known’ people 

and ‘unknown’ people (i.e., the distinction between người quen (‘acquaintances’) and even 

người lạ (‘strangers’), discussed shortly). The separation between ‘known’ people and 

‘unknown’ people is clearly evident in the findings of the VMS. Respondents emphasised the 

importance of quan hệ (‘relationship’) by figuring out the oppositional dimensions in their 

relationship: the degrees of intimacy versus the distance between interlocutors. Due to the 

broadness of người ngoài (‘outsiders’), people belonging to this social category have to make 

decisions about their involvement in a possible interaction, as captured in section (b). Section 

(c) implies a conceivable mutuality among outsiders in conceptualising người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’). 

Notwithstanding the possibility of not engaging with người ngoài (‘outsiders’), 

Vietnamese often choose to say something that can be seen as indicative of their compliance 

with the cultural value of preference for harmony. As one Vietnamese saying has it: 

[F4.16] Lời chào cao hơn mâm cỗ. 

 Words greet high more feast 

 ‘Exchanging a greeting is more valuable than giving a big feast.’ 
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Nonetheless, an interaction with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) requires a profound awareness 

of the mutual understanding between interactants. In other words, the choice to interact with 

người ngoài (‘outsiders’) is based on two important factors: mutual knowledge and longevity 

of the relationship. The following cultural script captures the idea of interacting with người 

ngoài (‘outsiders’): 

[S4.3]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  interacting	  with	  người	  ngoài	  (‘outsiders’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  one	  of	  the	  người	  ngoài	  (‘outsiders’),	  it	  is	  often	  good	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   if	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  
(b)	   when	  I	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	   INTERACTION	  POSSIBILITY	  
	   	   I	  can’t	  not	  think	  about	  these	  things:	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  much	  I	  know	  about	  this	  someone	   Mutual	  knowledge	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  long	  I	  know	  this	  someone	   Longgevity	  of	  the	  relationship	  
(c)	   when	  I	  think	  about	  these	  things,	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCES
	   	   I	  can	  know	  what	  I	  can	  say	  to	  this	  someone,	  	  
	   	   I	  can	  know	  what	  I	  can’t	  say	  to	  this	  someone	  
(d)	   I	  don’t	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  because	  I	  say	  something	  	   HARMONY	  EXPECTATION	  

 Interacting with người ngoài (‘outsiders’), albeit optional, requires prudence once the 

decision to interact is made. This is indicated through the phrase ‘I can’t not think’ in section 

(b) of Script [S4.3]. This section also acknowledges (through ‘mutual knowledge’ and 

‘longevity of the relationship’) the distinctions of intimacy and distance in relationships 

mentioned by VMS respondents.  

What is more, it is the separation between the ‘known’ and the ‘unknown’ that pinpoints 

two different subcategories of people within người ngoài (‘outsiders’), namely, người lạ 

(‘strangers’) and người quen (‘known people/acquaintances’)6. These are discussed in the 

sections to follow. 

4.5.3	  TYPES	  OF	  NGƯỜI	  NGOÀI	  (‘OUTSIDERS’)	  

In the VMS responses, respondents accepted that much of their everyday communication is 

with non-family members. The terms for non-family people that were mentioned most 

frequently in the VMS data included bạn ([peer] ‘friends’), người thân (‘close people’), 

người quen (‘acquaintances’) and even người lạ (‘strangers’). These terms are, in essence, 

different labels for người ngoài (‘outsiders’) from different angles. As mentioned, the 

distinction between the ‘known’ and the ‘unknown’ allows categorising người ngoài 

                                                
6 Henceforth, this subcategory will be glossed as ‘acquaintances’ for short, but it is not necessarily equivalent to 

English notions of acquaintainces. 
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(‘outsiders’) into người quen (‘acquaintances’) and người lạ (‘strangers’), whereas reliance 

on the longevity of the relationship enables one to further divide the acquaintances into a 

smaller group, namely, người thân (‘close people’). In addition, people in the same age range 

within an established relationship make up a group referred to as bạn ([peer] ‘friends’). 

NGƯỜI	  LẠ	  (‘STRANGERS’)	  

In face-to-face interactions, Vietnamese speakers have been contradictorily characterised as 

thích giao tiếp (‘talk preferring’) and rụt rè (‘timid’) (Phan, 1998; T. Tran, 1996) but this 

makes sense insofar as the Vietnamese value of collective spirit posits a distinct separation 

between ‘known’ people and ‘unknown’, or strangers, in social networks (T. Tran, 1996). 

Vietnamese people are thích giao tiếp (‘talk preferring’) with people they know and rụt rè 

(‘timid’) in contact with strangers. 

From a Vietnamese perspective, người lạ (‘strangers’) are people one has never talked to 

face-to-face, although some of those people could be described as nhìn quen quen (‘look 

familiar’). This is comparable to the Chinese way of categorising shēngrén (‘strangers’) 

discussed in Ye (2004). Vietnamese people tend to think that verbal interactions with người 

lạ (‘strangers’) are unnecessary. This is documented in folk data: 

[F4.17] Bà con khó xin đừng bỏ. 

 relative difficult please don’t abandon 

 Kẻ lạ dầu sang cũng chớ theo. 

 stranger though rich PRT don’t follow 

 ‘Don’t abandon relatives however poor they are. 

Don’t follow strangers however rich they are.’ 

The saying places strong emphasis on family relatedness in opposition with người lạ 

(‘strangers’) who are often referred to in Vietnamese folk life as người dưng nước lã (‘plain-

watered strangers’). The following is an explication for the concept of người lạ (‘strangers’): 

[E4.4]	  	  người	  lạ	  (‘stranger’)	  
	   if	  someone	  is	  a	  người	  lạ,	  people	  can	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   	   I	  don’t	  know	  this	  someone	   EXPERIENTIAL	  BASE	  
	   	   I	  know	  very	  few	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  	  
	   	   	   (because	  I	  didn’t	  say	  anything	  to	  this	  someone	  before)	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  don’t	  say	  things	  to	  this	  someone	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   like	  people	  often	  say	  things	  to	  other	  people	  when	  they	  know	  them	   	  
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Section (a) of [E4.4] defines a người lạ (‘stranger’) as ‘someone I don’t know’ as a result 

of a lack of any prior experience: 

	   	   I	  know	  very	  few	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  	  
	   	   	   (because	  I	  didn’t	  say	  anything	  to	  this	  someone	  before)	  

Therefore, người lạ (‘strangers’) usually have no interactions. Nonetheless, section (b) 

suggests that an interaction with người lạ (‘strangers’) is possible, as indicated through the 

phrase ‘it is good if I don’t …’ (cf. the mandatory phrase ‘I can’t …’). This is because, in 

reality, there are circumstances in which complete strangers do start a conversation. 

However, it is important that people should be aware of the limits of interaction with 

strangers. Accordingly, the boundary between người lạ (‘strangers’) and người quen 

(‘acquaintances’) is vague. As human relationships evolve, there is a progressive 

development in the state of quan hệ (‘relationship’). Người lạ (‘strangers’) can become người 

quen (acquaintances’) after repeated contact, as reflected in the following proverb: 

[F4.18] Trước lạ sau quen. 

 before strange after acquainted 

 ‘Strangers first, acquaintances later’ 

Talking to each other is, undoubtedly, a pleasant way to develop relationships. In such 

circumstances, a ‘familiar look’ is likely to be a perfect reason for people to make 

acquaintances without timidity, as expressed in the Vietnamese folk belief in [F4.19]: 

[F4.19] Dao năng liếc thì sắc người năng chào thì quen. 

 knife often sharpen COP sharp people often greet COP acquainted 

 ‘The more often people interact, the more familiar they become.’ 

This helps explain the alleged characteristic of thích giao tiếp (‘talk preferring’), as 

discussed in T. Tran (1996). More to the point, these người lạ (‘strangers’) are actually not-

yet-acquainted people rather than ‘strangers’ as per usual gloss. The following cultural script 

for trước lạ, sau quen (‘strangers first, acquaintances later’) explicates the cultural norm of 

getting to know a stranger.  

[S4.4]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  trước	  lạ,	  sau	  quen	  (‘strangers	  first,	  acquaintances	  later’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  a	  	  người	  lạ	  (‘a	  stranger’)	  in	  one	  place,	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  
(b)	   I	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  this	  someone	  says	  something	  to	  me	   MAKING	  ACQUAINTANCE	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  can	  know	  something	  about	  this	  someone,	  this	  someone	   	  
	   	   	   can	  know	  something	  about	  me	   	  
(c)	   after	  this	  time,	  if	  I	  am	  with	  this	  someone	  in	  one	  place,	   RELATIONSHIP	  ESTABLISHMENT	  
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	   	   I	  can	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  this	  someone	  can	   	  	  
	   	   	   say	  something	  to	  me,	  	  
(d)	   if	  it	  happens	  like	  this	  for	  many	  times,	  I	  can	  think	  like	  this:	   CATEGORY	  SHIFT	  
	   	   this	  someone	  is	  not	  người	  lạ	  (‘stranger’)	  any	  more	   	  

At the beginning of the relationship, the interactants are strangers, as marked in section 

(a). Section (b) describes a possible verbal interaction between them. If the interaction recurs, 

a relationship is established, as described in section (c), resulting in a shift in social 

categorisation from người lạ (‘strangers’) to người quen (‘known people/acquaintances’), as 

in section (d). This cultural script not only reflects the cultural characteristic thích giao tiếp 

(‘talk preferring’), but also shows the borderline between người lạ (‘strangers’) and người 

quen (‘acquaintances’). This begs two questions as to who could be part of the category 

người quen (‘acquaintances’) and whether all người quen (‘acquaintances’) are the same in 

nature. 

NGƯỜI	  QUEN	  (‘ACQUAINTANCES’)	  

The status change from người lạ (‘strangers’) to relationship-established người quen 

(‘acquaintances’) depends on the frequency of verbal interactions between the interlocutors 

and the mutual ‘knowledge’ gained through their frequent talk. This is indicated in a response 

by a survey participant:  

If we are acquaintances, I need to consider how much I know about that person – I 

mean, the degree of intimacy between us. This is decided by the time length we’ve 

got to know each other. (VMS_M2.9) 

The wide range of người quen (‘acquaintances’) in Vietnamese interpersonal networks 

implies that this subcategory is highly diversified with several variants characterised by the 

quality of their quan hệ (‘relationship’).  

[E4.5]	  người	  quen	  (‘acquaintances’)	  
	   if	  someone	  is	  a	  người	  quen	  (‘acquaintance’),	  I	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   some	  time	  before,	  I	  said	  some	  things	  to	  this	  someone	   EXPERIENTIAL	  BASE	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  know	  some	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  
	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  don’t	  know	  some	  other	  things	  about	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  am	  with	  this	  someone,	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   I	  can	  say	  some	  things	  to	  this	  someone,	  this	  someone	  
	   	   	   can	  say	  some	  things	  to	  me	  
(c)	   I	  know	  that	  this	  someone	  thinks	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	   MUTUALITY	  

In [E4.5], section (a) sets the scene for a relationship-dependent judgement. That 

judgement ultimately depends on the mutual knowledge developed through previous 
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interactions. Taking this ‘experiential base’ as a starting point, an interactant can make one’s 

decision about the interaction, for example, whether it is long or short, what is said and how it 

is said. 

Interactions between người quen (‘acquaintances’) can range from an exchange about 

shared activities and interests to simply a civil greeting, depending on how the involved 

people perceive their relationships. This suggests that several variants exist in this 

subcategory, possibly with overlap between them.  

In the previous chapter, it was suggested that the labels bạn (‘friends’) and đồng nghiệp 

(‘colleagues’), referring to two groups of people, be adopted as Vietnamese culture-specific 

molecules. The explications of these two molecules indicate that there is frequent contact 

between people within the groups. For this reason, bạn (‘friends’) and đồng nghiệp 

(‘colleagues’) are indeed variants of the subcategory người quen (‘acquaintances’). 

Regarding bạn (‘friends’), they are ‘peer’ người quen (‘acquaintances’). They are united on 

the basis of shared interests and activities and the level of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), another 

important cultural schema that will be elaborated in Section 4.6 to follow. As far as đồng 

nghiệp (‘colleagues’) are concerned, the relationship is predicated on a shared job. Đồng 

nghiệp (‘colleagues’) are thus người quen (‘acquaintances’) in the workplace. In other words, 

bạn (‘friends’) and đồng nghiệp (‘colleagues’) are social variants in the subcategory người 

quen (‘acquaintances’). 

To many people, some of the người quen (‘acquaintances’) are closer than others, 

making the relationship grade as being close in contrast with being distant. This is arguably a 

psychological division based on the sentiment and attitude that people have towards each 

other in their quan hệ (‘relationship’). As mentioned earlier, the elements such as tính cách 

(‘personality’) and sở thích (‘interest’) contribute to moving people closer or driving them 

apart, enabling their relationship to be either harmonious or tense. The degree of intimacy and 

the harmonious relationship maintained for a long period of time help create a group of 

people within người quen (‘acquaintances’), namely người thân (‘close people’). This group 

can be conceptualised as in explication [E4.6] that follows. In this explication, section (a) 

shows that the relationship among người thân (‘close people’) is developed on the basis of 

long lasting trust and respect, and therefore, people in such a relationship can be treated in 

many similar ways to người nhà (‘family people’). Section (b) describes the interaction with 

người thân (‘close people’). Keeping in mind that người thân (‘close people’) are still non-

family people (as they are not confined to under-the-same-roof). Thus, no matter how close, 
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the assumptions underlying interaction with người thân (‘close people’) are not the same as 

interaction among family members. This is indicated through the word ‘sometimes’.  

[E4.6]	  người	  thân	  (‘close	  people’)	  
	   if	  someone	  is	  a	  người	  thân	  (‘close	  person’),	  I	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   I	  know	  this	  someone	  well,	  this	  someone	  knows	  me	  well	   EXPERIENTIAL	  BASE
	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  this	  someone,	   	  
	   	   this	  someone	  feels	  something	  good	  towards	  me	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  sometimes	  I	  can	  say	  many	  things	  to	  this	  someone,	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   sometimes	  I	  can	  do	  many	  things	  with	  this	  someone	  	  
(c)	   I	  know	  this	  someone	  thinks	  about	  me	  in	  the	  same	  way	   MUTUALITY	  

Vietnamese người thân (‘close people’) is somewhat comparable to the Chinese zìjĭrén 

(‘insider’/one of us’), discussed in Ye (2004). The difference is that while the length of time 

and harmony play a role in Vietnamese người thân (‘close people’), Chinese zìjĭrén 

(‘insider’/one of us’) is, according to Ye (2004), confined to a shared place of origin, or a 

kind of sameness, which is labelled tóng (‘fellow’) in several Chinese compounds such as 

tóngshì (‘same career/colleague’) and tóngxiang (‘fellow villager/townsman’). In contrast, as 

discussed, Vietnamese đồng nghiệp (‘colleagues’) do not necessarily develop an intimate 

relationship. On account of these differences, the term người thân (‘close people’) does not 

really designate a social category like the Chinese zìjĭrén (‘insider’/one of us’). More to the 

point, this group is argued to be a psychological variable of người quen (‘acquaintances’) 

depending on the feeling and attitude shown towards each other by people within the group.  

Moreover, closeness within relationships among bạn (‘friends’) or đồng nghiệp 

(‘colleagues’) can vary according to circumstances: some friends or colleagues are more 

intimate than others and thus they consider each other as người thân (‘close people’). There is 

thus an overlap between the social variables and psychological variables in the subcategory 

người quen (‘acquaintances’). 

In summary, in their social cognition about quan hệ (‘relationship’), Vietnamese people 

tend to work in terms of social categories. The main dichotomy is between người nhà 

(‘family people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’). Relationships with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) 

are further characterised by two subcategories, namely người lạ (‘strangers’) and người quen 

(‘acquaintances’). In dealing with người quen (‘acquaintances’), interactants pay attention to 

the degree of closeness, the mutual “knowledge” developed over time, and similarities in age 

and/or social standing, as well as shared interests and activities. (Also relevant is the 

conceptualisation of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), which will be discussed shortly.) The process of 

categorising social groups can be visualised in Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2 Categorising social groups in Vietnamese quan hệ (‘relationship’) 

Despite the importance of thinking about quan hệ (‘relationship’) as the social basis for 

Vietnamese interaction, it is, of course, not the sole crux of daily communication. A massive 

81% of the VMS respondents stated that thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) also plays a crucial role in their 

interactions. This indicates that thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) should be as equally important a 

cultural schema as quan hệ (‘relationship’) in the cultural logic of Vietnamese interaction. 

4.6	  THE	  CULTURAL	  SCHEMA	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

Previous studies (Luong, 1987, 1990; A. N. Pham, 2009; H. Vu, 1997) have highlighted the 

significance of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’, French hiérarchie) in Vietnamese interactions. The 

concept thứ bậc (thứ = order, bậc = ranking) is defined in Vietnamese dictionaries as the 

social organisation of people into order and rank with reference to determinants such as 

relative age and social standing. Notwithstanding the meaning of ‘ranking’ in certain specific 

domains (such as competitions) and notwithstanding a workplace power dimension, thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’) is commonly conceived in terms of age difference (T. Tran, 1996). In 

Vietnamese thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), a greater emphasis is placed on age, which amounts to 

seniority, thus bringing authority, wisdom and due respect, than on other social factors. Based 

on this commonly held assumption, it is anticipated that Vietnamese thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is 

potentially different from the concept ‘hierarchy’ in other cultures. 

Categorising 
social groups

•người nhà (‘family people’)
•người ngoài (‘outsiders)

Sub-
categorising 
người ngoài

•người lạ (‘strangers’)
•người quen (‘acquaintances’)

Variables of
người quen

•người thân (‘close people’) - intimate relationship
•bạn (‘friends’) - peer người quen (‘acquaintances’)
•đồng nghiệp (‘colleagues’) - người quen
(‘acquaintances’) in the workplace

•other acquaintainces
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In this section, the meaning of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) will be first elaborated, using NSM 

reductive paraphrases. The cultural norms and social skills associated with thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’) will be explored to reinforce the argument that thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is a system 

of cultural information, or a cultural schema, available for thinking about socially and/or 

morally acceptable behaviour in interactions. 

4.6.1	  METAPRAGMATIC	  UNDERSTANDING	  OF	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

Whereas quan hệ (‘relationship’) functions as a social basis for Vietnamese inteaction, thứ 

bậc (‘hierarchy’) is its most salient normative basis. In an ordinary social interaction, a 

Vietnamese speaker is positioned in one of three levels of interactional standing in relation to 

the other: older, younger, or peer. These age-related interactional standings are integral to the 

conceptualisation of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), as presented in the following explication.  

[E4.7]	  Thứ	  bậc	  (‘hierarchy’)	  
(a)	   at	  many	  times	  it	  is	  like	  this:	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   I	  am	  with	  someone	  for	  some	  time	  
	   	   I	  am	  not	  part	  of	  the	  same	  family	  [m]	  as	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  	  
	   	   	   with	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  I	  can’t	  not	  think	  like	  this:	   COGNITIVE	  PROCESS	  
	   	   if	  this	  someone	  was	  born	  [m]	  before	  me,	  this	  someone	  is	  someone	   Older	  age	  group	  
	   	   	   above	  me,	  like	  someone	  above	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   if	  this	  someone	  was	  born	  [m]	  after	  me,	  this	  someone	  is	  someone	  below	   Younger	  age	  group	  
	   	   	   me,	  like	  someone	  below	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   if	  this	  someone	  was	  born	  [m]	  in	  the	  same	  year	  [m]	  as	  me,	  this	  someone	   Peer	  group	  
	   	   	   is	  not	  someone	  above	  me,	  this	  someone	  is	  not	  someone	  below	  me,	  this	  
	   	   	   	   someone	  is	  someone	  like	  me	  
(c)	   when	  I	  think	  like	  this,	  I	  can	  know	  well	  about	  these	  things:	   SOCIAL	  KNOWLEDGE	  
	   	   I	  know	  what	  words	  I	  can	  say	  to	  this	  someone	  about	  this	  someone	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  how	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone	  	  
	   	   I	  know	  how	  to	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone	  

While in the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) the emphasis is placed on what 

people know and think about others, the emphasis in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is on what people 

are expected to say and do depending on their interactional ‘place’ in relation to others. 

Therefore, section (a) (the ‘social scenario’) in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is different from that in 

quan hệ (‘relationship’). Thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is practised when there is a need for actual 

interaction: 

	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  with	  this	  someone	  
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This results in a cognitive process that prepares an interactant for his/her participation. In 

this process an interactant self-positions in a hierarchy with reference to the other interactant. 

This is stated in section (b) of [E4.7], with its three levels. It is important to note in section 

(b) that the speaker’s family serves as a yardstick in the conceptualisation of hierarchical 

levels for older and younger interactants. In speech practice, this is most clearly seen in the 

choice of address terms. The choice is based on comparability with a relationship involving a 

family member, especially in the case of interactants in a higher or lower age range. This is 

indicated through the phrases ‘like someone above/below me in my family’. This self-

positioning is normative for culturally accepted attitudes and behaviour, as reflected in the 

folk cultural norm in [F4.20]: 

[F4.20] Tiên học lễ hậu học văn. 

 first learn rituals later learn literature  

 ‘Learn to behave properly first, then acquire knowledge.’ 

The conceptualisation of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) provides the basis (i.e., the hierarchy-

based social knowledge) for interactants to work out their appropriate verbal behaviour. This 

is indicated in section (c). The social knowledge stated in this section is related to a system of 

folk ‘rituals’, namely, lễ phép (‘ritual rules/respect’), underpinning several cultural norms. 

This system of rituals informs several aspects of Vietnamese cultural life. Yet in the 

following discussion the focus is on the praxis of lễ phép (‘ritual rules/respect’) in verbal 

interactions. 

4.6.2	  LỄ	  PHÉP	  (‘RESPECTFULNESS’)	  AS	  A	  MANIFESTATION	  OF	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

Lễ phép 7  (‘respectfulness’) is the most important part of lễ (‘ritual’) in Vietnamese. It 

originated from the concept lĭ in Confucian ideology. Lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) is one of the 

most significant normative contributors to verbal behaviour in Vietnamese. Although it is 

often loosely conceived by many Vietnamese people as showing respect to elder people, in 

fact, it comprises a broader set of social and moral norms and attitudes for interpersonal 

relationships. Lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) is exercised on the basis of three collocations 

involving trọng8  (‘esteem’): kính trọng (‘veneration’), tôn trọng (‘respect’) and tự trọng 

(‘self-esteem’) (L. Ho, 1996; Ta, 2009).  

                                                
7 lễ (Chinese lĭ) means “ritual”; phép is “rule”; lễ phép is a series of rules for proper behaviours. 
8 trọng literally means ‘emphasis on’ or ‘attention to’. 
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Kính trọng (‘veneration’) is defined as a kind of respect felt towards a person for his/her 

values, including life experience, contribution, knowledge and talent ("Tự điển Tiếng Việt," 

2013). In everyday life, kính trọng (‘veneration’) is often clearly seen through the way 

Vietnamese people behave towards elders. Kính trọng (‘veneration’) towards elders is an 

indicator of the belief entrenched in Confucian philosophy of a cause-effect relationship with 

long life: 

[F4.21] Kính lão đắc thọ. 

 respect  old obtain long.life  

 ‘If you respect old people, you will live long.’ 

Vietnamese kính trọng (‘veneration’) felt to the older people appears to be similar to the 

Korean attitude towards noin (‘old people’), as described by Yoon (2004). Apart from old 

people, some groups of Vietnamese, in spite of being young, are entitled to public kính trọng 

(‘veneration’) for their professional contributions. This explains why VMS respondents cited 

nghề nghiệp (‘occupation/profession’) as a consideration in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). This 

consideration will be taken up again in Section 4.6.4. 

While kính trọng (‘veneration’) is ritualistically normative, tôn trọng (‘respect’) and tự 

trọng (‘self-esteem’) tend to be strategic and negotiated. They are two further interdependent 

dimensions of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). Tôn trọng (‘respect’) in Vietnamese is often thought 

of as respect shown to people in a higher age range or with a higher social status. It is defined 

in Vietnamese dictionaries as esteem or consideration shown to the other interactant ("Tự 

điển Tiếng Việt," 2013), which implies that people in a higher age range or with a higher 

social status are not the only ones to be treated with respect. In addition, tôn trọng (‘respect’) 

is intertwined with tự trọng (‘self-esteem’), which is the attempt to preserve one’s individual 

‘face’ (including honour and reputation). In consequence, the management of lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’) in Vietnamese speech practice is a two-way affair. That is to say, younger 

people are required to show tôn trọng (‘respect’) to the older, but equally the older 

interactants are expected to behave well towards the younger, as a good example for the 

younger to follow to secure tự trọng (‘self-esteem’). This two-way form of respect is 

manifested in a folk principle of behaviour, which is one of the most fundamental social 

precepts of Vietnamese: 

  



 

91 

 

[F4.22] Kính trên nhường dưới. 

 respect above yield below 

 ‘Respect the older, yield to the younger.’ 

This principle shows the culture-specificity of the Vietnamese approach to respectful 

behaviour: a mutuality of respect. Since Vietnamese culture is emotion-based, harmony-

preferred and yin-oriented, lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) must be mutually practised. The 

difference in the practice of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) is ultimately due to orientations 

towards the interlocutor: the older or the younger. 

The Vietnamese principle of behaviour kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield 

to the younger’) is articulated in the following two cultural scripts. Both of them are primarily 

connected with attitudes, that is with thinking and feeling, rather than with saying and doing. 

[S4.6a]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  kính	  trên	  (‘respect	  the	  older’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	  	   at	  many	  times,	  when	  I	  am	  with	  someone,	  if	  this	  someone	  was	  born	  [m]	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   before	  me,	  I	  can’t	  not	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	   	  
(b)	   this	  someone	  is	  someone	  above	  me	   DEFINING	  HIERARCHY	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  something	  good	  about	  this	  someone,	  like	  I	  think	  about	   Attitude	  
	   	   	   someone	  above	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  this	  someone	   Respect	  

The dimension ‘respect the older’ is thought of as obligatory. This is displayed through 

the phrase ‘I can’t not think’ in section (a) of Script [S4.6a]. Behaviour to elders is thus 

recommended through the phrase ‘it is good if …’ in section (b). In Script [S4.6b], in 

contrast, the dimension ‘yield to the younger’ is considered as a good way of thinking, which 

is reflected in the phrase ‘it is good if I think like this’ in section (a). 

[S4.6b]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  nhường	  dưới	  (‘yield	  to	  the	  younger’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	  	   at	  many	  times,	  when	  I	  am	  with	  someone,	  if	  this	  someone	  was	  born	  [m]	   SOCIAL	  SCENARIO	  
	   	   after	  me,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(b)	   this	  someone	  is	  someone	  below	  me,	  	   DEFINING	  HIERARCHY	  
	   	   I	  can	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  this	  someone,	  	   Attitude	  
	   	   	   like	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  someone	  below	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
(c)	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  think	  something	  good	  about	  me,	   Due	  respect	  
	   	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  me	  	   	  

The attitude of yielding to the younger, as presented in section (b), is voluntary, as 

indicated in the phrase ‘I can …’. This attitude towards the younger can be expressed in 

speech practice through forms of endearment. It represents the consideration that an elder 

person feels towards a younger one. In showing this consideration, the elder also shows 

his/her expectation for respect, as captured in section (c) through the phrase ‘I want …’. 
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The behavioural principle kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield to the 

younger’) is symptomatic of the influence exercised by both normative Confucian philosophy 

and egalitarian French courtesy. This implies that Vietnamese thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is not as 

vertically distinctive as comparable hierarchy concepts in other Asian cultures. Moreover, the 

levels in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) are relatively simple when compared to the complicated 

Japanese counterpart: a vertical hierarchy in which  one’s position varies from meue (‘higher-

ranking, superior’), meshita (‘lower-ranking, subordinate’), to senpai (‘senior’) and so on 

(Haugh, 2005, p. 46). The next issue is how lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), as well as kính trên 

nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield to the younger’), is realised in verbal interactions. 

4.6.3	  CULTURAL	  SCRIPTS	  FOR	  NORMS	  AND	  SKILLS	  IN	  LỄ	  PHÉP	  (‘RESPECTFULNESS’)	  

Research into Vietnamese politeness (Ta, 2009; H. Vu, 1997) has asserted that lễ phép 

(‘proper behaviour’) is one of the most important constituents of politeness in Vietnamese 

(Ta, 2009), which is manipulated through a set of norms and skills, namely, đúng mực 

(‘propriety’), khiêm nhường (‘humility’) and khôn khéo (‘tact’) (H. Vu, 1997). These are 

dimensions of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) in Vietnamese interactions. 

The normative dimension of kính trọng (‘veneration’) in Vietnamese lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’) requires the interactant to be attentive to đúng mực (‘propriety’). 

Compliance with đúng mực (‘propriety’) shows one’s awareness of the concept of mặt/thể 

diện (‘face’) from both the older and the younger interactants. This is displayed in section (a) 

of Script [S4.7]. Moreover, đúng mực (‘propriety’) is indicative of one’s awareness of both 

quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). This is reflected in section (b), which 

captures the proper use of person reference terms and/or expressions that display appropriate 

respect towards the other interactant, such as honorifics and sentence-final particles. (This 

will be discussed more extensively in Section 4.6.4).	  

[S4.7]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  đúng	  mực	  (‘propriety’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  someone	  above	  me,	  I	  can’t	  not	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  think	  something	  bad	  about	  me	   DESIRE	  FOR	  ‘FACE’	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  when	  I	  say	  
	   	   	   something	  to	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   I	  can’t	  not	  say	  some	  words	  about	  this	  someone	  to	  this	  someone,	  	   Proper	  reference	  term	  
	   	   	   like	  the	  words	  I	  say	  about	  someone	  above	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	   Expression	  of	  respect	  
	   	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	  
(c)	   it	  is	  very	  bad	  if	  I	  don’t	  think	  like	  this,	  	   SOCIAL	  EVALUATION	  
	   	   because	  other	  people	  can	  think	  something	  very	  bad	  about	  me	   	  
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The cultural norm đúng mực (‘propriety’) is connected with public judgements of the 

reputation and morals of the interactants and of their families. A violation of the norm is 

likely to result in negative evaluations, such as vô lễ (‘disrespectful’) and mất dạy 

(‘uneducated’). Such evaluations threaten both the self-esteem of an individual and the 

reputation of the family, since lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) is indicative of the family 

upbringing. This is clearly indicated in section (c) of Script [S4.7]. 

Although đúng mực (‘propriety’) is a normative rule of behaviour in general, in practice 

it is mainly focussed on the role of a younger interactant. When conforming to the principle 

kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield to the younger’), older interactants comply 

with the norm khiêm nhường (‘humility’). Khiêm nhường (‘humility’) is an interesting 

cultural norm, being both normative and strategic. It not only represents a socially expected 

standard for interactions with younger people, but also hints at a tactful skill in maintaining 

relationship for the sake of preference for harmony. The social cognition behind khiêm 

nhường (‘humility’) is captured in the following cultural scripts: 

[S4.8]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  khiêm	  nhường	  (‘humility’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  someone	  below	  me,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this:	  	   DESIRE	  FOR	  ‘FACE’	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  towards	  me	   	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  think	  something	  bad	  about	  me	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  this	  someone,	   FEELINGS	  AND	  ATTITUDES	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  I	  think	  about	  someone	  	  
	   	   	   below	  me	  in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
	   	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  know	  this	  
(c)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  can	  say	  it	  in	  the	  same	  way	  as	  I	  say	  it	  to	  someone	  below	  me	  
	   	   	   in	  my	  family	  [m]	  
(d)	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this,	   SOCIAL	  EVALUATION	  
	   	   because	  other	  people	  can	  think	  something	  good	  about	  me	  

As explained, Vietnamese people are sensitive to mang tiếng (‘bearing [negative] 

reputation’) and mất mặt (‘losing face’). The motivation for one’s compliance with the norm 

khiêm nhường (‘humility’) in Script [S4.8] is therefore the desire for ‘face’, as expressed in 

section (a). To avoid the risk of the loss of ‘face’, an older interactant is expected to project 

positive feelings and attitudes as shown in section (b), and display proper verbal behaviour 

towards the junior, as stated in section (c). Whereas an act against the norm đúng mực 

(‘propriety’) is socially judged as being ‘very bad’, as captured in Script [S4.7], an older 

interactant’s compliance with khiêm nhường (‘humility’) is likely to ‘polish’ his/her self-

image in the public eye and to sustain self-esteem. As a Vietnamese proverb has it: 
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[F4.23] Làm anh làm ả thì ngã mặt lên. 

 do brother do sister COP lay face up 

 ‘As a brother or sister, uphold the face.’ 

Literally, the proverb advises older people to show generosity to younger people, but it 

applies by implication to anyone in an interactionally ‘higher place’. In Vietnamese social 

cognition, being khiêm nhường is not associated with ‘lowering’ oneself. Even in situations 

where an older speaker uses bạn (‘friend’) as the second person address term to a younger 

speaker (as mentioned in Chapter 3), the younger speaker is expected to comply with đúng 

mực (‘propriety’) and to show due respect. In other words, under no circumstances should the 

younger speaker treat the older as a peer. He or she must follow the traditional address terms 

for older people to maintain thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and not to threaten the older speaker’s 

‘face’ and dignity. It is worth noting that there is a risk of a younger interactant’s violation of 

thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) when an elder conforms to khiêm nhường (‘humility’). This is described 

in folk experience as follows: 

[F4.24] Cá mè một lứa 

 carp one brook 

 ‘All in one rank.’ 

This proverb reminds interactants about a state of disorder, where no distinction is made 

between the elder and younger, a situation in which both interlocutors risk losing their tự 

trọng (‘self-esteem’). For this reason, Vietnamese folk experience also reminds older 

interactants to be mindful of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and act as exemplars for younger people: 

[F4.25] Người trên đứng đắn kẻ dưới dám nhờn 

 people above earnest people below dare impertinent 

 ‘If the older is earnest,  how does the younger dare to be disrespectful?’ 

The earnestness recommended in this proverb is verbally displayed via the older 

interactant’s use of tôi (‘I’), a neutral form of address for first person in lieu of the casual 

self-address forms used in age-asymmetric interaction. Furthermore, showing earnestness to 

younger interactants is, to a certain degree, regarded as a collective obligation with a view to 

teaching good manners to the younger generation, as per the following proverb:  
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[F4.26] Muốn tròn phải có khuôn muốn vuông phải có thước. 

 want round must have mould want square must have ruler 

 ‘There must be standards to cultivate etiquette in younger people.’ 

Arguably, the Vietnamese norm khiêm nhường (‘humility’) is simply a way of 

minimising oneself without elevating the other. This makes it different from its Chinese and 

Japanese counterparts (Gu, 1990; Lebra, 2004). Vietnamese khiêm nhường (‘humility’) 

appears to be a skill of impression management that helps create an amiable interaction for 

the sake of harmony. 

In the cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), there is another level of standing, namely, 

peer level. When the interactants have equal participant roles in an interaction, the 

dimensions đúng mực (‘propriety’) and khiêm nhường (‘humility’) become less important 

although it is still recommended that they be considered. In peer interactions, the norm in 

focus is khôn khéo (‘tact’)9, which can be seen as an experiential skill both taught in the 

family and developed through one’s exposure to and experience in daily speech practice. It is 

also the cultural norm and social skill that is mentioned most in the folk data. Khôn khéo 

(‘tact’) is exhibited not only in careful choice of language and content, but also in decisions 

about the amount of information and the manner of delivery:  

[F4.27] Nói hay hơn hay nói10. 

 say beautiful more frequent say 

 ‘Speaking convincingly is better than speaking frequently.’ 

Khôn khéo (‘tact’) is not just the ability to say or do things without upsetting the hearer. 

It is also an ability to make good decisions when dealing with situations. It should be noted 

that compliance with this norm is expected in all interactions (i.e., in both peer and age-

asymmetric interactions), but above all in interactions among peers. In the following cultural 

script, the applicability of khôn khéo (‘tact’) is not restricted to a particular kind of 

interaction. 

                                                
9 This norm is termed khéo léo (‘tact’) in H. Vu (1997). However, khéo léo is more related to the skill of one’s 

hands. In the present study, the term khôn khéo (‘tact’) was selected based on the frequency of the individual 

elements khôn (‘wise’) and khéo (‘sensible’) in folk data and on its meaning which is more related to the 

strategy in mind. 
10 This proverb is rhetorically punned over the homonymy of the Vietnamese word hay (‘good/interesting’ as an 

adjective vs. ‘frequently’ as an adverb). 
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[S4.9]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  khôn	  khéo	  (‘tact’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  someone,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   DESIRE	  FOR	  ‘FACE’	  
	   	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  think	  something	  good	  about	  me,	  
	   	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  me	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	   INTERACTION	  CONSEQUENCE	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  well	  about	  these	  things:	  
	   	   	   -‐	  what	  I	  can	  say	  to	  this	  someone	   content	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  I	  can	  say	  it	  to	  this	  someone	  	   manner	  of	  delivery	  
	   	   	   -‐	  how	  much	  I	  can	  say	  about	  it	  to	  this	  someone	   amount	  of	  information	  
(c)	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this,	   SOCIAL	  EVALUATION	  
	   	   because	  other	  people	  can	  think	  something	  good	  about	  me	  

Section (a) describes one’s wants of being positively valued in interactions. Section (b) 

describes the ‘interaction consequence’, including a thoughtful plan for what is to be said and 

done when one practises khôn khéo (‘tact’). In Vietnamese, the practice of khôn khéo (‘tact’), 

as well as compliance with other norms in lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), serves to solicit the 

esteem (Vietnamese trọng) in the system of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), since the way a person 

performs communicative activities can be seen as a sign to evaluate him/her, as stated in a 

folk saying: 

[F4.28] Chuông kêu thử tiếng người ngoan thử lời. 

 bell ring test sound people wise test words 

 ‘To value a bell, listen to its sound, to value a person, listen to his words.’ 

Like khiêm nhường (‘humility’), khôn khéo (‘tact’), is not entirely normative in this 

regard. Thus, whether or not khôn khéo (‘tact’) is shown and to what extent it is shown will 

depend on the interactant’s choice. There is no negative attitude towards someone who is not 

tactful (or who does not want to show ‘tact’). Therefore, as expressed in the ‘social 

evaluation’ component, compliance with the norm is recommended rather than enforced:  

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this,	   	  
	   	   because	  other	  people	  can	  think	  something	  good	  about	  me	  

This is very different from the condemnation of non-compliance built into the cultural script 

for đúng mực (‘propriety’).  

At this point, it should perhaps be emphasised that the three norms in lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’) are interconnected and interdependent, making interactions culturally 

pleasant. Nonetheless, as pointed out, for a particular interactional participant, one norm 

could be given priority over others. Another notable point is that since khôn khéo (‘tact’) and 

khiêm nhường (‘humility’) can also be considered to be social skills, it is not always easy to 
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enact them. Furthermore, an excessive exhibition of khôn khéo (‘tact’) and/or khiêm nhường 

(‘humility’) could be regarded as insincerity, especially in interactions with peers. 

As explained, Vietnamese interpersonal relationships are based on mutual 

understandings developed over time. Among peers, where thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is not very 

significant, khôn khéo (‘tact’) is still practised based on relationships. There are two 

tendencies. Talk can be either open and frank (among peer friends who have a close and 

long-established relationship) or cautious and competitive (among peers who observe as 

certain distance). The overt style of communication among peer friends is evident in the use 

of casual person reference terms and, sometimes, in the way they make fun of each other. 

Part of this style of communication can be found in peer friends’ responses to inaccurate 

information (see Chapter 6). The other way of communicating among peers, which is 

relatively competitive, emphasises the individual and/or collective reputation and strong 

wants of being positively valued: 

[F4.29] Xấu che tốt khoe. 

 bad hide good show 

 ‘Hide the bad, show the good.’ 

This way of communicating creates an image of a competitive ‘face-seeking’ 

Vietnamese interactant, who perhaps appears insincere in the eye of the outsider. Although 

the present study did not produce any data for this communication style, this attitude can be 

argued to be the outcome of a collectivist culture, where one is put under psychological 

pressure to be a good member and to do good things for collective pride. This is a 

psychological aspect of peer interaction that is worthy of more investigation. 

In addition to the traditional practice of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), for which relative age is 

the primary parameter, there are certain social variables that make the manifestation of thứ 

bậc (‘hierarchy’) somewhat sophisticated. 

4.6.4	  OCCUPATIONS	  AS	  PARAMETERS	  FOR	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

The Vietnamese cultural values of collective spirit and preference for harmony urge people to 

be attentive to several other sociolinguistic variables. One of the variables that strongly 

informs the compliance with thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is the occupation of the interactant. This 

can be seen in the fact that nearly half the VMS respondents mentioned occupation as an 

important issue in their interactions. 
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In Vietnamese culture, education and intellectual accomplishment is highly valued, so 

much that some occupations are regarded as ‘high-ranking’ or ‘noble’. They are known to 

Vietnamese as nghề cao quý (‘noble occupation’). Families that have people working in 

certain fields are honoured accordingly. The desire for honour and positive reputation can 

also be a spur to encourage learning, as reflected in folk experience: 

[F4.30] Thua thầy một vạn không bằng thua bạn một li. 

 lose teacher one ten.thousand not equal.to lose friend one thing 

 ‘Not knowing the ten thousand things a teacher knows is not as shameful as not 

knowing one thing a friend knows.’ 

This proverb, in addition, highlights the importance of thầy (‘teacher/expert’). This 

important cultural word is applicable to those who are regarded as knowledgeable people 

whose duty is to inspire or help other people in some ways. Collocational combinations of 

this word are thầy giáo (‘[male] teacher’), thầy phán (‘court clerk’), thầy pháp (‘magician’), 

thầy thuốc (‘doctor’), thầy tu (‘priest/monk’), and so on. In modern Vietnamese, only two of 

these words, namely, thầy giáo (‘[male] teacher’) and thầy thuốc (‘doctor’), are still in 

common use. Both professions remain symbolically honoured, especially the teaching 

profession. In interactions with these professionals, people often pay more attention to their 

contributions to society than to age differences. This is because Vietnamese believe that: 

[F4.31] Một chữ cũng là thầy nửa chữ cũng là thầy. 

 one word PRT COP teacher half word PRT COP teacher 

 ‘Even one who teaches you one word is your teacher.’ 

It is even natural to hear Vietnamese parents addressing their children’s school teacher as 

if the teacher were their own teacher, by using thầy/cô (‘[male] teacher/[female] teacher’) as 

second reference term and em (‘younger sibling/pupil’) as first person term. This way of 

speaking comes from the respect felt towards teachers as depicted in the Vietnamese folk 

saying in [F4.32]:  

[F4.32] Muốn con hay chữ thì yêu lấy thầy. 

 want child good word COP love with teacher 

 ‘Respect the teacher if you want your children to be knowledgeable.’ 

In short, there are some ‘noble’ occupations in Vietnamese culture that normatively 

require people to show respect. This occupation consciousness in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) can be 

conceptualised as follows: 
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[S4.10]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  occupation-‐consciousness	  in	  thứ	  bậc	  (‘hierarchy’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   people	  of	  some	  kinds	  do	  many	  very	  good	  things	  for	  other	  people	   “NOBLE	  OCCUPATION”	  
	   	   teachers	  [m]	  are	  like	  this,	  
	   	   doctors	  [m]	  are	  like	  this	  
	   there	  are	  very	  few	  people	  like	  this	   	  
(b)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  someone	  like	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  like	  this:	   RITUALISED	  ATTITUDE	  
	   	   many	  people	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  this	  someone,	  
	   	   many	  people	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  this	  someone,	  
	   	   many	  people	  say	  very	  good	  words	  about	  this	  someone	  to	  this	  someone,	  
	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  can’t	  not	  do	  the	  same.	  

Section (a) of the script describes the ‘noble occupation’ as that of a selected few people 

in society. Section (b) spells out the public attitude towards people exercising these 

occupations and emphasises an individual’s ritualised attitude in interacting with these 

professionals as a normative expectation. This is indicated through the phrase ‘I can’t not do 

the same’. The component ‘many people say very good words about this someone to this 

someone’ implies a way of showing kính trọng (‘veneration’) through language. 

The venerable attitude to be shown to people exercising a particular occupation, in line 

with the general expectation of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), can involve the use of a variety of 

linguistic forms other than address terms. Two other ways to display it involve the use of 

honorifics and/or sentence-final particles. In the next sections, these aspects of language will 

be explained. 

THE	  USE	  OF	  HONORIFICS	  TO	  DISPLAY	  AWARENESS	  OF	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

In Vietnamese linguistic routines, the word for a ‘noble occupation’ (and words for some 

social standings, such as sếp (‘boss/chief’), as well) can be used as a second person reference 

term, provided it is preceded by an expression of kính ngữ (‘respect language/honorific’). By 

using this type of expression, the speaker implies that the addressee is high ranking and 

deserves respect. In circumstances like this one, age difference becomes secondary.  

It is important to briefly acknowledge the complexity of honorification in the construct 

of culturally accepted verbal behaviour in the present study. There should be, of necessity, 

more research into these issues in their own right since the Vietnamese conception of ‘noble’ 

occupations and the honorifics that manifest occupation-related thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) are 

somewhat sophisticated. 

According to Cook (2011), research into the use of honorifics has been based on three 

theoretical views: honorifics as a negative politeness strategy, honorifics as a manifestation of 
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discernment, and honorifics as linguistic resources for co-constructing social 

relations/relationships. In Vietnamese, as in other Asian cultures, honorific expressions are 

linguistic signs indexing the speaker’s judgement and/or awareness of the higher ranking of 

an addressee, as regulated by prevailing cultural norms, and hence are a manifestation of 

discernment. Whereas the honorifics are usually conveyed by affixes that occur mainly with 

nouns and verbs in languages such as Japanese (Pizziconi, 2011) and Korean (Yoon, 2004), 

Vietnamese honorifics mainly take the form of different second or third person reference 

terms, such as ngài (‘Sir-2&3SG’, high ranking officials, priests and monks) and cụ 

(‘venerable-2 &3SG’, very old person). Honorifics are also expressed by addition of thưa and 

bạch11 to a second person reference term, with the whole phrase lending itself to use as a 

vocative at the beginning of an utterance. The awareness of honorifics in Vietnamese can be 

articulated in the following cultural script: 

[S4.11]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  honorific	  awareness	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   if	  someone	  is	  someone	  above	  me,	  I	  think	  about	  this	  someone	  like	  this:	   RITUALISED	  ATTITUDE	  
	   	   many	  people	  can	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  this	  someone	  
	   	   many	  people	  can	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  am	  with	  someone	  like	  this	   HIERARCHY	  AWARENESS	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  think	  the	  same	  about	  this	  someone,	  it	  is	  good	  
	   	   	   if	  I	  feel	  the	  same	  towards	  this	  someone	  
(c)	   because	  of	  this,	  when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  this	  someone,	  	   USE	  OF	  HONORIFICS	  IN	  INTERACTION
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  some	  very	  good	  things	  (with	  some	  very	  good	  words,	   	  
	   	   	   not	  with	  other	  words)	  about	  this	  someone	  to	  this	  someone	  
	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	  
	   	   	   “I	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  you	  
	   	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you”	  
(d)	   if	  I	  don’t	  say	  these	  very	  good	  things,	  this	  someone	  can	  feel	  something	  bad	   SOCIAL	  EVALUATION	  
	   other	  people	  can	  think	  something	  very	  bad	  about	  me	  because	  of	  this	  

In this script, section (a) generalises the ritualised attitude towards some high-ranking 

people who deserve honorifics. Section (b) indicates that an individual should follow the 

rituals (an indicator of collective spirit). Section (c) focusses on the use of honorifics, 

including index awareness of social/relational difference and statuses. These are expressed in 

some Vietnamese words that imply thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), as mentioned, and thus captured by 

the components: 

	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  some	  very	  good	  things	  (with	  some	  very	  good	  words,	   	  
	   	   	   not	  with	  other	  words)	  about	  this	  someone	  to	  this	  someone,	  

                                                
11 Bạch is rare and mainly used in religious setting. 
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Section (d) is a reflection on the violation of the general rule. It shows that the awareness 

of correct honorific usage is not just a strategy for interaction, it is a norm because the respect 

due to people of certain occupations is a matter of conventional societal respect. 

The most common honorific expression in Vietnamese is thưa (HON), which was found 

in the Discourse Production Survey (DPS) data. The combination “thưa + 2SG/PL” often 

occurs at the beginning of an utterance, functioning as an honorific vocative. In such a 

context, the usage of first person reference terms is unaffected, the choice depending on 

whether the speaker is older or younger. If the speaker is younger, he/she follows the 

normative address system in Vietnamese. If the speaker is older, he/she usually adopts the 

neutral tôi (‘I’). Script [S4.12] is a first attempt to portray the expressive meaning underlying 

the word thưa (HON). In particular, section (a) describes the norm underlying the use of thưa 

(HON) when talking with high-ranking people. Section (b) explains the messages that thưa 

(HON) conveys.  

[S4.12]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  using	  thưa	  (HON)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  someone,	  if	  this	  someone	  is	  someone	  above	  me,	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  “thưa”	  to	  this	  someone	  before	  I	  say	  something	  else	  
(b)	   when	  I	  say	  say	  this	  word,	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	  
	   	   “I	  know	  that	  you	  are	  someone	  above	  me	  
	   	   I	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  you	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	  
	   	   I	  can’t	  not	  say	  this	  word	  because	  of	  this” 

The honorific forms are more commonly used in formal situations. They sometimes 

indicate a distance between the interlocutors. In less formal situations, Vietnamese speakers 

show their respect to elders and consideration and/or endearment through the use of sentence-

final particles. These are powerful words that help communicate more than what is said in the 

sentence.  

THE	  USE	  OF	  PARTICLES	  TO	  DISPLAY	  AWARENESS	  OF	  THỨ	  BẬC	  (‘HIERARCHY’)	  

In the data for the DPS, the respondents generally included several particles in their projected 

utterances. Two particles appear to be strongly connected with the cultural schema thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’), in particular with the principle kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield 

to the younger’), namely, ạ and à.  

The Vietnamese particle ạ is used by a younger interactant when saying something to an 

older interactant as a sign of respect to index thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) between the interlocutors. 

Whereas thưa (HON) is used as a formulaic expression and in formal situations, the sentence-
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final particle ạ is often used in informal situations, showing more intimacy and conveying a 

message that ‘I say this with respect’. As a first approximation, the respect in the use of ạ can 

be captured in the following cultural script. 

[S4.13]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  using	  the	  sentence-‐final	  particle	  ạ	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  someone,	  if	  this	  someone	  is	  someone	  above	  me,	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  “ạ”	  after	  I	  say	  it	  to	  this	  someone,	  
(b)	   when	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this,	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	  
	   	   “I	  know	  that	  you	  are	  someone	  above	  me	  
	   	   I	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  you	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  am	  with	  you”	  

Respect shown towards an older interactant through the use of the sentence-final particle 

ạ differs in two ways from respect shown through the use of thưa (HON) in Script [S4.12]. 

First, as shown in section (a), these words of respect occupy different slots. While the 

honorific expression thưa is used before the speaker says anything else, the sentence-final 

particle ạ is used at the end. Second, the distance and the intimacy are clearly shown in the 

last component of section (b). With thưa (HON), the speaker is required to say it (‘I can’t not 

say this word because of this’), while the speaker who actively uses ạ (PRT) mainly shows 

his/her appreciation of the other. Consistent with this, there are instances where a speaker 

combines thưa (HON) and ạ (PRT) in semi-formal situations such as classroom discussions 

and weekly workplace briefings. 

Whereas, in formal situations, thưa (HON) is the expected expression utilised by the 

younger or less important interactant (hence, due respect), there is no complementary 

expression expected to be used by the older or more important interactant. In informal 

situations, however, the older interactant can use à (PRT) to the younger. This particle 

arguably shows the speaker’s consideration and/or endearment in the sense of nhường dưới 

(‘yield to the younger’) and is indicative of an awareness of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). The 

following script is, again, a first approximation of the use of the particle à: 

[S4.14]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  using	  sentence-‐final	  particle	  à	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
(a)	   when	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  someone,	  if	  this	  someone	  is	  someone	  below	  me,	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  “à”	  after	  I	  say	  it	  to	  this	  someone	  
(b)	   when	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this,	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	  
	   	   “I	  think	  something	  good	  about	  you	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  you”	  
(c)	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  this	  someone	  is	  with	  me	  
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The attitude in section (b) is one of consideration for the younger interactant (cf. the 

attitude of respect presented in Script [S4.13], where it is expressed as ‘very good’). This 

attitude is indicated through the phrases: 

	   	   I	  think	  something	  good	  about	  you	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  you	  

It is likely that this attitude originates from the desire for face and the practice of khôn 

khéo (‘tact’) and khiêm nhường (‘humility’), as discussed previously. The last component 

indicates this desire for impression management:  

	   I	  want	  this	  someone	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  this	  someone	  is	  with	  me	  

The approximate cultural scripts for honorifics and sentence-final particles presented in 

this section are relevant to the analysis of the speech act complex of disagreement in chapters 

6 and 7, where these cultural scripts are taken as a priori components in the cultural scripts 

for expressing disagreement in Vietnamese. Specifically, they will be referred to as 

something very good’ or ‘very good words’ for the honorific expression thưa and the particle 

ạ and ‘some good words’ for particle à. 

Although quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) are the most significant, 

cultural schemas in Vietnamese interaction, there are of course others, but they can only be 

mentioned briefly here.  

4.7	  OTHER	  CULTURAL	  ISSUES	  IN	  THE	  VIETNAMESE	  CULTURAL	  LOGIC	  

Some other cultural issues also arose in the VMS. These issues included personality and 

shared interests (accounting for 30% and 16% of responses, respectively). This was to be 

expected since these two factors, as discussed, contribute to the development of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’). In addition, some of the VMS respondents (14%) mentioned facial features 

and/or dress style. An interesting point about Vietnamese cultural conceptualisations is the 

belief that dress style is indicative of people’s specific background. Folk data also has a 

saying that indicates this emotion-based experience in the judgement of interpersonal 

relationships: 

[F4.33] Quen sợ dạ lạ sợ áo quần. 

 acquaintances fear heart strangers fear clothes 

 ‘Acquaintances are judged through sentiment, strangers through appearance.’ 
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This confidence in a superficial evaluation based on appearance, which has been 

scientifically proven to be unreliable, can be found in several items in the folk data, 

especially, those related to the facial features. For example, 

[F4.34] Khôn ngoan hiện ra mặt què quặt hiện chân tay. 

 wise display out face disable display leg arm 

 ‘Wise people can be told from the look, disabled from the limbs.’ 

It is likely that the long-standing agricultural societal organisation and emotion-based 

collectivist lifestyle of the Vietnamese people have affected the folk cultural values and 

beliefs. In modern Vietnamese life, factors such as people’s facial features and dress style 

have not been taken seriously in relationship development. 

Furthermore, the topic of conversation was also mentioned by some VMS respondents. 

This factor is both universal and culture-specific. Universally, the importance of topic of 

conversation is well established in the communication literature (Dunbar, Marriott, & 

Duncan, 1997; Moerman, 1988). In particular, in Vietnamese culture, where fifty-four ethnic 

groups with different religions are living together, the topic of conversation is greatly affected 

by the ethnicity and religion of the conversational participants. Their precise roles, however, 

are particular to individual conversations and context-dependent. This is unlikely to be fully 

understood without close observation of naturally occurring speech. 

4.8	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  

This chapter has sought to provide a culturally-anchored understanding of the cultural logic 

of Vietnamese interactions. Through the analysis of folk data and survey data in tandem and 

the support of extant cultural commentary literature, the chapter has achieved several main 

outcomes. Two important cultural schemas, namely, quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’), were identified. These two systems of cultural information are proposed as the 

main social and moral bases that influence Vietnamese verbal behaviour.  

As a social basis for Vietnamese verbal behaviour, the cultural schema quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) is intertwined with the conceptualisation of social categories in Vietnamese 

interpersonal relationships. The elaboration of the dichotomy between người nhà (‘family 

people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’), though echoing the social categorisation of other East 

Asian cultures such as Chinese, shows some cultural specificities, in particular, the use of nhà 
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(‘house’) as category delimitation. Other psycho/sociolinguistic variables associated with the 

cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’) were also discussed. 

Regarding thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), the elucidation of this cultural schema has revealed 

interesting aspects of pragmatics. The division of hierarchy into three levels with special 

reference to relative age is culture-specific. The moral basis associated with thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’) that underpins Vietnamese verbal behaviour is lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). This 

set of ritualised rules is a reconciliation between the mandatory norms and social skills that 

help with impression management. 

The cultural logic of interaction that has been discussed helps shed light on Vietnamese 

cultural conceptualisations. It constitutes an overarching basis for understanding the 

ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese, which has comprehensively helped disclose the cultural 

motives for Vietnamese verbal behaviour. The cultural logic that has been laid bare provides 

the theoretical framework for the analysis of practical speech events. Although the cultural 

concepts presented in this chapter are not necessarily culture-unique, the way Vietnamese 

people conceive them, and perhaps, enact them in speech practice, is specifically Vietnamese. 

There are, no doubt, interesting cross-cultural differences to be further explored in future 

research. 
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CHAPTER	  5	  

AN	  NSM-‐‑ASSISTED	  FRAMEWORK	  FOR	  ANALYSING	  

DISAGREEMENT	  IN	  VIETNAMESE	  

“It is of great consequence to have previously determined the concept that one wants to elucidate 

through observation before questioning experience about it; for one finds in experience what one 

needs only if one knows in advance what to look for.” 

(Immanuel Kant) 

5.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

The elaboration of the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions (as presented in Chapter 4) 

has shown that Vietnamese cultural life is not simply reciprocal. The alleged pressure to 

maintain harmony does not prevent Vietnamese speakers from expressing views that are 

different, or oppositional, to those of their conversational partners. Indeed, expressing 

disagreement is an indispensable part of Vietnamese speech practice. However, Vietnamese 

speakers conceptualise the act of disagreement in their own ways. 

The aim in this chapter is to lay the groundwork for definitional clarity and 

terminological consistency for the formulation of Vietnamese cultural scripts that will follow 

in Chapters 6 and 7, which illuminate how the cultural logic of interaction influences the 

ways Vietnamese speakers think about disagreement. To this end, it first undertakes a 

meaning-based examination of disagreement-related phraseology in Vietnamese. It then 

provides a justification for reconceptualising disagreement in Vietnamese as involving an 

important distinction between disagreement over content accuracy and disagreement with an 

evaluation so that the cultural nuances of disagreement in Vietnamese are fully accounted for. 

Finally, it shows how data from the Discourse Production Survey (DPS) can be coded in an 

NSM-assisted analytical framework, characterising functional units that carry particular 

disagreement-related messages. This framework is utilised in the development of the cultural 

scripts for expressing disagreement in Chapters 6 and 7. 
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5.2	  RECONCEPTUALISING	  DISAGREEMENT	  IN	  VIETNAMESE	  

The act of disagreement has been studied in several fields. According to the particular goals 

of each field, different aspects of disagreement have been examined, as pointed out by Scott 

(1998, pp. 9-10): 

Disagreements, in various manifestations, have been reached by scholars from a 

variety of fields. Legal scholars have investigated disputes which have reached the 

court systems, international scholars have examined international conflicts and wars, 

rhetoricians and logicians have reached the presentation of arguments, sociologists 

and psychologists have studied the social and individual variables influencing 

conflict, and communication specialists and linguists have studied such things as 

speech act moves and the sequencing of disagreement in institutional settings and in 

everyday conversations. These aspects examined of disagreements have been as 

diverse as the goals of these many disciplines. 

As a result of being studied in several fields, disagreement has been described using a 

multitude of terms, including arguing (Muntigl & Turnbull, 1998), argument (Schiffrin, 

1984), disagreeing (Kieu, 2006; Pomerantz, 1984), and disagreement (Heritage, 2002; 

LoCastro, 1987; Pomerantz, 1975; Walkinshaw, 2009), to mention only a few. The use of 

these various terms “reflects the underlying variation in the concepts explored, as well as a 

lack of consensus on the choice of a cover term in the field” (Scott, 1998, p. 12). In 

interlanguage pragmatics and conversation analysis, disagreement has been used both as a 

term for a speech act (Beebe & Takahashi, 1989; García, 1989; Gardner, 2000; Kieu, 2006; 

Pomerantz, 1984), and as a component in the semantic formulae of other speech acts (M. 

Nguyen, 2005; Pomerantz, 1978; G. Q. Tran, 2010). This has resulted in less attention being 

paid to the speech act of disagreement per se, compared with other speech acts such as 

request, apology, and compliment. 

As far as disagreement in Vietnamese is concerned, there has been no linguistic study of 

this speech act in its own right, with the exception of Vo (2013). Nor has there been any 

discussion characterising disagreement in Vietnamese, hence the value of the following 

discussion that looks into the semantics of Vietnamese disagreement from a phraseological 

perspective. 
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5.2.1	   THE	   SEMANTICS	   OF	   VIETNAMESE	   KHÔNG	   ĐỒNG	   Ý	   (‘DISAGREE’)	   AND	   SỰ	   BẤT	  

ĐỒNG	  (‘DISAGREEMENT’)	  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, one of the characteristics of the Vietnamese language is that its 

words are single affix-free entities. Thus, while the English verb disagree results from the 

addition of the prefix dis- to the base form agree, there is no single word in Vietnamese that 

is equivalent in meaning. The closest corresponding meaning requires a combination of 

words: không đồng ý (‘not same content’). It might seem, from the negative form không 

(‘not’) in this phrase, that the notion of ‘disagreeing’ in Vietnamese is explicitly oppositional. 

However, in the Vietnamese conceptualisation of disagreement, không đồng ý (‘not same 

content’) is not necessarily oppositional: the negative form không (‘not’) combined with đồng 

(‘same’) suggests difference rather than opposition. This is evident in the structure of the 

nominal form sự bất đồng (CLF not same), which is equivalent to the English noun 

disagreement. The classifier sự indicates an event or state of affairs, and bất is a Sino-

Vietnamese word that is equivalent to không (‘not’). Sự bất đồng (‘disagreement’) 

encompasses both the act of disagreeing and the circumstances (indicated by means of the 

classifier sự) that generates the difference in content. 

A closer look at the phrase không đồng ý (‘not same content’) shows that it is built 

around the word form ý (‘content’). This hard-to-gloss word form plays an important role in 

the expression of disagreement in Vietnamese. It can designate something someone knows, 

something someone wants, something someone thinks about or something someone thinks is 

good or bad. Therefore, it has a wide range of collocational possibilities related to different 

NSM mental predicates, for example: 

•   KNOW ý thức (‘awareness’)  

•   WANT ý định (‘plan of action’), ý muốn (‘wants/desire’)  

•   THINK ý tưởng (‘idea’), ý niệm (‘notion’), ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’) 

In Vietnamese speech practice, the same phrase không đồng ý (‘not same content’) can 

be used to designate a situation in which differences between conversational participants 

either relate to asserted informational content or are a matter of evaluation. Therefore, the 

meaning of ý (‘content’) in không đồng ý (‘not same content’) is anchored and authenticated 

in a particular situation. This also influences the attitude towards the act of disagreeing, 

depending on whether the word form ý (‘content’) implies informational content or evaluative 

content, such as in an ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’). 
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The Vietnamese word ý (‘content’) generally conveys ‘content’ that can either provoke 

disagreement with respect to its perceived truth or falsity or lead to an evaluation of some 

situation or proposal in interaction. In instances of latter kind, ý (‘content’) can be interpreted 

as an ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’) or an ý định (‘plan of action’), in which case the form of ý 

(‘content’) includes an evaluative nuance. Ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’) is a form of 

assessment presented as a response to someone else’s ý (‘content’) or ý kiến 

(‘opinion/assessment’), while ý định (‘plan of action’) is something that a person thinks is 

good and plans to do, which calls for other people’s ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’). These 

differences in ý kiến (‘opinion/assessment’) in Vietnamese thus correspond to the types of 

disagreements (i.e., with an opinion or with an assessment), discussed in previous studies 

(Gardner, 2000; Heritage, 2002; Pomerantz, 1975). 

At the same time, the above phraseological observations suggest that disagreement in 

Vietnamese is partly culture-specific, and therefore different from disagreement as 

conceptualised in various pragmatic theories. In her first attempt to explicate English speech 

act verbs using a metalanguage deemed to be maximally culture-independent, Wierzbicka 

(1987, p. 128) viewed disagreement in English as a dual act: “to say what one thinks and to 

indicate that one doesn’t think the same as the earlier speaker.” 

	   I	  disagree	  
	   I	  know	  that	  person	  X	  thinks	  Y	  (because	  X	  said	  so)	  
	   I	  assume	  that	  X	  would	  want	  other	  people	  to	  say	  that	  they	  think	  the	  same	  
	   I	  say:	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  
	   I	  think	  Y	  is	  wrong	  
	   I	  assume	  X	  will	  understand	  that	  I	  have	  thought	  about	  it	  
	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  want	  to	  say	  what	  I	  think	  	  
	   	   and	  because	  I	  want	  to	  say	  that	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  as	  X	  

Wierzbicka’s (1987) explication of the English formula I disagree, included a reference 

to the external reality (a disapproving reaction to what someone has said) as well as to the 

internal thought (“I think Y is wrong”) and the assumptions (“I have thought about this”) of a 

speaker who says “I disagree”. More than 25 years later, the drawbacks of this explication are 

clear: they relate to the use of certain complex and untranslatable notions, such as ‘wrong’, 

‘understand’ and ‘assume’, and also to the use of complex syntax. In Vietnamese, the nearest 

equivalent to ‘wrong’ is sai (‘wrong/incorrect’), a lexical item that is polysemous. It can 

mean ‘inappropriate’ (with reference to a norm), ‘inaccurate’ (in a piece of information), or 

‘mismatching’ (in shape), not to mention a possible interpretation of illegality or immorality 

(i.e., wrongdoing) that might threaten a harmonious relationship between people. In 



 

111 

 

subsequent research, Wierzbicka (2002b) herself argued that the meaning of the word wrong 

is Anglo-specific. Wierzbicka (1987) also recognised that one does not necessarily use the 

formula I disagree in expressing disagreement in English because “to say ‘I disagree’ seems 

stronger, more antagonistic, than to say ‘I don’t think so’ although the utterance (‘I don’t 

think so’) can well be interpreted and reported as an act of disagreeing” (p. 128). 

The situation with respect to disagreement in Vietnamese is similar. This is evident from 

the fact that not one disagreement discourse elicited in the DPS contained the expression tôi 

không đồng ý (‘I disagree’). The discourses produced by the respondents can be segmented 

into different units of expression, suggesting different communicative acts. Based on the 

different interpretations of the form ý (‘content’) in the phrase không đồng ý (‘not same 

content’) and on the DPS data, the present study, following Vo (2013), proposes that a 

distinction be made between disagreement about information and disagreement about 

evaluative content; or to put it different, disagreement over content accuracy and 

disagreement with an evaluation. This dichotomy will be further discussed in Section 5.2.3. 

First (in Section 5.2.2), a broad definition of ‘disagreement’ will be discussed. 

5.2.2	  A	  DEFINITION	  OF	  ‘DISAGREEMENT’	  

As a matter of fact, disagreement has not been as rigorously classified in Searle’s (1976) 

taxonomy of speech acts as other types (e.g., requests as directives, apologies as expressives, 

etc.). This is because disagreement is always realised via an expression of opinion or 

assessment, or by offering information as a response to another previous speech act (Gardner, 

2000). 

By performing the act of disagreeing, the speaker not only commits the interlocutors to 

considering a new proposition, but also expresses a reaction to a previous proposition. In the 

present study, a distinction is made between ‘disagreeing’ and ‘disagreement’. The term 

disagreeing is used to describe an act of ‘saying’, that is, expressing different informational 

content or a different evaluative stance. The term disagreement refers to a situation or 

episode as a whole, where there are several constituent acts related to the informational 

content or the evaluative stance. As Angouri and Locher (2012) point out, the concept of 

‘disagreement’ is used in the literature as “an umbrella notion encompassing a range of acts, 

[…], which vary considerably in relation to their perceived effect on interaction” (p. 1549). 

For this reason, Sifianou (2012) suggests that “disagreement should be understood not as a 

single speech act, but as a situated activity interactionally managed by interlocutors” (p. 



 

112 

 

1557). In line with these arguments, Vo (2013) defines ‘disagreement’ in Vietnamese as a 

speech act complex (as mentioned in Chapter 1). The present study follows the same 

approach considering ‘disagreement’ as a sequence of several functional units that imply a 

difference in either informational content or evaluative stance between interactants in a 

situated activity. This definition is consonant with Sifianou’s (2012) definition inasmuch as 

disagreement is not a single communicative act, but a series of acts. However, the difference 

is that while Sifianou implies that disagreement is “interactionally managed”, the definition 

adopted in the present study allows an interpretation according to which disagreement can be 

a series of acts performed by a single interlocutor. This is evident in the survey data, which 

will be elaborated in Chapters 6 and 7. 

5.2.3	  TYPES	  OF	  DISAGREEMENT	  IN	  VIETNAMESE:	  A	  DICHOTOMY	  

This section spells out the argument for making a distinction between two types of 

disagreement in Vietnamese: disagreement over content accuracy (henceforth shortened as 

‘disagreement-1’) and disagreement with an evaluation (abbreviated as ‘disagreement-2’). 

Disagreement-1 is a response to the informational inaccuracy of a statement, while 

disagreement-2 broadly refers to a response to evaluative content, that is, different 

conceptions built around the notion of ý, including ý định (‘plan of action’), ý muốn (‘desire’) 

and ý kiến (opinion/assessment’).   

Although disagreement-1 is not new to the field as such, it has been relatively neglected. 

In previous studies on interlanguage pragmatics, it was conflated with disagreement-2 and 

treated as a strategy. Labels used to refer to it include explicit strategy (Beebe & Takahashi, 

1989) or strong denial strategy (García, 1989). In the present study, disagreement-1 and 

disagreement-2 are considered to be two distinct types of disagreement in Vietnamese speech 

practice in the light of the nuances of the form ý (‘content’), as discussed in Section 5.2.1. 

DISAGREEMENT	  OVER	  CONTENT	  ACCURACY	  

Disagreement over content accuracy (disagreement-1) is defined as a reaction to a piece of 

informational content, or a piece of ‘news’. This type of reaction was touched upon in 

Pomerantz’s (1975) discussion of assessment as a second turn to an act of informing, during 

which “a Recipient becomes informed of the ‘news’ which is delivered. A Recipient has 

orderly ways of showing that the ‘news’ is understood/misunderstood, agreed with/disagreed 

with, appreciated/disappreciated, etc.” (Pomerantz, 1975, p. 33). Apparently, accuracy can be 
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an aspect that calls for a reaction from the ‘Recipient’. However, Pomerantz (1975) only 

addressed “the procedures which Recipients of ‘news’ use in producing assessment” (p. 33) 

and left the informational state of the “news” itself untouched.  

In another study, Takahashi and Beebe (1993) considered any reaction to content 

inaccuracy to constitute an independent speech act, calling it ‘the speech act of correction’. 

Studies into ‘correction’ as a speech act include Doğançay-Aktuna and Kamışlı (2001) and 

Pishghadam and Kermanshahi (2011). The former focussed on the politeness markers 

Turkish speakers use when they performe the speech acts of ‘disagreement’ and ‘correction’ 

in status-unequal situations. However, Doğançay-Aktuna and Kamışlı (2001) did not make a 

clear distinction between disagreement and correction. Pishghadam and Kermanshahi (2011) 

examined ‘correction’ in the context of EFL classrooms. From a second language education 

perspective, correct is arguably a speech act verb but, from a wider perspective, it does not 

really qualify as a speech act verb, as it would be unusual to say (5.1): 

(5.1)  I hereby correct that the meeting will be at 3:00 PM tomorrow. 

Nor is correct an indirect speech act verb because a reporting sentence such as (5.2) 

would not be natural in English: 

(5.2)   “Actually, the meeting will be at 3:00 PM tomorrow,” she corrected. 

On the other hand, a description, as in (5.3), is acceptable. 

(5.3)  There are some errors in my report that need correction. 

To put it more accurately, ‘correction’ is no doubt a functional description of an 

utterance in a certain situation. Therefore, the speech act for a reaction to content accuracy 

should be broadly viewed as going beyond the label correction. 

In the light of recent theorising about disagreement (Angouri & Locher, 2012), 

‘correction’ is argued to be a component of disagreement-1. This type of disagreement 

deserves more weight and appropriate attention from researchers. This begs the question as to 

why accuracy is regarded as important in Vietnamese speech practice. A good account of this 

is likely to be found in the attitude towards verbal outcomes in Vietnamese speech culture. 

Vietnamese speakers consider verbal outcomes as a reflection of a speaker’s personality, or 

even more seriously, of his/her morality. Therefore, accuracy in talk is of great importance in 

a speaker’s interactions with the community. Words become part of life as reflected in folk 
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saying [F5.1]. As a result, accuracy of information is tied to the responsibility of a speaker. 

Giving accurate information is an expected good deed for one’s karma (cf. [F5.2]): 

[F5.1] Lời nói đọi máu 

Word say bowl blood 

‘A word is equal to a bowl of blood’ 

[F5.2] Ăn ngay nói thật, mọi tật mọi lành 

eat straight say true all illness all healthy 

‘Live honestly, all illness will be cured.’ 

Vietnamese folk sayings and proverbs are a summary of folk experiences and lessons for 

normative behaviour, especially the behaviour associated with one’s attempts to maintain and 

improve honour and reputation. In these pursuits, as explained in [F5.3], accuracy and 

credibility do matter: 

[F5.3] Một lần bất tín, vạn lần bất tin 

one time not trust ten.thousand time not believe 

‘Once you betray others’ trust, you’ll be distrusted ten thousand times later.’ 

It is not surprising that a majority of respondents in the Vietnamese Metapragmatic 

Survey (VMS), when asked to list folk sayings and proverbs that act as reminders of proper 

verbal behaviour, quoted several accuracy-related folk sayings and proverbs such as those 

above. Obviously, the norm of the accuracy as evidence for well-mannered behaviour is 

culturally anchored in Vietnamese consciousness. For this reason, it is natural that 

Vietnamese people straightforwardly show their disagreement if a given piece of information 

is not accurate or sufficiently precise. Vo (2013) proposes a preliminary cultural script for 

disagreement-1 as follows: 

Preliminary	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  
	   people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  someone	  says	  to	  me	  about	  something:	  	   INFORMATIONAL	  	  CONTENT	  
	   	   “it	  is	  like	  this”	   	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  I	  can	  say:	  	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   “(No),	  it	  can’t	  be	  like	  this”	   Negation	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  more:	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  	   Correction	  
	   	   I	  know	  something	  about	  this;	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  true.	   Evidence	  
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DISAGREEMENT	  WITH	  AN	  EVALUATION	  

Disagreement with an evaluation (disagreement-2) has drawn the attention of scholars in 

several linguistic subfields: Beebe and Takahashi (1989), García (1989), and Walkinshaw 

(2009) in interactional sociolinguistics; Heritage (2002), Muntigl and Turnbull (1998), and 

Pomerantz (1984) in conversation analysis, among others. In a recent contrastive study of 

disagreement in Vietnamese and in English, Kieu (2006) noted that Vietnamese speakers 

would often avoid direct disagreement by making more use of “delay devices”, “silences”, 

“downgrading prior assessment” and “agreement + disagreement format”, compared with 

strategies preferred by English speakers, such as “repair work”, “turn prefaces” and 

“backchannels” (pp. 150-151). What is more, in Kieu’s (2006) study, the Vietnamese data is 

said to be: 

[…] full of personal pronouns and kinship terms (both fictive and non-fictive use) 

deployed for self-reference or address. It is the appropriate use of particles, as well as 

person-referring terms that contribute much to the production of polite and socially 

acceptable disagreements (p. 151). 

On closer examination, Kieu’s description and classification of disagreement strategies, 

following the interlanguage pragmatics tradition, turns out to be rather slippery. First, it is not 

very helpful to describe ways of disagreement in terms of directness and indirectness, since, 

as Wierzbicka (1996, p. 319) has pointed out, these terms “prevent the detection of different 

cultural scripts involved and obscure the values associated with them.” Second, Kieu’s 

classification of strategies is also sometimes debatable, with many borderline cases. The 

following extract from Kieu (2006, p. 147) illustrates this point: 

B:  Nước ấy nó cũ::ng (0.5) kĩ thuật của nó cũng mạnh phết ấy. 

      (‘That country is also (0.5) its technology is also very powerful.’) 

H:  Ừ, kĩ thuật của nó thì cũng khá.  (‘Yeah, its technology is also rather good.’) 

With respect to the use of degree words, the fact that the second speaker toned down the 

first assessment from very to rather puts the strategy into the category of ‘downgrading prior 

assessment’. However, if the whole utterance is taken into account, it is obvious that the 

second speaker, by means of downtoning the degree words, partly agrees with the first 

speaker, while simultaneously implying a disagreement. Thus, it could also be seen as an 

‘agreement + disagreement’ strategy that could perhaps be captured in NSM as follows:  
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	   I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  in	  some	  ways,	  it	  is	  not	  good	  in	  all	  ways	   	  

To a certain extent, this small example shows that a metalanguage such as NSM can 

represent the expression of a disagreement without confusing analyst about which type of 

strategy it should be.  

Also in Kieu (2006), it is notable that ‘age’ was taken seriously by 62% of her survey 

respondents, and a large number of them gave due weight to the length of time one has 

known the co-conversant for. These two factors are in fact central parts of the cultural 

schemas of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and quan hệ (‘relationship’), respectively, as discussed in 

Chapter 4. Regrettably, these culture specificities were not well represented in the 

communicative strategy terms employed in Kieu’s study. Clearly, disagreement in 

Vietnamese should be further explored using more versatile methods without being 

constrained by the default list of strategies used in previous studies in interlanguage 

pragmatics. In the present study, ideas about how disagreement-2 is expressed across 

situations will be presented in different cultural scripts in Chapter 7, based on Vo’s (2013) 

preliminary script reproduced as follows: 

Preliminary	  cultural	  script	  for	  “Disagreement	  with	  an	  evaluation”12	  
	   people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  someone	  says	  to	  me	  about	  something:	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  I	  can’t	  say:	   DISAGREEMENT	  NORM	  1:	  	  “DON’TS”	  
	   	   I	  think	  it	  is	  not	  good	   	  
(c)	   I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  	   DISAGREEMENT	  NORM	  2:	  “DO’S”	  
	   	   maybe	  it	  is	  good	   Acknowledgement	  
(d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  say:	  maybe	  other	  things	  are	  good	   Alternative	  
(e)	   if	  it	  happens	  like	  this,	  this	  someone	  can	  not	  feel	  something	  bad;	   EXPECTATION	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  can	  feel	  something	  good	  
	  

5.3	  NSM-‐‑ASSISTED	  ANALYSIS	  OF	  THE	  DPS	  DATA	  

5.3.1	  FUNCTIONAL	  UNITS	  

Investigations into speech acts in interlanguage pragmatics and conversation analysis have 

shown that speech act utterances do not necessarily comply with the syntactic models 

presented in Searle (1976), but vary depending on the choice and preference of the speaker in 

a sequence of different single acts. In conversation analysis, the term sequence refers to a 

                                                
12 Note that labels of functional units in Vo’s (2013) are different from those discussed in this study. 
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sequential organisation of ‘turns’ involving different participants (Schegloff, 2007). Blum-

Kulka, House, and Kasper (1989), on the other hand, have used the term sequence in a 

different manner. In their influential project Cross-Cultural Study of Speech Act Realization 

Patterns (CCSARP), they developed a system of coding speech act utterances into patterns 

regardless of the potential for responses. Each pattern is a sequence of different acts, 

including Head Act (i.e., the central hard core of the sequence), and other Supportive Acts 

functioning as pre-sequence and post-sequence acts. 

The present study is based on the premise that disagreement discourses are composed of 

different constituents, that is, a complex of acts that together perform ‘disagreement’. The 

sequence of disagreement is considered in a similar vein to the coding adopted in CCSARP 

inasmuch as it looks into the organisation of different constituent components of the 

discourse produced by DPS respondents when enacting their potential disagreement in 

prompted scenarios. Each segment of a sequence that performs a different function is termed 

a functional unit. However, it is worth mentioning some basic differences with previous 

approaches. Firstly, while in the CCSARP project there is functional asymmetry between one 

act as a Head Act and others as Supportive Acts, in the present study the functional units have 

somewhat equal importance as constituents in the disagreement sequence, despite possible 

divisions into Pre-Disagreement, Disagreement and Post-Disagreement in sequence formulae 

and cultural scripts. This characteristic is language-specific to Vietnamese, a language with 

variable word order; moreover, DPS data has shown that although Vietnamese speakers may 

use the same constituents in their disagreement discourses, they tend to organise them in their 

own ways, thus communicating different attitudes embedded in the disagreement message. 

Secondly, some of the functional units in the present study, however functionally important 

they may be, cannot stand in their own right as a Head Act can do in the CCSARP studies. 

For example, in Chapter 6, the functional unit Correction is argued to be a core unit. Yet it 

cannot be considered as a Head Act because it is a mere piece of information (performing the 

act of informing) when it is detached from other surrounding functional units in the sequence. 

Another rationale for developing an alternative analytical framework for this study, instead of 

adopting the principles used in CCSARP, is that the terms Head Act and Supportive Act give 

the impression that a particular syntagm is assumed to be responsible for a particular speech 

act, while the present study maintains that these functional units combined in a sequence 

would perform the act of disagreeing, by communicating the speaker’s intended disagreement 

either explicitly or implicitly. 
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With respect to the labels in a disagreement sequence, several issues need to be taken 

into consideration. Previous studies into disagreement have outlined the sequence of 

disagreement using a wide range of components under several terms and with different 

approaches. For example, Beebe and Takahashi (1989) in their study into the performance of 

disagreement and chastisement between native English-speaking Americans and Japanese 

ESL speakers, generalised semantic formulae for disagreement discourses as follows: 

1. Explicit disagreement (e.g., “I don’t agree with you. I don’t think the plan will 

work well.”) 

2. Criticism (e.g., “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”) 

3. Suggestion (e.g., “I think you’ve put a lot of thought into this plan. And I 

appreciate that. I have a few ideas I’d like to toss out as well, so let’s set aside some 

time to go through this.”) 

4. Positive remark (e.g., “It has possibilities.”)  

5. Gratitude (e.g., “I really appreciate your giving so much thought to this matter.”) 

6. Empathy (e.g., “I recognise your concern, but …”) 

7. Token agreement (“Yes, but …”)  

8. Question (e.g., “How do you think it will work?”) 

(Beebe & Takahashi, 1989, pp. 206 - 210) 

Likewise, García (1989, pp. 305-315) investigated disagreement by native English-speaking 

Americans and Venezuelan ESL speakers through role plays from a stylistic perspective. She 

categorised disagreement into three categories of stylistic devices. Each stylistic device is 

made up of different semantic formulae: 

A.   Confrontational  

1.   Challenges, including downtoned challenge (e.g., “Are you sure you [do 

something]?”) and direct challenge (e.g., “I wasn’t making any noise last 

night. What kind of noise did they complain?”) 

2.   Refusing to cooperate (e.g., “Well, what can I do?”) 

3.   Order (e.g., “You’d better [do something]”) 

4.   Criticism of a third party (e.g., “I think she’s wrong.”) 

5.   Strong denial (e.g., “No, no way.”) 

B.   Non-confrontational 

1.   Downtoned suggestion (e.g., “Well, I’ll have to check again with her.”) 

2.   Giving reasons (e.g., “[I didn’t make any noise.] I was studying quietly.”)  

3.   Expressions of willingness to cooperate (e.g., “I will try to be quiet.”) 
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C.   Impersonal 

1.   Impersonal accusation (e.g., “I didn’t make any noise, maybe she heard 

someone else.”) 

2.   Impersonal denial (e.g., “There was no noise at all.”) 

Using a conversation analysis approach, Muntigl and Turnbull (1998) examined 

disagreement as part of the conversational structure in argument sequences. They 

characterised disagreement as second and third turns in an argument and grouped them into 

five types: 

1. Irrelevancy claim: an utterance following the first turn indicating its irrelevance 

(e.g., “You’re straying off topic.”) 

2. Challenge: an utterance in the form of a question showing disagreement to the 

previous turn (e.g., “Eh, how often do you hear[?]”) 

3. Contradiction: an utterance that negates what was expressed previously. For 

example:  

 T1: He thinks you guys hate him.  

 T2: I don’t hate him, I think. 

4. Counter-claim: an utterance as an alternative claim which does not necessarily 

contradict or challenge the previous claim (e.g., “Yeah, but I don’t like coming home 

alone because […]”) 

5. Act combinations: an utterance containing a Contradiction followed by a Counter 

Claim 

(Muntigl & Turnbull, 1998, pp. 228 - 236) 

It can be observed from these classification systems that different labels are sometimes 

used for the same strategy. For example, Token Agreement in Beebe and Takahashi (1989) is 

similar to Counter-claim in Muntigl and Turnbull (1998) since they both address the “Yes, 

but…” formula. Also, Question in Beebe and Takahashi’s (1989) schema corresponds to 

Challenge in García (1989) and Muntigl and Turnbull (1998). In regard to each individual 

strategy, there are considerable issues. In García (1989), the label Order appears to be 

forceful while the utterances, at least from the example she showed, tend to make a 

suggestion or a recommendation rather than to issue an order. An example from Beebe and 

Takahashi (1989) shows that their Suggestion goes in fact beyond the scope of a suggestion 

as a speech act.  
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e.g.,  I think you’ve put a lot of thought into this plan. And I appreciate that. I have a few 

ideas I’d like to toss out as well, so let’s set aside some time to go through this. 

This utterance, seen as a disagreement with an evaluation, is composed of a series of 

segments performing different functions: 

I think you’ve put a lot of thought into this plan.   COMMENT 

And I appreciate that.      APPRECIATION 

I have a few ideas I’d like to toss out as well,   ALTERNATIVE 

so let’s set aside some time to go through this.   SUGGESTION 

To ensure consistency with the data generated from the DPS, the present study will not 

adopt any of the labels above. Instead, it uses its own in descriptive terms to describe the 

functional units in Vietnamese disagreement complexes. These functional units will be re-

labelled to suit their contributions to forming the disagreement discourses in the DPS data, 

with reference to the previous categorisation of disagreement strategies and according to two 

types of disagreement. Each functional unit will be described in NSM to prepare the ground 

for the cultural scripts presented in Chapters 6 and 7. 

5.3.2	  NSM	  COMPONENTS	  FOR	  FUNCTIONAL	  UNITS	  IN	  DISAGREEMENT	  SEQUENCE	  

In a preliminary study on Vietnamese disagreements, Vo (2013) identified three important 

functional units of a disagreement-1: (i) Negation of the given content, (ii) Correction of 

information, and (iii) Evidence given to convince the addressee. However, none of them 

performs the role of a ‘Head Act’. Each functional unit in the sequence implies a difference 

in informational state. Moreover, it is not necessary for these three functional units to co-exist 

in a discourse of disagreement-1. With respect to disagreement-2, Vo (2013) did not point out 

the central parts of the sequence, but emphasised that the disagreement was fairly implicit. 

This is consistent with the DPS data obtained in the present study, in which Vietnamese 

speakers used several functional units to express their disagreement. Some of these functional 

units have been found in both disagreement-1 and disagreement-2, such as Suggestion, 

Reflection and Discontent. In the following, the common functional units in Vietnamese 

disagreements will be listed and explicated using NSM components. It should be noted that 

the NSM components are intended to serve as a basic framework and may not provide a 

complete explication or script. When these components are put together to formulate cultural 

scripts for expressing disagreement (as in Chapters 6 and 7), they will sometimes be adjusted 
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to fit into the overall structure of the script, as well as to ensure appropriate connection 

among the components. 

EVIDENCE	  	  

Evidence is a statement or segment that is used to convince the addressee of the reliability of 

a piece of information. It is one of the important constituents for disagreement-1. 

(5.4) Tao mới đọc báo sáng nay 

I just read newspaper morning this 

‘I just read the newspaper this morning.’ 

Generally, Evidence refers to a piece of information that the speaker has strong 

confidence in, as in (5.4), or a repeated action that guarantees the speaker’s informational 

correctness/truth, as in (5.5).  

(5.5) Ngày nào tôi cũng đi qua chỗ đó. 

day which I PRT go pass place that 

‘I pass the place everyday.’ 

In the preliminary study, Vo (2013) proposed the following NSM component for 

Evidence: 

	   I	  know	  something	  about	  this;	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  true	  

However, the NSM component for Evidence in the present study is adjusted as follows: 

	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   	  

The rationale behind this adjustment is that Evidence is something external to the speaker. It 

is the experience that a speaker has and that he/she believes produces relevant knowledge, 

which is not necessarily true. 

CORRECTION	  

Another essential functional unit in a disagreement-1 is Correction: a statement that informs 

the addressee of a different piece of information that comes from the speaker’s knowledge, 

which is ‘correct’ or ‘accurate’ from the perspective of the speaker. 
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(5.6) Nhà hàng đó chủ nhật mới khai trương mẹ ạ 

restaurant that Sunday COP open mother PRT 

‘That restaurant will open on Sunday, Mum.’ 

Correction is represented by the following NSM component: 

	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  

It is important to emphasise that the information produced in the form of a statement is 

regarded as the functional unit Correction only if it is either preceded or followed by an 

expression negating the previous information. 

NEGATION	  

In a disagreement-1, the DPS respondents sometimes included a piece of information that 

explicitly contradicts the information given by the previous speaker. It either precedes or 

follows a Correction to highlight the accuracy of the newly given information. This 

functional unit is termed Negation as it always contains a word of negative meaning, such as 

không and chẳng (‘not’). For example, 

(5.7) Không phải thứ bảy đâu 

not right Saturday PRT 

‘It’s not right that it’s on Saturday.’ 

Since it contains the negative form không (‘not’), Negation is expressed through the 

following NSM component: 

	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	  

REFLECTION	  

Reflection describes a speaker’s thoughts about the hearer’s information or evaluation. When 

expressing disagreement, several DPS respondents used this functional unit. Reflection is a 

statement or a sentence fragment of scepticism or meditation on the addressee’s informational 

content or evaluative stance. For example, 

(5.8) Chắc em  nhầm ngày rồi. 

sure younger.sibling-2 mistake day already 

‘I’m sure you’ve mistaken the date.’ 
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(5.9) Lớn tuổi như anh làm thêm vất vả lắm 

big age like older.brother-2    work extra fatiguing very 

‘As you age, working extra time becomes very fatiguing.’ 

This functional unit is labelled Reflection because it shows the speaker’s evaluation 

about the addressee’s cognitive processes. Reflection in disagreement-1 indicates that the 

speaker thinks the addressee’s information is inaccurate as a result of inadequate knowledge 

about it, as in (5.8). It is, therefore, related to the mental predicates THINK (on the part of the 

speaker) and KNOW (on the part of the addressee). Reflection in disagreement-1 is encoded in 

the following NSM component: 

	   	   I	  think:	  you	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  this	  before	  

In disagreement-2, Reflection is often presented in a statement of fact in order to hint at 

the addressee’s lack of careful consideration, as in (5.9), resulting in the speaker’s 

disapproval/objection to the piece of evaluation. Reflection is connected with the mental 

predicate THINK alone: 

	   I	  think:	  [maybe]	  you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	  before	  

The exponent MAYBE can be used in some situations where a hedge is needed for the 

sake of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). 

DISCONTENT	  

One way in which a speaker can react to informational content or evaluative stance is to show 

his/her dissatisfaction. The functional unit that describes this reaction is Discontent. In 

disagreement-1, it is often expressed through an interrogative that questions either the 

reliability of the information or the confidence of the information provider. 

(5.10) Anh có chắc rẽ trái ở ngã tư thứ nhất không? 

older.brother-2    have sure turn left at corner first not 

‘Are you sure that he/she should turn left at the first corner?’ 

In disagreement-2, Discontent can be indicated through a question or an expression that 

shows an objection to a given opinion. 
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(5.11) Nghĩ như em thì những người mua hàng nhiều 

 think like younger.sibling-2 COP PL people buy goods  many 

 sẽ đợi đến tối mới thanh toán hay sao? 

 FUT wait  to night COP pay Q 

 ‘If everyone thinks like you, people who buy many items will have to wait until 

night time to check out, won’t they?’ 

Discontent in Vietnamese disagreement encompasses several strategies used in 

interlanguage pragmatics and conversation analysis, such as criticism and question (Beebe & 

Takahashi, 1989), challenge mentioned in both García (1989) and Muntigl and Turnbull 

(1998). From the Vietnamese perspective of accuracy preference, the functional unit 

Discontent is similar to the message conveyed by the Polish particles ależ (but-EMPH) and 

skądże (where-from-EMPH), or a combination of both in the phrase ależ skądże, to show a 

strong emotion in expressing disagreement, implying messages such as “How can you say 

that?”, “Where did you get this idea from?” and “I feel something bad when I hear you say 

this” (Wierzbicka, 1994, pp. 79 - 80). It is described in the following NSM component: 

	   I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this	  

In Vietnamese, whether a disagreement is aimed at informational accuracy or at an 

evaluative content, the functional unit Discontent implies a speaker’s less than positive, even 

negative, attitude and a feeling of dissatisfaction. 

It should be noted that both Reflection and Discontent are speaker reactions to a piece of 

information or a piece of evaluation, but they are nonetheless different in the mental 

predicates they are connected with. Reflection, as mentioned, is related to the speaker’s 

thoughts, expressed via the phrase ‘I think’ while Discontent is related to the speaker’s 

feeling, captured through the expression: ‘I don’t feel something good’. Accordingly, they 

can be combined in a disagreement sequence (as will be seen in Chapter 7). 

SUGGESTION	  

This functional unit is widely used in both types of disagreement. It is a statement or segment 

implying consideration for further action. In disagreement-1, Suggestion often takes the form 

of a suggestion for a double-check: 
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(5.12) Bạn xem lại thông tin đi. 

 friend-2 see again information PRT 

 ‘You should double-check the information.’ 

In other words, Suggestion in disagreement-1 is related to ‘knowing about something by 

doing something else’. In NSM, this can be formulated as follows: 

	   you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	  

In disagreement-2, Suggestion is often expressed in the form of an opinion about further 

thoughts or an alternative, as exemplified in (5.13) and (5.14), respectively: 

(5.13) Anh nên cân nhắc hơn. Em sợ  

 older.brother-2 had.better consider more younger.sibling-1 afraid 

 rằng anh sẽ vất vả đấy. 

 COMP older.brother-2 FUT fatigued PRT 

 ‘You’d better consider more. I’m afraid that you’ll be fatigued.’ 

(5.14) Hay là mua loại khác đi! 

Or buy kind other PRT 

‘Or can you buy another kind instead?’ 

The functional unit Suggestion in disagreement-2 is similar to Beebe and Takahashi’s 

(1989) ‘suggestion’ strategy. It conveys a general message suggesting that it is good to think 

about doing something else. It can be generalised in the following NSM component:  

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  [because	  of	  this]	  

The phrase ‘because of this’ is optional. It should be added if the Suggestion is a follow-

up or a consequence of some other functional units.  

Notably, in the DPS data for interaction between parents and sons/daughters, a 

Suggestion carries a very different weight. It implies the speaker’s strong desire for a follow-

up action by the addressee. For example, in (5.15) a mother includes it as part of her 

disagreement-1 with her daughter/son, regarding the time of the opening of a restaurant X 

(which is not suitable for the family outing plan):  

(5.15) Mình đi nhà hàng Y thôi con à. 

 1PL go restaurant Y anyway child PRT 

 ‘We’ll go to restaurant Y, instead.’ 
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An expression such as (5.15) functions as a post-disagreement-1 act, which informs the 

addressee about a parent’s decision. This Suggestion is in the form of a statement of 

intent/desire that hints at a decisive attitude and an expectation of obedience. Thus, a 

Suggestion of this type is labelled Assertive Suggestion as a variant of Suggestion in 

interactions between parents and sons/daughters. In disagreement-1, this decision is captured 

in the following NSM component: 

	   I	  know	  that	  you	  want	  to	  do	  something	  with	  me	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time	  I	  know	  you	  can’t	  do	  it	  as	  you	  said	  before	  
	   [because	  of	  this]	  I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  something	  else	  	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  will	  do	  it	  

In disagreement-2 Assertive Suggestion is often used in response to a plan of action, 

implying an objection to the previous plan or intention. Assertive Suggestion is often 

presented in the imperative form as in (5.16), or in a want statement with verbs such as muốn 

(‘want’), and mong (‘expect’), as in (5.17). 

(5.16) Đừng đi làm thêm nữa con à. 

don’t go work extra more child PRT 

‘Don’t work extra-time, dear.’ 

(5.17) Mẹ muốn con tập trung học thôi. 

 mother-1 want child-2 concentrate study only 

 ‘I want you to concentrate on studying only.’ 

Another feature of the Assertive Suggestion in disagreement-2 is that the definitive 

attitude is usually displayed through the use of the word thôi (‘only/enough’) which implies 

that ‘there is nothing else but this’. This is indicative of an authoritative speaker. However, 

the content of the expression containing the word thôi (‘only/enough’) is often about what the 

speaker thinks is good for the addressee. Therefore, the NSM component for Assertive 

Suggestion is as follows: 

	   	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  	  	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	  
	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  it	  because	  it	  is	  good	  (for	  you)	  	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  will	  do	  it	  because	  I	  say	  this	  

Moreover, there is an additional particle à at the end of the discourse. It functions as a 

mitigating device, conveying parental endearment. This creates a pleasant feeling and 

comforts the recipient of the disagreement. 
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The Assertive Suggestion component is comparable to the strategy Muntigl and Turnbull 

(1998) referes to as ‘counter-claim’ because it is accompanied by a statement that gives 

reasons. However, the Assertive Suggestion is more decisive, thus indicating the speaker’s 

power over the addressee. 

CONSOLATION	  

In the DPS data, many respondents used a statement or segment to comfort the addressee. 

This functional unit is termed Consolation. In each type of disagreement, it accomplishes a 

particular mission, but the central message is that the speaker wants the addressee to know 

his/her intention and to have a good feeling. Thus the opening and the closing phrases of the 

NSM component for Consolation remain the same for both types of disagreement. The 

central part of the component varies according to whether it is disagreement-1 or 

disagreement-2. 

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  
	   	   …	  
	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	  

In disagreement-1, a Consolation often follows a Correction to ensure that the 

information is in line with the speaker’s best knowledge and to reinforce that the speaker 

does not want to provide untrue information. This can be phrased in NSM as ‘I don’t want to 

say something to you if it is not true.’ The extract (5.18) exemplifies Consolation in the 

sequence of a disagreement-1: 

(5.18) Tin tao đi, chắc chắn đấy. 

trust me PRT sure PRT 

‘Trust me, I’m sure!’ 

The NSM component for Consolation in disagreement-1 looks as follows: 

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you	  if	  it	  is	  not	  true	  
	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	   	  

In a disagreement-2, Consolation only appeared in the discourse of family talk. It is used 

to put the addressee’s mind at ease: 

(5.19) Ba đừng lo, để con kiếm việc làm giúp gia đình 

father-2   don’t worry let child-1 find job work help family 

‘Don’t worry, Dad. Let me find a job to help our family.’ 



 

128 

 

Consolation helps to further explain the reason for the speaker’s disapproval of the 

addressee’s opinion. That is, the speaker wants to bring about good things for the addressee, 

thus assuming a responsibility through a promise and good feeling towards the addressee. 

The NSM component for Consolation in disagreement-2 is as follows:   

	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  good	  things	  to	  happen	  to	  you	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  good	  for	  you	  because	  of	  this	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	  

UPDATE	  CHECK	  

In the DPS data for disagreement-1 in the workplace, there was a functional unit 

presented in the form of a question asking when a piece of information was last updated to 

check its reliability. 

(5.20) Ồ, có thể thông tin tôi biết cũ rồi. 

 Oh, possible information I know old already 

 Bạn biết thông tin đó khi nào vậy? 

 friend-2 know information that when-Q PRT 

 ‘Oh, the information I had is probably dated.’ When did you obtain that 

information?’ 

This functional unit is termed Update Check. It was not found in other settings, such as 

during family gatherings and in public places, nor does it feature in disagreement-2.When a 

speaker uses it, he/she accepts the possibility that there may be more up-to-date information. 

Accordingly, either of the interactants might have only known the dated information. Since 

Vietnamese speakers are expected to be humble in communication, they usually claim that 

their information may not be up-to-date, as exemplified in (5.20). The functional unit Update 

Check is therefore phrased in the following NSM component: 

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  if	  you	  can	  say	  something	  more	  about	  it	  to	  me	  
	   [maybe	  I	  didn’t	  know	  well	  about	  it	  before]	  

Following this, an Update Check hints at a collaboration between the interactants aim at 

working out the current information. It is presented in the following NSM component: 
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT	  

The functional unit Acknowledgement was found at the beginning of the discourse for 

disagreement-2. Preparing the speaker for a disagreement, it is preferred by less powerful 

and/or younger interlocutors in asymmetrical interactions in terms of social standing and age. 

This is because, from the Vietnamese standpoint, the functional unit Acknowledgement is an 

indicator of tôn trọng (‘respect’) and of the empathetic harmony. In a sequence of 

disagreement, Acknowledgement has a broad sense and is able to include Kieu’s (2006) 

‘Agreement + Disagreement’ strategy, often performed with the support of downtoners for 

partial agreement, and Beebe and Takahashi’s (1989) ‘positive remark’. For example: 

(5.21) Đó cũng là một cách giúp đỡ nạn nhân lụt bão. 

that PRT is one way help victim hurricane 

‘It’s one of the ways to help the hurricane victims.’ 

In addition, Acknowledgement covers two more strategies identified in Beebe and 

Takahashi (1989), namely ‘Gratitude’ and ‘Empathy’, as in (5.22) and (5.23), respectively. 

(5.22) Ba ạ, con biết ba lo cho cả nhà, … 

 father PRT child-1 know father-2 worry for whole house … 

 ‘Dad, I know you worry about our family, …’ 

(5.23) Tôi hiểu ý muốn của em, nhưng … 

I understand want POSS younger.sibling-2, but … 

‘I understand what you mean, but …’ 

Different strategy labels notwithstanding, Acknowledgement can be depicted by means of 

the following NSM components: 

	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  something,	  	  
	   	   because	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen	  
	   I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  some	  time	  because	  of	  this	  
	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  

There are reasons for compacting different strategy labels into a functional unit 

Acknowledgement that acts like an umbrella. First, Acknowledgement indicates the speaker’s 

positive recognition of the addressee’s thought on a matter: 

	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  something	  	  
	   	   because	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen	  
	   I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  some	  time	  because	  of	  this	  
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Second, Acknowledgement signals a difference, even an objection, that comes as a 

disagreement afterwards. It is displayed in the phrase ‘it can be good’ in the last part of the 

component: 

	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  

This difference or objection comes from the speaker’s idea that the addressee might not 

have thought about the negative side of the matter. Thus, an Acknowledgement must always 

be followed by one or more functional units carrying messages of obvious difference.  

Accordingly, Acknowledgement is considered as a functional unit only in this regard. If it is 

used in its own right, it is seen as an assessment of the speaker, which has nothing to do with 

disagreement. 

CERTITUDE	  WITHDRAWAL	  

In disagreement-1, some of the DPS respondents included a segment or a sentence to indicate 

that they are not certain about the provided information. It typically consists of phrases such 

as Tôi không chắc [lắm]nhưng … (‘I’m not [quite] sure, but …’), and Tôi không biết nhiều về 

… nhưng … (‘I don’t know much about .., but …’). This functional unit is termed Certitude 

Withdrawal. The NSM component is related to the logical concept MAYBE, the factual 

concept of speech TRUE, and the mental predicate KNOW: 

	   maybe	  this	  is	  true,	  maybe	  this	  is	  not	  true;	  I	  don’t	  know	   	  

The function of this segment is to signal the possibility that the information-to-be may 

not be true, but the speaker does not intend to provide wrong information. Thus, the speaker 

would like to avoid assuming responsibility for the accuracy of the information. 

EXPLANATION	  

The functional unit Explanation is similar to García’s (1989) strategy ‘Giving reason’. It is a 

statement or segment that gives reasons for an implicit objection to an opinion or a plan of 

action. 

(5.24) Bây giờ giữ gìn sức khỏe là quan trọng hơn. 

 now keep health COP important more 

 ‘Now, it’s more important to stay healthy.’ 

Explanation is presented in NSM terms as follows: 
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	   	   You	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	  

It should be noted, however, that Explanation is only regarded as a functional unit if it is 

not self-contained. That is, it must be accompanied by other functional units that more clearly 

imply difference or objection. 

WARNING	  	  

The functional unit Warning, in addition to telling the addressee about something unpleasant 

that might happen, also helps to explain, to some degree at least, the reason for an objection 

given in the preceding functional unit. The difference between Warning and Explanation is 

that Warning displays the speaker’s strong desire to tell the addressee about the 

disadvantages or the problems that make the given opinion or plan of action unacceptable.  

(5.25) Thôi mà bày đặt làm thêm. Coi chừng học hành sa sút đó. 

 stop COP fictive work extra beware.of study downturn PRT 

 ‘Don’t be so unrealistic about working extra time. Beware of the bad impact on 

your studies.’ 

The following NSM component is intended for Warning: 

	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  know	  this:	  
	   	   	   this	  is	  not	  good	  
	   	   	   something	  bad	  can	  happen	  because	  of	  it	  

A Warning, from the addressee’s perspective, is fairly overwhelming. In disagreement-2, 

it often follows Discontent, making the objection implied bythe Discontent even stronger. 

5.3.3	  OTHER	  FUNCTIONAL	  UNITS	  

It should be noted that, in the DPS data, there are additional functional units that do not hint 

at disagreement but that significantly support the discourses carrying disagreement messages. 

These functional units will be elaborated in this section. 

APPROPRIATENESS	  SIGNAL	  	  

The functional unit Appropriateness Signal designates a discourse segment used by a speaker 

to indicate that he/she is going to take the turn to speak, and at the same time is aware that 

his/her participation might not be appropriate or willingly accepted by other people in the 

interaction.  
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(5.26) Xin lỗi tôi cắt lời của anh. 

apologise I cut word POSS older.brother-2 

‘Excuse me, I interrupt you.’ 

In the DPS data, Appropriateness Signal comprises discourses containing Vietnamese 

phrases such as xin lỗi (‘apology/apologise’), làm phiền (‘bother’), xin bỏ qua/thứ lỗi (‘please 

forgive’). However, these discourse segments are not ‘apologies’ per se. Rather, they are 

better considered as a ‘pre-event’ request for forgiveness of potential inappropriateness13. The 

NSM component proposed for this apologetic attitude is as follows: 

	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	  	  
	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  because	  I	  say	  it	  now	   	  	  

Although this functional unit is used to draw the attention of the addressee, it is different 

from another functional unit referred to as Attention Catcher. First, an Appropriateness 

Signal is used in situations where the interlocutors do not have a close relationship. Second, 

an Appropriateness Signal does not include any vocative expression or endearment. 

ATTENTION	  CATCHER	  

As the name suggests, Attention Catchers are used to draw the attention of the addressee. 

They foreshadow that the speaker is going to take the floor. When using an Attention 

Catcher, the speaker is trying to display a preference for harmony and a desire to be accepted. 

This is indicated through the use of an informal expression, for example, Tin sốt dẻo đây! 

(‘Here comes the scoop!’), and/or vocatives such as mọi người ơi (‘everybody + VOC’). 

Thus, Attention Catchers are appropriate among familiar and/or close people, while 

Appropriateness Signals can be used in a wider context. 

(5.27) Mọi người ơi! nghe tin cập nhật này. 

 everybody VOC hear news update this 

 ‘Everybody please, listen to this update!’ 

The Attention Catcher component is based on the speaker’s assumption that the audience 

wants to listen to him/her:  

                                                
13 Cohen and Olshtain (1981) categorised the expression of an apology into three types: (i) an expression of 

regret, (ii) an offer of apology, and (iii) a request for forgiveness. The functional unit Appropriateness Signal 

identified in the present study is similar to Cohen and Olshtain’s third category. 
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	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you,	   	  
	   I	  think:	  you	  will	  want	  to	  know	  it	  

PERMISSION	  SEEKING	  

Another pre-sequence functional unit in the DPS data is Permission Seeking. Its function is 

similar to that of Appropriateness Signals and Attention Catchers. That is, it signals that the 

speaker is going to say something. The difference lies in the speaker’s apparent awareness of 

thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in his/her involvement in the interaction. In the DPS data, Permission 

Seeking occurred primarily in workplace scenarios, where the speaker would like acceptance 

from people at higher levels in terms of age and/or authority, even though he/she has the right 

to speak. Permission Seeking discourses contain phrases such as cho phép tôi (‘allow me’) 

and tôi xin [phép] (‘I ask for [permission]’): 

(5.28) Tôi xin có ý kiến. 

 I ask.for have opinion 

 ‘May I give my opinion?’ 

The following NSM component is proposed for Permission Seeking: 

	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	  I	  know	  that	  I	  can	  say	  it	  here	  
	   at	  the	  same	  time	  I	  think:	  	  	  
	   	   I	  won’t	  say	  it	  now	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  me	  to	  say	  something	  

OPEN	  COMPONENT	  

In the cultural scripts developed in Chapters 6 and 7, there is an open component, presented 

as follows: 

	   [it	  is	  like	  this:]	  “___”	  

This open component allows a freedom of choice for the content that matches the 

disagreement. This open component has versatile functions: it can be a fact (as displayed in 

the presentation of the informational content, in a Correction and in an Explanation), or it can 

be a plan action, an opinion or an assessment (as displayed in the presentation of evaluation). 

In summary, this section has set out an NSM-assisted coding framework for analysing 

disagreement in Vietnamese. Except for the open component, sixteen functional units 

(including Assertive Suggestion as a variant of Suggestion) that were identified in the DPS 

data are summarised in Table 5.1. 
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Table 5. 1 A summary of descriptive NSM components for disagreement functional units 

Functional units NSM components for 
disagreement-1 

NSM components for 
disagreement-2 

Evidence I	  know	  something	  about	  this	  
	  	  	  I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  true	  

	  

Correction it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   	  
Negation it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   	  
Update Check it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  can	  say	  something	  

more	  about	  it	  to	  me	  	  
	  [maybe	  I	  didn’t	  know	  well	  about	  it	  
before]	  

	  

Certitude 
Withdrawal 

maybe	  this	  is	  true,	  maybe	  this	  is	  not	  
true;	  I	  don’t	  know	  

	  

Appropriate 
Signal 

I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	  	  
I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  
because	  I	  say	  it	  now	  

	  

Attention Catcher  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you,	  	  
I	  think:	  you	  will	  want	  to	  know	  it	  

	  

Acknowledgement 	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  
something,	  because	  you	  wanted	  
something	  good	  to	  happen,	  

I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  
some	  time	  because	  of	  this,	  

I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  “it	  can	  be	  good”	  
Explanation 	   You	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  like	  this:	  

“___”	  
Warning 	   I	  want	  you	  to	  know	  this: this	  is	  not	  good,	  	  

	  	  something	  bad	  can	  happen	  (because	  of	  
it)	  

Permission 
Seeking 

	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	  I	  know	  
that	  I	  can	  say	  it	  here	  

at	  the	  same	  time	  I	  think	  like	  this:	  I	  won’t	  
say	  it	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  me	  to	  say	  
something	  now	  

Reflection I	  think:	  you	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  
this	  before	  

I	  think:	  [maybe]	  you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  
about	  this	  before	  

Discontent I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  
this	  

I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  
this	  

Suggestion you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  
something	  else	  

it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  
else	  [because	  of	  this]	  

Assertive 
Suggestion 

I	  know	  that	  you	  want	  to	  do	  something	  
with	  me	  

at	  the	  same	  time	  I	  know	  you	  can’t	  do	  it	  
as	  you	  said	  before	  

[because	  of	  this]	  I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  
something	  else	  	  

I	  know	  that	  you	  will	  do	  it	  

I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  
do	  something	  else	  

I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  it	  because	  this	  is	  good	  
(for	  you)	  

I	  know	  that	  you	  will	  do	  it	  because	  I	  say	  
this	  

Consolation it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  
I	  don’t	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you	  if	  
it	  is	  not	  true	  

I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  
because	  of	  this	  

it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  	  
I	  want	  good	  things	  to	  happen	  to	  you,	  	  
I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  good	  for	  you	  
because	  of	  this	  	  

I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  
because	  of	  this	  
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5.4	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  

This chapter achieved two tasks. Firstly, it has foregrounded the conceptualisation of 

disagreement in Vietnamese from the perspective of cultural phraseology. What follows from 

this is a view of ‘disagreement’ as a speech act complex, in contrast to ‘disagreeing’ as a 

single communicative act, a state-of-the-art definition of Vietnamese disagreement based on 

the empirical findings, and a division of disagreement in Vietnamese into disagreement over 

content accuracy and disagreement with an evaluation. Secondly, it has decoded the 

functional units that occur in Vietnamese disagreement sequences into NSM components, 

which will facilitate the articulation of cultural scripts for disagreement in Vietnamese in 

Chapters 6 and 7. 

In general, disagreement over content accuracy, or disagreement-1, is frank and 

straightforward, while disagreement with an evaluation, or disagreement-2, is subtler. 

However, in Vietnamese speech practice, it is not always appropriate to say “no” to a 

mistaken piece of information, nor is it always appropriate to hedge when expressing 

disagreement with someone else’s opinion. Vietnamese interactants, according to Kieu 

(2006), are “more relaxed when talking with someone they know for long [sic], and they 

often have a feeling of inhibition conducting talks with strangers, let alone having to state 

their disagreements” (p. 43). This is understandable since the cultural logic of Vietnamese 

interactions, as discussed, is informed by the cultural schemas of quan hệ (‘relationship’) and 

thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). In most cases, disagreement with người nhà (‘family people’) is 

substantially different from that with người ngoài (‘outsiders’). Additionally, relationships 

with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) vary from individual to individual depending on degrees of 

intimacy, as mentioned by several respondents in the survey. Clarifying these matters by 

means of cultural scripts is the task to be undertaken in Chapters 6 and 7, building on Vo 

(2013). 

 

 

 	  



 

136 

 

CHAPTER	  6	  

CULTURAL	  SCRIPTS	  FOR	  DISAGREEMENT	  OVER	  

CONTENT	  ACCURACY	  

The facts are always friendly, every bit of evidence one can acquire, in any area, leads one that much 

closer to what is true. (Carl Rogers) 

6.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

The reconceptualisation of Vietnamese disagreement undertaken in Chapter 5 has highlighted 

two main types of disagreement, and thus prepared the ground for an analysis of 

disagreement fusing the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions. This chapter focusses on 

disagreement over content accuracy, or disagreement-1. Based on the analysis of data 

elicited from the Discourse Production Survey (DPS), cultural scripts are developed for 

different ways of thinking about how disagreement can be expressed in a socially accepted 

way in Vietnamese culture. 

The DPS data for disagreement-1 shows that the centrality of the disagreement sequence 

resides in three fundamental functional units, namely, Correction, Evidence and Negation. 

Correction is the most obvious functional unit that is specifically related to informational 

content. Thus, it is one of the core functional units of disagreement-1. Evidence, often 

following the Correction, warrants that the newly given information is reliable. Negation, 

likewise, is supportive of Correction in that it emphasises the difference with the previously 

stated pieces of information. This sequence validates Vo’s (2013) assertion that 

disagreement-1 in Vietnamese is straightforward and frank; however, it is noteworthy that, in 

addition to the core functional units above, the norms of interaction vary according to the 

types of quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) between the interactants. Other 

factors related to how disagreement-1 is expressed include the speaker’s degree of certainty 

about the information and the addressee’s personality, attitude and seriousness. 	  

The Vietnamese cultural logic of interaction discussed in Chapter 4 underpins several 

cultural schemas and sociolinguistic variables that influence discourse between interactants. 

The most immediate influence is the dichotomy between family talk and non-family talk. In 

the light of this, different cultural scripts for expressing disagreement-1 will be discussed and 



 

137 

 

developed under two main settings, namely, disagreement-1 with người nhà (‘family people’) 

and disagreement-1 with người ngoài (‘outsiders’). 

A small point to be made about the presentation of cultural scripts developed in the 

present chapter and Chapter 7 is that, although the cultural scripts are mainly related to verbal 

acts, there are no direct quotation marks used after the ‘SAY components’, as often seen in 

other NSM studies. The rationale behind this choice is that the content of the ‘SAY 

components’ describes ideas about what people should say, rather than the exact words they 

should use (even though in some cases, it may be relatively similar to the typical discourse). 

As far as cultural scripts for disagreement-1 are concerned, compared to Vo (2013), there 

has been a notable adjustment in the opening component that introduces the informational 

content: 

	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  

The reason for this adjustment is that informational content represents the speaker’s 

knowledge about something (cf. Vo’s (2013) opening component “it is like this”). Thus, the 

predicate KNOW in the introductory phrase is necessary. 

6.2	   CULTURAL	   SCRIPTS	   FOR	   DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	   WITH	   NGƯỜI	   NHÀ	  

(‘FAMILY	  PEOPLE’)	  

Family interactions have been investigated in several studies across languages and cultures 

(Blum-Kulka, 1997; Schiffrin, 1984; Tannen, Kendall, & Gordon, 2007). As argued in these 

studies, family talk is a good site for investigating discourse patterns. It is, in the words of 

Kendall (2007, p. 3), “a touchstone for talk in other contexts”. Regarding family talk in 

Vietnamese, it is a distinctive interactional type. As argued in Chapter 4, family is normally 

regarded as a generally pleasant interactional setting, where interactants can be as frank as 

possible because any infringement of cultural norms is more forgivable than if it were to 

occur in any other settings. However, this is not to say that there are no constraints. In her 

study of the sequence of the Vietnamese speech act dặn (‘giving recommendation/guidance’) 

between parents and children, H. T. Nguyen (2009, p. 80) argued that the Vietnamese have 

different ways of invoking their participant roles depending on “their different levels of 

access to authorities and knowledge” in family talk. 

This section discusses how disagreement-1 is contrued in family interactions with four 

types of interactional participants, in the following DPS scenario: 
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Your family plans to eat out this Saturday evening. A family member says 

restaurant X will open this Saturday (and recommends going there for a big 

discount). You received a leaflet yesterday saying the restaurant opens on 

Sunday. What would you say to this family member if he/she is one of the 

following participants? 

1. your older brother/sister  

2. your younger brother/sister 

3. your father/mother 

4. your son/daughter 

The data shows that the Vietnamese express their disagreement quite frankly in family 

talk but that the sequence of disagreement varies according to the speaker’s perceptions of 

thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). 

6.2.1	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  AN	  OLDER	  BROTHER/	  SISTER	  

The underpinnings of disagreement-1 comprise Negation (a rejection of the previous 

information), Correction (a piece of ‘accurate’ [different] information), and Evidence (a piece 

of persuasive information). These remain as the core functional units in the sequence of 

disagreement-1 expressed by younger interactants to older partners. Nevertheless, the order 

of these functional units appears to occur in reverse, compared to their order in the earlier 

proposed script (Vo, 2013). For example, 

(6.1) Em mới đọc tờ rơi, nhà hàng X khai trương chủ nhật, 

 younger.sibling-1 just read flyer restaurant X open Sunday 

 chứ không phải thứ bảy đâu anh ạ. 

 COP not right Saturday PRT older.brother PRT 

 ‘‘I’ve just read a flyer that says Restaurant X opens on Sunday. It’s not right that it 

opens Saturday, [respected] brother.’ 

The most common formula, which accounts for 68% of the DPS responses, is 

summarised in the following formula: 

EVIDENCE + CORRECTION [+ NEGATION] + REFLECTION/SUGGESTION 

In some cases, the functional unit Negation is not present:  
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(6.2) Em thấy trong tờ rơi chủ nhật mới khai trương ạ. 

 younger.sibling-1 see in flyer Sunday COP open PRT 

 ‘I saw in the flyer that the restaurant would open on Sunday, [respectfully].’ 

The act of giving evidence first in a disagreement-1 sequence can be regarded as both an 

attempt to seek harmony to avoid confrontation, and as an indication of respect. It implies the 

speaker’s awareness of his/her positioning in the interaction, as well as empathy for the 

addressee’s possible face loss. This adjustment in the sequence reduces potential risks. The 

sequence can be scripted as follows: 

(a)	   when	  my	  anh/chị	  (‘older	  brother/sister’)	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   	  	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   	  

It is also shown in the DPS data that the speakers sometimes use an additional functional 

unit, such as Suggestion and Reflection, as in (6.3) and (6.4), respectively: 

(6.3) Chị kiểm tra lại xem cho chính xác ạ. 

 older.sister-2 check again see for accurate PRT 

 ‘Please check it again for accuracy, [respectfully].’  

(6.4) Anh nhầm rồi ạ. 

 older.brother-2   mistake already PRT 

 ‘You have mistaken it, [respectfully].’ 

However, it is not necessary that speakers choose only one functional unit (i.e., either 

Suggestion or Reflection) for their disagreement-1. Therefore, the script can be expanded as 

follows (the bullets indicate that these functional units are not necessarily used together). 

(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  these	  things:	  
	   	   -‐	  I	  think:	  you	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  this	  before	  
	   	   -‐	  [because	  of	  this]	  you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	  

In this situation, Suggestion is often represented by a recommendation for a double 

check, and Reflection is somewhat positive. Both of them give the addressee an impression 

that the falsity of the information is accidental and that the addressee is not to be blamed for 

this inaccuracy. For this reason, including such functional units as post-disagreeing acts in the 

disagreement-1 sequence is expected for the sake of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). This is also 

evident in the inclusion of the sentence-final particle ạ in several responses, which shows the 
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speaker’s respect to the addressee. The cultural script for using this particle to show the 

speaker’s intended respect was presented in Chapter 4. However, since the sentence-final 

particle ạ is not the only way of showing lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), in the cultural scripts in 

this chapter (and others in Chapter 7 to follow), the basic meaning conveyed by this particle 

is captured in a general component to leave open the possibility of various expressions of 

respect being applicable.  

(d)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  very	  good	  to	  my	  anh/chị	  (‘older	  brother/sister’)	  [m],	  	  
	   I	  want	  him/her	  to	  know	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  him/her	  

Overall, Vietnamese thinking about appropriate ways for a younger sibling to express 

disagreement-1 to an anh/chị (‘older brother/sister’) can be articulated in the following 

cultural script. It should be noted that since all the scripts are about expressing disagreement 

from a Vietnamese perspective, the opening component ‘many people think like this’ is 

understood as the social cognition of Vietnamese speakers (but it is open for an addition of 

such phrase as “in Vietnam”, if necessary, when the scripts aim at non-Vietnamese audience). 

[S6.1]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  an	  older	  brother/sister	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  anh/chị	  (‘older	  brother/sister’)	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   Evidence	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   Negation	  (optional)	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  these	  things:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   I	  think:	  you	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  this	  before	   Reflection	  	  
	   	   you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  	  
(d)	   after	  this,	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  very	  good	  to	  my	  older	  brother/sister	  [m]	  	   RESPECTFULNESS	  
	   I	  want	  him/her	  to	  know	  this:	  I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  him/her	  

Family talk, as argued in Chapter 4, is treated as a model for social interaction, thus 

emphasising both accuracy and normativity. In the case of a younger sibling disagreeing with 

an older brother/sister over informational content, this younger sibling expects that through 

providing the exact information (in compliance with the principle of accuracy preference), 

he/she shows the responsibility for the older brother/sister (as well as other family members) 

so that they might not risk mất mặt (‘losing face’) about their lack of accurate information in 

interactions beyond the family boundary. This is not to say that the younger sibling is allowed 

to skip the normative rules informed by lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). Rather, lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’) is expected, as captured in section (d) of Script [S6.1], showing the 

speaker’s due respect to the addressee. 
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Script [S6.1] represents the general Vietnamese way of thinking that the enactment of 

disagreement-1 conforms to, though there are potential variants in practice due to the 

entanglement of quan hệ (‘relationship’), especially the socio-psychological variables of tính 

cách (‘personality’) and sở thích (‘interest’) in quan hệ (‘relationship’). As one respondent 

noted: 

This is simply a general way of speaking, but sometimes it is hard for a younger 

sibling to say that an older brother/sister’s information is incorrect if this person is 

conservative and bumptious. In some families that are deeply-affected by traditional 

norms, older brothers/sisters are empowered so much that they become domineering. 

(DPS_F2.6) 

The quoted opinion raises a question as to whether an older brother/sister really has such 

‘power’ over his/her younger sibling. To see how this perceived power, if any, is displayed, 

the next section discusses the way an older brother/sister expresses disagreement-1 with a 

younger sibling. 

6.2.2	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  A	  YOUNGER	  SIBLING	  

While younger siblings tend to be mild-mannered in their disagreement-1, the situation 

reverses when older brothers/sisters disagree with their younger siblings. The sequence of 

functional units in this situation is fairly similar to the sequence proposed in Vo’s (2013) 

script. There are, however, additional functional units such as Discontent and Reflection at 

the beginning of the sequence, as exemplified in (6.5) and (6.6), respectively. 

(6.5) Ai nói thế? Chủ nhật mới khai trương. 

 who say so Sunday COP open 

 Anh có tờ rơi đây. 

 older.brother-1 have flyer here 

 ‘Who says so? It won’t open until Sunday. I have a flyer here.’ 

(6.6) Em nhầm rồi. Không phải thứ bảy 

 younger.sibling-1 mistake already not right Saturday 

 Chủ nhật nhà hàng đó mới khai trương. 

 Sunday restaurant that COP open 

 ‘You’re mistaken. It’s not on Saturday. That restaurant opens on Sunday.’ 
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The sequence of disagreement-1 between an older brother/sister speaker and a younger 

sibling addressee can be summarised in the following formula: 

DISCONTENT/REFLECTION + [NEGATION] + CORRECTION + EVIDENCE 

Discontent is typically displayed in the form of a rhetorical question about the source of 

information, including who provides it, as in (6.5), or from what source the speaker has it: 

(6.7) Em nghe tin này ở đâu ra vậy? 

 younger.sibling-2 hear news this where-Q out so 

 ‘Where did you hear about this news?’ 

With a younger sibling, Discontent not only underlies the message that the speaker 

doubts the information, but also foreshadows that a different piece of information will follow. 

Therefore, it is argued to be a form of pre-disagreement in the more complex speech act 

sequence. Regarding Reflection, it is observed that older brothers/sisters tend to make 

straightforward comments. Specifically, there are few mitigating devices, making the 

Reflection relatively sharp and strong, as in (6.6) above. Thus, the component for Reflection 

in this situation is adapted as follows: 

	   you	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  this	  

The following cultural script articulates the common way for an older brother/sister to 

express disagreement-1 to a younger sibling. The functional units Negation, Correction and 

Evidence remain as the central parts of the sequence. The final component (Didactic 

Expectation) will be explained shortly. 

[S6.2]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  a	  younger	  sibling	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  em	  (‘younger	  sibling’)	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  one	  of	  these	  things:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   -‐	  you	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  this	   Reflection	  
	   	   -‐	  I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this	   Discontent	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   Negation	  (optional)	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   Evidence	  
(d)	   when	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this,	  I	  want	  my	  younger	  sibling	  [m]	  to	  know	  this:	   DIDACTIC	  EXPECTATION	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  he/she	  says	  something	  if	  it	  is	  not	  true	  

It should be noted that the way an older brother/sister expresses disagreement-1 with a 

younger sibling is often rather sharp. This is evident in some of the expressions for 

Discontent in the DPS data, which can be described as rather sharp-tongued: 
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(6.8) Không biết thì đừng tung tin vịt! 

 not know COP don’t spread hoax 

 ‘Don’t hoax if you don’t know it exactly.’ 

This toughness is probably connected with the negative aspects of a sibling relationship, 

such as rivalry and verbal aggression (Segrin & Flora, 2011). Although there has not yet been 

any research investigating interactions among brothers and sisters in Vietnamese families, the 

status/power competition has been documented in literary works, for example, Khai Hung’s 

novel Gia Đình (1936) (cited in Jamieson, 1993). This invisible power of older 

brothers/sisters over younger siblings in Vietnamese families is presumed to have resulted 

from normative pressure for the older brother/sister to be earnest in being a good exemplar 

for the younger sibling. 

The cultural context here is that traditional Vietnamese families in the past had many 

children. Older children, especially the oldest, were expected to share responsibility with 

their parents for taking care of the younger children. Therefore, older brothers/sisters can 

exercise power on their parents’ behalf to ‘teach’ younger siblings. As the saying [F6.1] 

describes: 

[F6.1] Quyền huynh thế phụ 

 Power/authority brother replace father 

 ‘Brothers have power and responsibility on behalf of the father.’ 

It is this traditional role that empowers older brothers/sisters in Vietnamese families, 

making them strong-minded in their interactions with younger siblings. In a modern 

Vietnamese family, which usually has two children, things are somewhat different. The older 

brother/sister is not expected to assume any practical supervisory responsibility towards the 

younger sibling, but parents still teach the older child to be a good model for the younger 

child, resulting in a similar pressure on the older child in the family. Psychologically 

speaking, the power the older child shows over the younger child may be inspired by 

competition, especially when the age gap is only a few years. Accordingly, the main 

functional units Correction, Evidence, and Negation in Script [S6.2] are encouraged by the 

phrase ‘it is good if I say…’ while other functional units such as Discontent and Reflection 

are introduced using the NSM phrase ‘I can say …’. 

The traditional role distribution in the family causes speakers to focus on the 

informational value of talk rather than on social tact. Speakers have a tendency to emphasise 
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the normative principles of Vietnamese interaction, namely, ‘Roll your tongue seven times 

before you speak’ and ‘Say things with evidence’, which were cited in Chapter 1 and Chapter 

4, respectively. For these reasons, the Expectation section in Script [S6.2] is ‘didactic’ in the 

sense that it conveys an experience, or even a moral lesson:	  

(d)	   when	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this,	  I	  want	  my	  em	  (‘younger	  sibling’)	  [m]	  to	  know	  this:	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  he/she	  says	  something,	  if	  it	  is	  not	  true	  

It is worth emphasising that the authoritativeness of an older brother/sister is sometimes 

an indication of psychological influence rather than of any ‘real’ power. In the next section, 

which focusses on disagreement-1 by a parent, there is a significant difference in the actual 

familial power relations. 

6.2.3	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  A	  SON/	  DAUGHTER	  

Different from the interaction with two types of participants in previous sections, a parent’s 

disagreement-1 with a son/daughter was surveyed only with respondents in the age range of 

40 and over. This selection was based on the assumption that married Vietnamese people in 

this age range often have teenage children, who participate in family talk more often than 

younger children. As only 22 of the survey respondents fell into this age range group, it might 

be argued that such a small number of the respondents is unlikely to represent the general 

way of thinking in the prompted situations under discussion. However, the discourse patterns 

that the respondents produced in the DPS were strikingly consistent in terms of the 

disagreement-1 sequence: 95% of the respondents provided discourses containing Correction 

and Evidence. Interestingly, there are fewer instances of Negation and Discontent, which 

gives the impression that these disagreement-1 discourses are less ‘forceful’ than those 

elicited with reference to a situation opposing an older brother/sister and a younger sibling. 

(6.9) Chủ nhật mới khai trương. Thông tin trong tờ rơi này. 

 Sunday COP open information in flyer this 

 Mình đến nhà hàng Y vậy con à. 

 1PL go.to restaurant Y then child PRT 

 ‘It won’t open until Sunday. The information is in this flyer. We go to 

restaurant Y then [dear] child.’ 

In general, the disagreement-1 discourses that a father/mother can express to a 

son/daughter are summarised in the following formula: 
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CORRECTION + [NEGATION] + EVIDENCE + ASSERTIVE SUGGESTION 

Note the presence of Assertive Suggestion at the end of the disagreement-1 sequence. 

This functional unit was presented in 64% of the DPS responses. Most of them are in the 

form of an affirmative decision as in (6.9), though some take the form of a conditional 

sentence or a promise as in (6.10) and (6.11), respectively: 

(6.10) Nếu đi ăn tối thứ bảy mình phải đến nhà hàng  khác. 

 if go dine Saturday 1PL must go.to restaurant other 

 ‘If we go out for Saturday dinner, we’ll have to go to another restaurant.’ 

(6.11) Lần sau ba mẹ dắt các con đến nhà hàng X nhé! 

 time after parents-1 take PL child go.to restaurant X PRT 

 ‘We’ll take you to restaurant X next time [dear]!’ 

The way that Vietnamese parents think they can disagree with their sons/daughters is 

captured in the following cultural script: 

[S6.3]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  a	  son/daughter	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	  	   when	  my	  son/daughter	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	  	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   Negation	  (optional)	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   Evidence	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  want	  to	  do	  something	  as	  you	  said	   Assertive	  Suggestion	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  know	  that	  you	  can’t	  do	  it	  as	  you	  wanted	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  something	  else	  with	  me	   	  
	  (d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  good	  to	  my	  son/daughter	  [m]	  	   ENDEARMENT	  
	   I	  want	  him/her	  to	  know	  this:	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  him/her	  	  

Compared with Script [S6.2], Script [S6.3] displays the speaker’s power more clearly. 

First, while the older brother/sister has to foreshadow his/her disagreement-1 with a sharp-

tongued Reflection or a suspicious Discontent before a strong frank disagreement, the parent 

in this situation starts his/her disagreement-1 with a Correction, implying a clear and 

straightforward signal that the previous content was not accurate. The speaker, then, supports 

it with Evidence, and concludes with an Assertive Suggestion, hinting at an affirmation of 

his/her given content. In other words, Assertive Suggestion conveys the speaker’s already-

made decision about what is to happen next and an implicit request for the addressee’s 

obedience. Notably, although Script [S6.3] does not have a ‘didactic expectation’, unlike 

Script [S6.2], the required obedience as implied in Assertive Suggestion provokes the 



 

146 

 

addressee’s awareness of compliance with the principle of accuracy in information (i.e., nói 

có sách mách có chứng (‘say things with evidence’)). 

Furthermore, it should be noted that a majority of parent respondents ended their 

disagreement-1 with the particle à (and sometimes with the particle nhé, which has similar 

meaning). In spoken Vietnamese, these particles are often used by an older speaker to a 

younger addressee to show intimacy and consideration (as mentioned in Chapter 4). The use 

of these particles indicates that the speaker complies with the Vietnamese interactional 

principle: kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older yield to the younger’). In a disagreement 

situation, it indicates the parent’s attentiveness to the mood of the son/daughter for the sake 

of harmony and/or love, considering the parent-child relationship. By means of particles, the 

parent speaker mitigates any unnecessary tension, inherent in the talk that might affect the 

feeling of the addressee. Accordingly, it appears that a parent’s disagreement-1 with a 

son/daughter is more powerful (but less unpleasant) than disagreement-1 produced by an 

older brother/sister. The transition from the functional unit Assertive Suggestion implying a 

strong sense of power to a sentence-final particle in parents’ disagreement-1 with 

sons/daughters can be argued to be a manifestation of khôn khéo (‘tact’), which is a social 

skill for impression management and part of the Vietnamese system of lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’). 

6.2.4	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  ONE’S	  FATHER/MOTHER	  

The social reality of parental power, as well as awareness of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), is clearly 

reflected in the situation where a speaker expresses disagreement-1 with his/her parents. Data 

for this situation was elicited from 58 respondents in the age range from 18 to under 40. At 

first glance, the disagreement-1 sequence consists of several functional units. 

(6.12) Mẹ ạ! Con nhận tờ rơi nói chủ nhật mới khai trương. 

 mother PRT child-1 receive  flyer say Sunday COP open 

 Mình đi nhà hàng khác mẹ nhé! 

 1PL go restaurant  other mother PRT 

 ‘[Respected] mother, I’ve received a flyer that says the restaurant opens on Sunday. 

Let’s go to another restaurant, [dear] mother!’ 

The sequence is similar to the way disagreement-1 is expressed to an older brother/sister, 

with Evidence coming up first for convincing purposes, then a Correction, an optional 
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Negation, and a Suggestion. The full formula for disagreement-1 in this situation is as 

follows: 

[RESPECTFULNESS] + EVIDENCE + CORRECTION + NEGATION + SUGGESTION 

In some instances, the sequence is lengthened by the addition of an expression of 

endearment at the beginning, and possibly, some sentence-final particles showing the 

speaker’s intimate love and respect. For example, 

(6.13) Ôi mẹ yêu của con! Mẹ xem tờ rơi này. 

 oh mother love POSS child mother-1 see flyer this 

 chủ nhật mới khai trương nhưng mình vẫn đi mẹ nhé! 

 Sunday COP open but 1PL still go mother PRT 

 ‘Oh my beloved mother! (Please) look at this flyer. It won’t open until Sunday, 

but we still eat out, [dear] mother!’  

The use of an opening expression of endearment is, arguably, a call for acceptance and/or 

empathy from the older addressee to make way for the disagreement to come. This is 

understandable in Vietnamese culture, where age is equated with experience and wisdom and, 

accordingly, becomes a parameter for interactional norms. It is not easy for a Vietnamese 

young interactant to ‘disagree’ with an older one, let alone with one’s parents. The notion of 

‘obedience’, which is part of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), is anchored in everyday folk 

experience: 

[F6.2] Cá không ăn muối cá ươn, 

 Fish not eat salt fish stink 

 Con cãi cha mẹ trăm đường con hư. 

 child argue parents hundred way child naughty 

 ‘Fish without salt stinks; children disobedient to parents become bad in many ways.’ 

Regarding the main sequence of disagreement-1, there is a tendency for the speaker to 

avoid direct negation. Even if the functional unit Negation is present, it is partial or hedged 

after a lengthy piece of Evidence: 

(6.14) Ba ạ, tờ rơi này nói chủ nhật mới khai trương. Hình như 

 father PRT flyer this say Sunday COP open seem 

 không phải thứ bảy rồi. Bây giờ mình đi khi nào ba? 

 not right Saturday already now 1PL go when-Q father-VOC 
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 ‘[Respected] father, this flyer says that the restaurant opens on Sunday. It seems that 

Saturday is not the right day. When do we go, Dad?’ 

It is interesting to note that DPS respondents in this situation did not use Reflection. Most 

likely, the speaker is aware of the risk of embarrassing the addressee. Parents, as mentioned 

in Chapter 4, play an important role in children’s upbringing, which includes teaching them 

about verbal behaviour. Therefore, saying that a parent has not provided accurate information 

is not an easy thing for sons and daughters to do. This helps explain why, in most of the data 

derived from this situation, the functional unit Suggestion appears in the form of a 

recommendation, as in (6.12) and (6.13), or a question probing the parent’s decision on what 

happens next, as in (6.14). This blurs the straightforwardness of disagreement-1, compared to 

the previous situations, and shows the speaker’s awareness of the importance of ‘obedience’ 

in the normative system of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) that younger interactants are expected to 

comply with. 

Different from disagreement-1 with other participants, discussed above, the sequence of 

disagreement-1 with parents is lengthier due to the presence of both pre-disagreement and 

post-disagreement sections. This sequence is set out in the following cultural script.  

[S6.4]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  one’s	  father/mother	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  father/mother	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  before	  I	  say	  something	  about	  it,	   	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  very	  good	  to	  father/mother	  [m]	   RESPECTFULNESS	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  him/her	  to	  know	  this:	  I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  him/her	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  these	  things:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   Evidence	  	  
	   	   [maybe]	  it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   [Partial/Hedged]	  Negation	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
	  (d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  

The question that arises is why sons and daughters have to express their disagreement-1 

with their parents at all, if it is so hard for them to do so. The reason lies in the assumed 

responsibility among family members that has been mentioned in Section 6.2.1. 

Disagreement-1 in this situation likewise aims at safeguarding the parents from the risk of 

losing face due to asserting inaccurate information in interactions outside the family. 

Disagreement-1 in family talk, as has been discussed, has dual functions. It not only 

serves to exchange information, but also to share experience and to teach cultural norms. This 

is one of the critical differences between family interaction and non-family interaction with 
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người ngoài (‘outsiders’) in which disagreement-1 is most likely information exchange. This 

will be considered in the next section.	  

6.3	   CULTURAL	   SCRIPTS	   FOR	   DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	   WITH	   NGƯỜI	   NGOÀI	  

(‘OUTSIDERS’)	  

One of the cultural characteristics valued by Vietnamese people, as mentioned in Chapter 4, 

is flexibility, or social adaptability. In interactions with người ngoài (‘outsiders’), this cultural 

characteristic is exhibited in the decision about what to say and how to say it to different 

kinds of người ngoài (‘outsiders’). Non-family interactions will be discussed in three 

common settings, namely, at a gathering of friends, in the workplace, and in a public place, 

which in effect span several different types of người ngoài (‘outsiders’). 

As mentioned, interactions with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) are somewhat symbolic, 

especially since cultural values such as collective spirit and preference for harmony are taken 

seriously in Vietnamese. For this reason, although accuracy is still emphasised, there is no 

didactic expectation in the interaction, which does not go beyond mere information exchange. 

That is to say, in interacting with người ngoài (‘outsiders’), the matter of ‘how’ is, to a 

certain degree, more important than the matter of ‘what’. As pointed out in Vo (2013), 

Vietnamese people tend to express disagreement-1 in three different ways: bald, semi-

hedged, or hedged. The decision about how to react to the apparent inaccuracy of a piece of 

information depends on the speaker’s degree of certainty about it. Therefore, the DPS 

scenarios for interactions with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) included two situations differentiated 

with respect to the speaker’s level of certainty. The sociolinguistic variables of the 

participants came up in additional questions about the scenarios. 

6.3.1	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  AT	  A	  GATHERING	  OF	  FRIENDS	  

Interacting with bạn (‘friends’) in Vietnamese can be seen as less influenced by the cultural 

schema of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) because, according to Vietnamese way of thinking, bạn 

(‘friend’) is ‘someone like me’. Therefore, disagreement-1 between friends is likely to be 

frank and open-minded. The DPS scenario for disagreement-1 among friends was as follows: 
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You are chatting with a group of friends. Your friend X, who is taking a 

driver-training course, says he/she is very worried about his/her workload 

because the course lasts four months. Another friend Y says it only lasts two 

months. You have some information that the newly-introduced policy requires 

a four-month training course for a driver license. What would you say to Y if 

1. you are sure the training course is four months long because you have 

recently read it on a newspaper. 

2. you have heard about the four-month course, but you are not quite sure 

about this. 

The findings from this scenario resonate with Vo’s (2013) proposal that disagreement-1 

among friends is evidence-oriented and accuracy-centred. 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  FRIEND	  	  

In the DPS responses, 100% of the respondents thought they would react to the inaccuracy of 

the given information if they were certain about it. Among them, 69% chose to include 

Evidence and Correction as core functional units in their disagreement-1 sequences. This is 

an indicator of their compliance with the cultural norm nói có sách mách có chứng (‘say 

things with evidence’), mentioned in Chapter 4. For example, 

(6.15) Bốn tháng đấy bạn à. Mình mới đọc báo hôm qua. 

 four month PRT friend    PRT 1-SG just read newspaper yesterday 

 ‘It is [EMPH] four months long, [dear] friend. I just read it on the newspaper 

yesterday.’ 

Approximately one-third of these discourses contain an additional functional unit such as 

a Suggestion, a Reflection, a Negation or a Consolation at the end of the sequence. Similar to 

disagreement-1 in the family talk scenario, a Negation contradicts the given information to 

support the information in the Correction, while a Suggestion is a recommendation for further 

action. Reflections in this situation are nonetheless quite rough. They are oriented towards the 

knowledge of the information provider, as exemplified in (6.16), but they are not necessarily 

an indication of dissatisfaction, since they are often intended to make fun of the addressee in 

some ways. 
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(6.16) Tao mới đọc báo. Bây giờ học lái bốn tháng đấy. 

 I just read newspaper now learn drive four month PRT 

 Mày sao cập nhật thông tin kém quá! 

 you how update information poor very 

 ‘I just read the newspaper. Now it takes four months to learn how to drive [EMPH]. 

How poor you are at updating yourself.’ 

A Reflection like this, which ‘belittles’ the addressee, is culturally unacceptable between 

age-asymmetrical interactants, possibly because it implies that the information provider is not 

knowledgeable. Among peers, however, this kind of Reflection can be acceptable. Yet since 

this Reflection implies the fact that the addressee does not know much about the information 

due to not keeping up-to-date, the NSM component for a Reflection in this particular situation 

should be adjusted as follows: 

	   you	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  it;	  this	  is	  not	  good	  

The Reflection, as seen in (6.16), is argued to be a sign of peer competition. Nonetheless, 

this competitiveness is more positive in some other DPS responses, being displayed through 

the use of a Consolation that encourages the addressee to trust the speaker’s information. It is 

also worth noting that the remaining 31% of respondents, who did not include Evidence in 

their disagreement-1, still use Correction as the core functional unit. This demonstrates that 

the disagreement-1 sequence in this situation is focussed on accuracy. The following formula 

represents a typical disagreement-1 sequence in this situation: 

EVIDENCE + CORRECTION [+ NEGATION] + SUGGESTION/REFLECTION/CONSOLATION 

Cultural script [S6.5] spells out a plan for disagreeing with a friend over a content 

accuracy: 

[S6.5]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  certainty	  when	  talking	  to	  a	  friend	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  friend	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  well	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  my	  friend	  [m]:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	  well	   Evidence	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said	   Negation	  (optional)	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  one	  of	  these	  things:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   -‐	  you	  didn’t	  know	  much	  about	  it;	  this	  is	  not	  good	   Reflection	  	  
	   	   -‐	  you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  	  
	   	   -‐	  it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	   Consolation	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you	  if	  it	  is	  not	  true	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	  
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Disagreement-1 among friends is simply an information exchange in which one friend 

provides another with a more precise piece of information. There is no didactic expectation 

because both speaker and addressee are at the same level in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), and thus 

neither is entitled or expected to ‘teach’ normative behaviour. For this reason, peer 

interactants are fairly relaxed in their discourse, as seen from the DPS data. This is evident in 

the fact that 13% of respondents used the casual person reference terms tao (‘I’) and mày 

(‘you’). This way of xưng – hô (‘self-reference – address’) is only acceptable between 

interactants who have good mutual understanding. That is, their quan hệ (‘relationship’) is 

too intimate to consider courtesy to be important. 

The relaxed atmosphere in interactions with bạn (‘friends’) gives respondents the 

comfort of being free from ‘diplomatic’ practices that are expected with other types of người 

ngoài (‘outsiders’). However, it does not lead to any compromise on standards of certainty. 

This is exhibited in the ways the DPS respondents think they would behave when they are not 

certain about the information. 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  LESS	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  FRIEND	  	  	  

Vietnamese speakers are generally conscious of the impact of their information on others, 

even among friends who are assumed to know each other well and are unconstrained  by thứ 

bậc (‘hierarchy’). This accounts for why 13% of the respondents chose to keep silent when 

they are not certain about whether the driving training course would take two or four months. 

In the additional question asking for explanation of their choice, these respondents stated that 

they should not say anything when they do not know it for sure. One participant explained: 

I don’t want my friend to suffer from my less accurate information. Sometimes, 

saying nothing is much better than saying ‘wrong’ things because saying things 

without evidence could be risky for my reputation. (DPS_F4.2) 

This is understandable because most Vietnamese are familiar with such folk teachings as 

the one in [F6.3], which no less than 68% of the respondents listed in the VMS: 

[F6.3] Biết thì thưa thốt, không biết dựa cột mà nghe. 

 know COP speak not know lean pole COP listen 

 ‘Say what you know well, listen when you are not certain.’ 

Evidently, Vietnamese folk emphasis on accuracy results in a psychological fear of 

‘losing face’ in a situation in which an interactant has no certainty about the information (as 
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stated by respondent (DPS_F4.2) above). Even when the interactants say something, this is 

clearly seen in the mitigating aspects of the disagreement-1 sequence. In 75% of cases, the 

Correction was hedged, with typical expressions such as hình như là … (‘it seems …’), có lẽ 

(‘perhaps’), and có thể (‘maybe’). In addition, there was preceding Weak Evidence and/or a 

Certitude Withdrawal, as exemplified in (6.17) and (6.18), respectively. 

(6.17) Mình nhớ đã đọc đâu đó. Hình như là bốn tháng đấy. 

 1-SG remember PST read somewhere seem COP four month PRT 

 ‘I remember reading about it somewhere. It seems that it takes four months [EMPH].’ 

The tendency to avoid responsibility for informational exactitude may explain why 61% 

of respondents included a Suggestion, advising a double-check at the end of the 

disagreement-1 sequence. 

(6.18) Mình nghe học lái bốn tháng, nhưng mình không chắc lắm. 

 1-SG hear learn drive four month but 1-SG not sure very 

 Sao bạn không gọi hỏi lại họ xem? 

 why friend-2 not call ask again them see 

 ‘I’ve heard around that it takes four months to learn how to drive. Why don’t you 

call them to check?’ 

The disagreement-1 sequence in this situation is presented as follows: 

WEAK EVIDENCE + CERTITUDE WITHDRAWAL + HEDGED CORRECTION + SUGGESTION 

This sequence is captured in Script [S6.6] to follow. The difference between this script 

and others is that there are two options to make. Generally, Vietnamese people think it is 

risky to say something that they are not sure of. Thus, it is reasonable to remain silent, as 

depicted in section (b) of the cultural script. However, friendship is a long-established 

relationship among peers engaging in several shared activities, and sharing information is one 

of these activities. In this regard, the competitiveness for honour is probably disregarded 

among peers. In certain circumstances, the interactants can speak up (captured in section (c)). 

[S6.6]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  less	  certainty	  when	  talking	  to	  a	  friend	  	  	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  a	  friend	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  	   SILENCE	  OPTION	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  it	  	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  not	  like	  this	  
	   	   	   it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  don’t	  say	  anything	   	  
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(c)	   if	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  about	  it	  to	  my	  friend	  [m]:	   SPEAKING	  OPTION	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   	   I	  know	  a	  little	  about	  this	   Weak	  Evidence	  	  
	   	   	   maybe	  this	  is	  true,	  maybe	  this	  is	  not	  true;	  I	  don’t	  know	   Certitude	  Withdrawal	  
(d)	  	   	   after	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT:	  
	   	   	   [maybe]	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  	   Hedged	  Correction	  
	   	   	   you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  

Script [S6.6] has lengthy pre-disagreement built into it, with two complementary 

functional units (see section (c)). The main disagreement part, as presented in section (d), is 

implicit due to a hedging device accompanying the Correction and the implication for 

necessary verification of information in the Suggestion. It is likely that this way of speaking 

explains why cultural outsiders sometimes have the impression that Vietnamese speakers are 

not rational. However, seen from the Vietnamese cultural value of tinh thần cộng đồng 

(‘collective spirit’) in which people are expected to maintain their relationships, the choice to 

express disagreement-1 with less certainty is understandable. This is regarded as part of  the 

Vietnamese linguistic routines used to meet the needs for exchanging information in 

everyday communication. 

SOCIOLINGUISTIC	  CONSIDERATIONS	  IN	  INTERACTION	  WITH	  BẠN	  (‘FRIENDS’)	  

The DPS respondents provided interesting additional accounts for their choices in the 

gathering-of-friends scenario. In response to the question whether they would produce the 

same discourse in talk with friends of the same gender, and of different genders, most of the 

female respondents stated that they would say the same. However, 60% of the male 

respondents said that they would make certain changes, especially in the use of person 

reference terms. In particular, in talking with a friend of a different gender, it is more 

appropriate to use neutral terms of address such as mình/tôi (1-SG ‘I’) and bạn (2-SG 

‘friend’) rather than the casual tao (‘I’) and mày (‘you’). Regarding the question of other 

factors that could affect their interactional involvement in a disagreement-1 with less 

certainty, most respondents said they would consider the importance of the conversational 

topic. These responses are in line with the findings in the VMS, reinforcing the proposal that 

gender awareness and conversational topic are relevant interactional variables in Vietnamese. 

 	  



 

155 

 

6.3.2	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  IN	  A	  WORKPLACE	  	  

As mentioned in Chapter 3, Vietnamese đồng nghiệp (‘colleagues’) are generally regarded as 

người quen (‘acquaintances’) in the workplace. They are doing the same job and have similar 

levels of social standing but they are not necessarily peers. Therefore, interaction in the 

workplace requires acumen, as well as awareness of cultural schemas. Workplace interactions 

depend on whether the exchange is work-related or not. The prompted situation for 

disagreement-1 in the DPS was not work-related. There are reasons for this. Firstly, there has 

been a paucity of research about non-task-related interaction in the workplace. Kendall and 

Tannen (1997, p. 83) point out that “research on language in the workplace has focussed 

primarily on task-related talk among professionals and lay persons” and that “few studies 

have considered the use and importance of non-task-related talk.” Secondly, a work-related 

disagreement-1 is likely to be rare in Vietnamese because, due to the cultural emphasis on 

content accuracy, people are expected to be well prepared and responsible for the information 

they provide at work. This is related to their self image and honour in the workplace. The 

non-work exchange scenario was designed with a view to minimising the embarrassment for 

the respondents in providing their responses. The scenario is as follows: 

Your institution is celebrating the establishment anniversary next week. 

Everyone is invited to a dinner party. During a work break, a colleague says 

that the party will be held at Morin restaurant on Saturday evening. You 

visited the website recently and the information you got there is La Résidence 

restaurant on Sunday evening. What would you say in each of the following 

situations? 

1. You visited the website just before the break, so you know for sure about 

the time and venue. 

2. You visited the website the day before, so you do not know for sure if there 

is any change in time and venue. 

This disagreement-1 scenario is similar to that of interaction among friends, with a split 

into two situations: certainty and less certainty. 



 

156 

 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  COLLEAGUE	  

Functional units such as Evidence, Correction and Suggestion are an integral part of the 

sequence of disagreement-1 with certainty in interactions with a colleague. Interestingly, 

however, there are very few DPS responses that contain the functional unit Negation.  

(6.19) Tôi mới xem trên mạng thấy đổi sang tối chủ nhật 

 I just see on web see change to evening Sunday 

 tại La Résidence. Mọi người xem lại nhé! 

 at La Résidence everyone see again PRT 

 ‘I’ve just visited the webpage and find that it has been changed to Sunday at 

La Résidence. Everyone, please check it again [dear]! 

The difference between interactions with colleagues and with other participants is that 

the respondents used several functional units, forming a full sequence with pre-disagreement, 

disagreement and post-disagreement. The following formula summarises the disagreement-1 

sequence found in no less than 77% of the DPS responses: 

APPROPRIATENESS SIGNAL/ATTENTION CATCHER + EVIDENCE + CORRECTION + SUGGESTION + 

CONSOLATION 

Notable in the data from this scenario is the presence of an Appropriateness Signal and 

an Attention Catcher, as exemplified in extracts (6.20) and (6.21), respectively.  

(6.20) Xin lỗi tôi nói xen ngang. Tôi xem trên mạng năm phút trước. 

 apologise I say interrupt I see on web five minutes before 

 Bữa tiệc được tổ chức tối chủ nhật tại La Résidence. 

 party PASS hold evening Sunday at La Résidence 

 ‘Excuse me, I just interrupted you. I visited the webpage five minutes ago. The party 

is held on Sunday evening at La Résidence.’ 

(6.21) Tôi có tin mới cho mọi người đây. 

 I have news new for everyone here 

 Bữa tiệc được tổ chức tối chủ nhật tại La Résidence. 

 party PASS hold evening Sunday at La Résidence 

 ‘I have updated news for everyone here. The party is held on Sunday evening at La 

Résidence.’ 
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These functional units are assumed to ensure the appropriateness of the speaker’s 

involvement in the conversation. The act of ‘jumping’ into the conversation of others is 

generally regarded as impolite in Vietnamese culture, and thus it is unacceptable. Even if 

someone is a participant in talk among many people, he/she is often expected to emit a signal 

prior to saying something.  

The general opinion about the appropriate way of expressing Vietnamese disagreement-1 

to a colleague with certainty is captured in the following cultural script: 

[S6.7]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  certainty	  when	  talking	  to	  a	  colleague	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  colleague	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  I	  know	  well	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this,	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT
	   	   one	  of	  these	  things	  to	  my	  colleague	  [m]:	   	  
	   	   -‐	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	   Appropriateness	  Signal	  
	   	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  if	  I	  say	  it	  now	  
	   	   -‐	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you,	   Attention	  Catcher	  
	   	   	   I	  think:	  you	  will	  want	  to	  know	  it	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	  well	   Evidence	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  (it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said)	   Correction
	   	   you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
(d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	   Consolation	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  you	  if	  it	  is	  not	  true	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	  

As explained in Chapter 5, Appropriateness Signals and Attention Catchers indicate that 

the speaker is aware that an interruption might not be expected. These functional units do not 

hint at disagreement, but their inclusion is important because they mark an appropriate 

entrance into the interaction. However, they never coexist as they perform the same function 

in the disagreement sequence. The choice between them depends on the speaker’s judgement 

of his/her quan hệ (‘relationship’) with the other interactant. This is guided in section (b) of 

Script [S6.7] via the phrase ‘it is good if I say one of these things’. 

It should be noted that people in the workplace are usually in a wide age range, requiring 

people who participate in workplace talk to be mindful of quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ 

bậc (‘hierarchy’), in addition to work-related issues. Therefore, notwithstanding the certainty 

about information, respondents in this situation are more likely to share information than to 

‘correct’ the information. The Attention Catcher is evidence for this. Common expressions 

used as Attention Catchers are often impersonal, as in (6.22): 
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(6.22) Có thông báo mới mọi người ơi. 

 have announcement new everyone-VOC 

 ‘There is a new announcement, everyone.’ 

The impersonality of such an Attention Catcher gives the impression that the speaker is a 

messenger rather than a participant in the on-going exchange. In addition, the distant 

involvement is also evident in that there is neither Reflection (as the speaker’s veracity 

comment) nor Negation (as the speaker’s informational contradiction) in the attested 

sequences. Nonetheless, the difference in informational state is still exhibited through 

Evidence and Correction in the main section (c) of the script. 

In other words, content accuracy in this situation is not presented as being important as it 

is other situations that have been discussed. Furthermore, the attitude towards disagreement-1 

tends to be more socially tactful in the light of the folk advice in [F1.2] người khôn nói tiếng 

dịu dàng dễ nghe (‘Wise people speak in soft and gentle voices’). This social tact is even 

more apparent when the speaker is not very certain about the informational update. This is 

discussed in the next section. 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  LESS	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  COLLEAGUE	  

The emphasis on informational accuracy makes it reasonable to suppose that one should keep 

silent when one is not certain. This is evident in the responses of 15% of the respondents who 

chose to maintain silence. In addition to their lack of confidence, several respondents 

explained that it is of no use to interfere in a workplace affair with low level of certainty. As 

one participant stated: 

Providing some uncertain information in the workplace is relatively risky. It might 

give other colleagues the impression that I am a type of rumour spreader 

(DPS_M2.7). 

On the surface, this appears to be understandable since it complies with the Vietnamese 

cultural trait of giving prominence to accuracy and consciousness about the disastrous 

outcomes of committing wrongdoing, as described in a proverb: 

[F6.7] Sai một li, đi một dặm 

 wrong one inch go one mile 

 ‘A little wrongdoing may lead to a huge disaster.’ 



 

159 

 

This compliance also comes from the awareness of the possible effects talking with less 

certainty may have on an individual’s, as well as on collective, reputation: 

[F6.8] Mua danh ba vạn bán danh ba đồng. 

 buy reputation three ten.thousand sell reputation three (monetary unit) 

 ‘It takes ages to establish a good reputation, but a second to abolish it.’ 

However, the majority of the respondents (85%) still chose to speak up. The question 

that arises is why they say something when they could face the danger of misunderstanding. 

The most common explanation is related to a sense of collective responsibility: 

As part of a team, I find it necessary to tell my colleagues about the different 

information I had so that we could check it for the latest update. The problem with 

informational accuracy can be overcome because we have different appropriate ways 

of saying it (DPS_F3.5). 

This collective responsibility does not contradict the principles of Vietnamese speech 

practice, but rather indicates that Vietnamese think highly of tinh thần cộng đồng (‘collective 

spirit’), which is one of the significant values in Vietnamese culture. Although there are 

different ways of presenting a different piece of information with less certainty, as respondent 

(DPS_F3.5) commented above, disagreement-1 in this situation is sequenced with relative 

uniformity, with an Appropriateness Signal at the beginning, Evidence and a Correction in 

the central part, and a Suggestion at the end of the sequence. For example: 

(6.23) Cho tôi làm phiền một chút.   Hôm qua tôi thấy trên mạng. 

 give me bother a little yesterday I see on web 

 là Bữa tiệc được tổ chức tối chủ nhật tại La Résidence. 

 COMP party PASS hold evening Sunday at La Résidence 

 Mọi người vào xem lại cho chắc. 

 everyone enter see again for sure 

 ‘May I bother you with this? I saw on the webpage yesterday that the party is held 

on Sunday evening at La Résidence. Everyone, please check it again to make sure.’ 

Notably, another functional unit, namely an Update Check, may appear in this situation 

as an alternative to a Suggestion. This sequence-ending Update Check made up 37% of 

disagreement-1 responses with less certainty, contributing to the sequence: 

APPROPRIATENESS SIGNAL + EVIDENCE + CORRECTION + SUGGESTION/UPDATE CHECK 
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In Example (6.24) below, the Update Check follows an explanation that refers to when 

the speaker had access to the information. It indicates that the speaker would like to have 

feedback from the addressee. 

(6.24) Thông tin hôm qua tôi xem là chủ nhật tại La Résidence. 

 information yesterday I see COP Sunday at La Résidence 

 Bạn xem nó khi nào thế? 

 friend-2 see it when-Q PRT 

 ‘The information I had yesterday said it was on Sunday at La Résidence. When 

did you get yours? 

An Update Check functions to help the speaker avoid the danger that he/she might 

provide an outdated piece of information and to lessen his/her commitment to the given 

information. This makes an Update Check different from a Suggestion. While Suggestions 

prompt the addressee to take further action (i.e., in this situation, double-check), Update 

Checks actively call for ‘cooperation’ to work out the most exact information. The way of 

expressing disagreement-1 with less certainty when talking to a colleague is captured in the 

following cultural script: 

[S6.8]	   Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  less	  certainty	  to	  a	  colleague	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  my	  colleague	  [m]	  says	  about	  something:	  	   	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  	   SILENCE	  OPTION	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  it	  	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  not	  like	  this	  
	   	   	   it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  don’t	  say	  anything	  	  
(c)	   if	  I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  about	  it	  to	  my	  colleague	  [m]	   SPEAKING	  OPTION	  
	  	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now	   Appropriateness	  Signal	  
	   	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
(d)	  	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	   Evidence	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Correction	  
(e)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  one	  of	  these	  things:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   -‐	  you	  can	  know	  more	  about	  it	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
	   	   -‐	  it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  can	  say	  something	  more	  about	  it	  to	  me	   Update	  Check	  
	   	   	  	  [maybe	  I	  didn’t	  know	  well	  about	  it	  before]	  

It is notable in the DPS data that there were some instances of Update Check occurring at 

the beginning of the sequence, as in (6.25), to signal that the speaker has different 

information.  
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(6.25) Xin lỗi! Bạn xem thông tin khi nào? Tôi xem trên mạng 

 Excuse me! friend-2 see information when-Q I see on web 

 hôm qua là tối chủ nhật tại La Résidence đấy. 

 yesterday COP evening Sunday at La Résidence PRT 

 ‘Excuse me! When did you get that information? I saw on the webpage last night that 

it is at La Résidence on Sunday evening [EMPH].’ 

Nonetheless, there are very few responses (only 5%) containing Update Check in this 

position. The possibility of a subsequent disagreement depends on the addressee’s feedback, 

as one of the respondents explained:  

I’ll wait until the other person tells me when he/she had it [the information]. If I have 

more updated information, I’ll tell everyone about the newest. Otherwise, I’ll keep 

silent. (DPS_F2.1) 

For this reason, this type of Update Check is not considered in the disagreement-1 

formula or in Script [S6.8] above. 

The way of communicating disagreement-1 with a colleague is relatively mild-mannered 

and it is even more implicit if the speaker is not certain about the informational state. This is 

shown in script [S6.8], where the pre-disagreement functional unit Appropriateness Signal 

exhibits the desire to share a piece of information. It is interesting to note that the speaker 

displays awareness of his/her uncertainty by not using an Attention Catcher as in the case of 

disagreement-1 with certainty. The prudence in expressing disagreement-1 with less certainty 

is clear in the avoidance of Negation as part of the sequence and the friendly attitude in the 

post-disagreement (as shown in section (e)) that calls for collaboration to work out the exact 

information. In short, disagreement-1 in the workplace scenario is another manifestation of 

the argument that with người ngoài (‘outsiders’) expressing disagreement is governed by the 

needs for information exchange in everyday communication. 

As part of everyday communication, disagreement-1 in the workplace is associated with 

more sociolinguistic considerations. In response to the additional questions for this scenario, 

the DPS respondents provided further explanation about their concerns, which are to be 

discussed now. 
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SOCIOLINGUISTIC	  CONSIDERATIONS	  IN	  WORKPLACE	  INTERACTIONS	  	  

In addition to being highly mindful of the accuracy of the information, Vietnamese speakers 

are conscious of the impact of other sociolinguistic variables on disagreement-1 in the 

workplace. In particular, most of the DPS respondents stated that the quality of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) is important for their decision as to whether to speak up or not. Generally, 

they tend to take account of past interactions and the degree of intimacy they have developed 

through interactional experience. 

To speak or not to speak, how to say it [the different information], and how much to 

say about it will depend on whom I am talking with. I mean, I will take part in an 

interaction without hesitation if I and that person have ever talked in an open-minded 

way, and more importantly, that person never takes opposition in casual talk 

personally. (DPS_M3.5) 

This explanation implies that personality is an issue for consideration. This is in accord 

with the VMS findings presented in Chapter 4. Respondents in the age group 18–25 added 

that the age of the addressee and other people around is important. They feel more confident 

talking with people in the same age range, or with a narrow gap in age. This is once again 

indicative of Vietnamese awareness of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in interactions. Another 

consideration arose in this group of respondents, namely, the charisma of the person who 

provided the original information and the weight of his/her voice in the workplace, both of 

which are often measured by their experience and contribution to the workplace. One 

respondent stated: 

If the information provider is someone who often fools others by hoaxing, I won’t 

care. Speaking up in such a situation is idiotic. I’ll double check the information on 

my own. (DPS_F2.8) 

With respect to the gender of the interactional participants, the majority of respondents 

stated that they would say the same thing to the addressee regardless of gender, since 

language in the workplace requires the interlocutors to combine the normative principle đúng 

mực (‘propriety’) and the social skill khôn khéo (‘tact’) in their interaction. Therefore, there is 

always a need for prudence in talk. 
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6.3.3	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  IN	  A	  PUBLIC	  PLACE	  

Verbal interaction with strangers in Vietnamese culture is sometimes considered to be 

unnecessary. This accounts for Vietnamese people being characterised as ‘timid’ and 

‘reserved’ interactants (Phan, 1998; T. Tran, 1996). However, once again according to Phan 

(1998) and T. Tran (1996), Vietnamese are on the other hand hospitable people. Therefore, 

timidity does not stop Vietnamese from interacting with người lạ (‘strangers’). In a culture 

that highly values collective spirit and harmony, the need for constantly establishing and 

developing quan hệ (‘relationship’) is inevitable. Thus, the subcategory người lạ 

(‘strangers’), as argued in Chapter 4, is a potential source of người quen (‘acquaintances’). In 

reality, even when people do not intend to make acquaintance, they may start talking if they 

find it necessary. This creates two ways of dealing with người lạ (‘strangers’), which is 

captured in the following cultural script: 

[S6.9]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  dealing	  with	  người	  lạ	  (‘stranger’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   when	  I	  am	  with	  one	  of	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  in	  one	  place,	  	  
	   	   at	  some	  times	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  don’t	  say	  anything	   SILENCE	  OPTION	  
(b)	   at	  some	  other	  times,	  it	  is	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something,	  I	  want	  to	  say	  it	  
(c)	   if	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  to	  a	  người	  lạ	  (‘stranger’),	   SPEAKING	  OPTION	  
	   this	  is	  not	  bad	  

A scenario for interaction with người lạ (‘strangers’) was designed in the DPS, on the 

assumption that there are certain occasions when two strangers start a conversation. The 

discussion of disagreement-1 with người lạ (‘strangers’) in this section focusses on the 

‘speaking option’ of Script [S6.9]. 

You are sitting for a rest next to a person you don’t know on a bench in a 

public place when a tourist approaches both of you and asks for directions to 

restaurant X. That person shows the tourist to turn left at the first corner. 

What would you say if 

1. you are sure that turning at the second corner is the right way to the 

restaurant 

2. you are not sure, but you think the tourist should turn at the second corner. 

As before, the analysis is organised into disagreement-1 with certainty and disagreement-

1 with less certainty. 



 

164 

 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  STRANGER	  

It is interesting to find that all the DPS respondents decided to speak up when they are certain 

of the information. This is primarily for the sake of the information seeker, the tourist in this 

particular situation. Respondents stated that they would empathise with the tourist and want 

to give the correct directions.  

When tourists ask for directions, they trust in the local people’s knowledge and 

expect to get the best instructions. Therefore, as a local, I should say something if I 

find the other person’s information is not accurate. (DPS_M4.3) 

More importantly, the decision to speak up is related to the Vietnamese cultural value of 

tinh thần cộng đồng (‘collective spirit’): 

Imagine what the tourist thinks when he/she gets there and can’t find the restaurant. 

Clearly, the inaccurate information might create in the tourist a bad impression of the 

local. (DPS_F2.2) 

This explanation suggests a notable characteristic of Vietnamese culture. In this 

situation, to a local, both the other local and the tourist are strangers, but one is a ‘closer’ 

stranger and the other is a ‘more distant’ stranger. Two local people are strangers because 

they are ‘unknown’ to each other in terms of quan hệ (‘relationship’), but they somewhat 

belong to a larger entity, thus becoming fellows when they meet another stranger who has 

nothing in common with either of them. For this reason, most of the respondents decided to 

speak up, because they want to help the other local and to uphold their collective image in the 

eye of another stranger. Notably, there are two potential information recipients in this 

situation. In most cases, the recipient is the local stranger, but there are some instances in 

which the recipient is the other stranger (i.e., the tourist). 

For the sake of this collective image, the respondents appear to concentrate primarily on 

the accuracy of the message and the principle of khôn khéo (‘tact’) in delivering their 

messages. Following this view, they took thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) into secondary consideration. 

It is evident in the DPS data that most respondents used the neutral first person tôi (‘I’), and 

anh/chị (‘older brother/sister’) or bạn (‘friend’) as the second person reference term, in the 

spirit of xưng tôn hô khiêm (‘humble self-reference, respectful address’). 

  



 

165 

 

(6.26) Xin lỗi tôi cắt lời của anh. Rẽ ở 

 apologise I cut word POSS older.brother-2 turn at 

 ngã tư   thứ hai  mới đúng. Tôi sống gần đó. 

 corner second COP right I live near that 

 ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you. The right way to go is to turn at the second corner. I 

live near there.’ 

The discourses obtained from the DPS with respect to this scenario were uniform in 

terms of the constituent functional units. All the responses include a Correction (for 

accuracy) and 82% of them contain an Appropriateness Signal (for social tact). In general, 

78% of respondents think their disagreement-1 would follow this formula: 

APPROPRIATENESS SIGNAL + CORRECTION + EVIDENCE 

Some respondents (approximately 12%) had a slightly different way of disagreeing in 

this situation. They replace Evidence with a Reflection, as exemplified in the following 

extract: 

(6.27) Có lẽ chị nhầm nhà hàng khác rồi. 

 maybe older.sister-2 mistake restaurant other already 

 ‘You’ve probably mistaken it for another restaurant.’ 

In this situation, a Reflection is likely used to avoid possible embarrassment for the 

addressee stemming from his/her lack of accuracy, since it implies that it was not the 

addressee’s fault and/or intention to provide ‘wrong’ information. However, the functional 

unit Reflection used by 12% of respondents in this situation does not constitute a large 

portion of responses, nor does it create an unusual way of disagreeing that is worth a specific 

cultural script. The following cultural script articulates the common pattern for disagreement-

1 with certainty when talking to a stranger in Vietnamese.	  

[S6.10]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  certainty	  to	  a	  người	  lạ	  (‘stranger’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   sometimes	  it	  it	  like	  this:	  
	   two	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  are	  in	  one	  place,	  I	  am	  in	  the	  same	  place	  
	   one	  stranger	  says	  to	  the	  other	  stranger	  about	  something:	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  to	  these	  strangers,	   DECISION	  OF	  SPEAKING	  
	   	   because	  I	  know	  well	  that	  it	  is	  not	  like	  this	  
(c)	   before	  I	  say	  anything	  else,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	   Appropriateness	  Signal	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  because	  I	  say	  it	  
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(d)	  	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	  (it	  is	  not	  like	  you	  said)	   Correction	  
	   	   	  I	  say	  this	  because	  I	  know	  something	  about	  it	  well	   Evidence	  

It is observed from the DPS data that none of the respondents used an Attention Catcher; 

instead, they resorted to an Appropriateness Signal in their disagreement-1. Although an 

Appropriateness Signal is functionally equal to an Attention Catcher in the management of 

impressions from conversation partners, these two functional units are strategically different. 

Attention Catcher, as argued previously, tend to appeal for acceptance and intimacy from the 

other interactant. Appropriateness Signals, on the other hand, show that the speaker is aware 

of potential inappropriateness. Accordingly, there is a sense of ‘distance’. This sense of 

distance is reflected also in the brevity of the sequence, which has no post-disagreement act 

that would open the possibility of an extended exchange. Disagreement-1 without post-acts, 

as in this situation, implies that the speaker has no purpose other than to convey the exact 

information for which he/she feels responsible. This is consonant with the previously cited 

explanation for the decision to speak, which is motivated by collective spirit rather than by 

the desire to make acquaintances. It is this same collective responsibility that compels some 

respondents in the DPS to speak up even when they are not sure of the exact information, 

although in this case they have to find appropriate ways of delivering their message. 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑1	  WITH	  LESS	  CERTAINTY	  WHEN	  TALKING	  TO	  A	  STRANGER	  	  

Starting a conversation with a stranger is not always easy and is even more difficult when the 

message is about informational content that contradicts another stranger’s information. The 

risk increases when the speaker is not entirely sure about the information. Therefore, it is no 

surprise that 30% of the respondents in the DPS said that they would stay silent. A sound 

explanation for their discretion is the special importance that the Vietnamese give to both 

individual and collective honour and reputation. This behaviour comes from a psychology of 

‘face safety’ reflected in folk experience (as in [F6.4]). In terms of verbal behaviour, an 

avoidance of bad reputation, as set out in [F6.5], is the rule of thumb. 

[F6.4] Tránh voi chẳng xấu mặt nào. 

 avoid elephant not bad face which 

 ‘It’s not bad to avoid a big problem at all.’ 

  



 

167 

 

[F6.5] Im lặng là vàng 

 Silence is gold 

 ‘Silence is golden.’ 

Nonetheless, social life is multifaceted. Along with prudence in interacting with non-

acquaintances, Vietnamese people are also influenced by empathy for other people’s 

situations. As a folk saying has it: 

[F6.6] Thương người như thể thương thân 

 love people like COP love self 

 ‘Love other people like ourselves.’ 

It is the folk philosophy of living a collective life that underpins and motivates the 

respondents’ choice to say something among strangers when informational accuracy is at 

stake. This is displayed in the fact that the remaining 70% of the respondents decided to 

speak up. Most of the relevant disagreement-1 sequences have the following formula: 

APPROPRIATENESS SIGNAL + CERTITUDE WITHDRAWAL + HEDGED CORRECTION 

Disagreement-1 in this situation is somewhat ‘blurry’ since the only functional unit that 

conveys disagreement, namely, Correction, is often hedged or weakened by the preceding 

Certitude Withdrawal. 

(6.28) Xin lỗi, nếu tôi nhớ không nhầm 

 Apologise if I remember not mistake 

 thì rẽ ở ngã tư thứ hai. 

 COP turn at corner second 

 ‘Excuse me. If my memory serves me well, it must be a turn at the second corner.’ 

The following cultural script spells out an acceptable way of expressing disagreement-1 

to a stranger when the speaker is not fully certain about his/her information.	  

[S6.11]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐1	  with	  less	  certainty	  when	  talking	  to	  a	  người	  lạ	  
(‘stranger’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  	  
(a)	   sometimes	  it	  it	  like	  this:	  
	   two	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  are	  in	  one	  place,	  I	  am	  in	  the	  same	  place	  
	   one	  stranger	  says	  to	  the	  other	  stranger	  about	  something:	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   INFORMATIONAL	  CONTENT	  
(b)	   if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  know	  much	  about	  it	  	  
	   	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  not	  like	  this	  stranger	  says	  
	   	   	   it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  say	  something	  about	  it	   DECISION	  OF	  SPEAKING	  
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(c)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	   Appropriateness	  Signal	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  it	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  bad	  because	  I	  say	  it	  now	  
	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   maybe	  this	  is	  true,	  maybe	  this	  is	  not	  true;	  I	  don’t	  know	   Certitude	  Withdrawal	  
(d)	  	   after	  this,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   [maybe]	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Hedged	  Correction	  

The functional units in this script play roles that are similar to those discussed earlier. 

The Appropriateness Signal helps the speaker make a good excuse for a sudden (perhaps, 

unexpected) involvement in another party’s conversation. The Certitude Withdrawal and the 

Hedged Correction enable the speaker to step back from commitment to the given 

information. Obviously, this complex sequence indicates careful mental work about the 

verbal behaviour in a vulnerable situation. 

It must be noted, though, that the Appropriateness Signal in this scenario is sometimes a 

bald expression xin lỗi (‘[I] apologise/excuse me’) without a vocative as in the case of a 

disagreement-1 with a colleague. This is not because the speaker cannot estimate the age of 

the addressee to position him/her in the right thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), but because the speaker 

regards the accuracy of the information as more important, as mentioned before. This is not 

to say that the speaker violates lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). The praxis of lễ phép 

(‘respectfulness’) here must be seen from a ‘strategic’, rather than a ‘normative’, perspective. 

In particular, it is the manipulation of a social skill, namely, khôn khéo (‘tact’). This 

flexibility is also displayed in the choice of message recipient. As stated previously, while the 

majority of respondents addressed their disagreement-1 to the person who first provided the 

mistaken information (i.e., the local), a small number redirected it to the information recipient 

(i.e., the tourist). In this situation, the speaker includes a Suggestion in the sequence: 

(6.29) Xin lỗi, tôi nhớ là phải rẽ ngã tư thứ hai. 

 Apologise I remember COP must turn corner second 

 Anh chú ý cái quãng cáo bên đường nhé! 

 older.brother-2 notice CLF advertisement side street PRT 

 ‘Excuse me. I remember that it must be a turn at the second corner. Please pay 

attention to the advertisement by the side of the street [dear].’ 

Disagreement-1 as such was only found in DPS respondents of the age group 18–25. 

Some of them explained that they felt they should speak up for the sake of the information 

seeker. Directing the message to this person raises the latter’s awareness of a potential piece 
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of mistaken information and simultaneously reduces the risk of an unnecessary confrontation 

with the previous speaker, especially when the previous speaker belongs to a more advanced 

age group. This is more evidence that the Vietnamese are deeply conscious of the cultural 

schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in interaction and its associated cultural norms and social skills. 

The question as to whether discourse such as that in (6.29) can be considered as 

disagreement-1 remains somewhat unclear. In terms of information exchange, it is actively 

addressed to the information seeker, and it is clearly not a ‘second turn’ to any previous given 

information. However, from the perspective of ‘disagreement as a speech act complex’ and 

within the prompted situation, discourse of this type has been dually directed to both the 

information seeker and the previous information provider. While there has yet been no 

insightful investigation as such, the author would maintain that a discourse such as (6.29) is 

an indirect way of expressing disagreement-1. In the first place, it comprises the common 

functional units of a disagreement-1 sequence. Secondly, it is observed in the discourse that 

there is a Suggestion for a reaction to a possibility of mistaken information at the end of the 

sequence. The Hedged Correction and the Suggestion both imply an informational difference 

compared to the previous speaker. 

6.4	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  	  

The analysis of the disagreement-1 sequences undertaken in this chapter has indicated that 

their constituent functional units vary under the influence of sociolinguistic variables. 

Nonetheless, there are two functional units that remain as the core units of a disagreement-1 

sequence across situations, namely, Evidence and Correction. In addition, there are relatively 

fixed supportive functional units, which enter the sequence as pre-disagreement or post-

disagreement acts. These sequences have been represented in cultural scripts, which help 

contribute to a better understanding of how Vietnamese speakers think about expressing 

disagreement over content accuracy in their linguistic routines.  

The analysis of DPS data has confirmed the argument in Chapter 4 that the interactions 

with người nhà (‘family people’) and người ngoài (‘outsiders’) are distinctive. With người 

nhà (‘family people’), disagreement-1 tends to have a didactic aspect, especially in the case 

of expressing disagreement-1 in interactions with younger addressees. In interactions with 

người ngoài (‘outsiders’), by contrast, Vietnamese speakers are more attentive to the purpose 

of the information exchange.  
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Although the sequences in the cultural scripts presented in this chapter either do or do 

not have pre-disagreement and post-disagreement components, it is recommended that a good 

way to express disagreement-1 in Vietnamese is to include both of them. The argument is that 

this could be a safeguard in a wider range of interactions because it conforms to the expected 

way of speaking in Vietnamese culture. As a folk saying goes: 

[F6.9] Nói có đầu có đuôi. 

 say have head have tail 

 ‘Speak with an opening and an ending.’ 

In summary, responding to content accuracy is part of everyday communication in 

Vietnamese. The emphasis on content accuracy makes this response a somewhat culture-

specific type of disagreement. A metapragmatic perspective on the culturally appropriate 

performance of a disagreement-1 with various social categories, as discussed in this chapter, 

shows two tendencies: it is more normative in interactions with người nhà (‘family people’) 

and more strategic in interactions with người ngoài (‘outsiders’).  

In the next chapter, another type of disagreement will be explored. It will lift the veil on 

the Vietnamese ways of thinking with respect to tactical skills needed to deal with other 

people’s evaluations. 
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CHAPTER	  7	  

CULTURAL	  SCRIPTS	  FOR	  DISAGREEMENT	  WITH	  AN	  

EVALUATION	  

We don't get harmony when everybody sings the same note. Only notes that are different can 

harmonise. The same is true with people. (Steve Goodier) 

7.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

The previous chapter explained how Vietnamese think they would disagree over content 

accuracy and articulated this using cultural scripts. This chapter continues the exploration 

into the culturally accepted way of producing discourses by focussing on reasoning and 

thinking about disagreement with an evaluation, or disagreement-2, based on the DPS data. 

The findings show that disagreement-2 in Vietnamese is strikingly contrary to the frank and 

honest disagreement-1. Most obviously, the sequence of a disagreement-2 tends to be 

lengthier with more functional units. For reference, the earlier version of a disagreement-2 

script (Vo, 2013) is reproduced below: 

	   Preliminary	  cultural	  script	  for	  “Disagreement	  with	  an	  evaluation”	  
	   people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  someone	  says	  to	  me	  about	  something:	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  I	  can’t	  say:	   DISAGREEMENT	  NORM	  1:	  	  ‘DON’Ts’	  
	   	   I	  think	  it	  is	  not	  good	   	  
(c)	   I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  	   DISAGREEMENT	  NORM	  2:	  ‘DOs’	  
	   	   maybe	  it	  is	  good	   Acknowledgement	  
(d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  say:	  maybe	  other	  things	  are	  good	   Alternative	  
(e)	   if	  it	  happens	  like	  this,	  this	  someone	  can	  not	  feel	  something	  bad;	   EXPECTATION	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  can	  feel	  something	  good.	  

In this preliminary script, there are two main parts: the DO’S and the DON’TS. The Don’ts 

in section (b) spell out that an ‘explicit’ disagreement, to use Beebe and Takahashi (1989) 

term, should be avoided. Instead, as spelt out in the Do’s in sections (c) and (d) the evaluation 

the speaker disagrees with should be acknowledged before a different evaluation is presented. 

However, it should be restated that Vo (2013) only surveyed disagreement among peer 

respondents and, as previously explained, that such disagreement is least likely to be 

influenced by the cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) as well as by its associated norms. In 

interactions between people of different social categories, disagreement-2 sequences vary 

under the influence of Vietnamese cultural logic.  
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The DPS findings clearly show that from a Vietnamese standpoint, a verbal reaction to 

an evaluation is not as straightforward as a verbal reaction to informational accuracy. An 

evaluation (including an opinion, a plan of action and an assessment) is a product of one’s 

process of thinking and reasoning, thus requiring a speaker to show prudence, both mental 

and verbal, when reacting to it, especially in age-asymmetric interactions. That is to say, a 

direct negation or objection is by no means expected. Therefore, the cultural scripts for 

disagreement-2 developed in the present chapter only bring the disagreement norm 2 (the 

Do’s) into focus.  

Keeping in mind the two cultural schemas quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’) that outline what happens when two or more interlocutors meet, interactions 

with different types of social categories will be explored (as in the previous chapter) and 

different formulae for expressing disagreement-2 will be considered. There is a notable 

difference in the opening section of the scripts for disagreement-2: the evaluative content is 

presented by the predicate THINK (cf. predicate KNOW in disagreement-1) and the evaluative 

phrase ‘it is good if it is like this’ (cf. the phrase ‘it is like this’ to describe informational 

content in disagreement-1). 

7.2	   CULTURAL	   SCRIPTS	   FOR	   DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	   WITH	   NGƯỜI	   NHÀ	  

(‘FAMILY	  PEOPLE’)	  

It is evident in the VMS that interacting with người nhà (‘family people’) is pleasant, with 

less pressure of unwitting violation of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). This is not to say that 

Vietnamese speakers disregard lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) in their interactions with người nhà 

(‘family people’). On the contrary, lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) is crucial to preserving family 

traditions and harmony. This is reflected in the folk conception of piety and happiness within 

the family: 

[F7.1] Cha mẹ là biển là trời, 

 father mother COP sea COP sky 

 Hiếu tâm đâu dám cãi lời mẹ cha. 

 piety heart not dare argue word  mother father 

 ‘Parents are like the sea and the sky; a pious-hearted child never argues 

against parents.’ 
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Likewise, brothers and sisters in the same family are expected to maintain harmony in 

accordance with the folk principle of harmonising reproduced in [F7.2]. This principle 

probably originates from the desire for collective honour and reputation for the family, as 

mentioned in Chapter 4, and inspired by a desire, reflected in [F7.3], to avoid public ridicule. 

[F7.2] Dĩ hòa vi quý 

take harmony  make respect 

‘Take harmony as the central respect.’ 

[F7.3] Anh em ăn ở thuận hoà, 

 siblings eat live harmony 

 Chớ điều chếch lệch người ta    chê cười 

 not thing unorderly people ridicule 

 ‘Siblings must stay harmonious; they shouldn’t create chaos that outsiders ridicule.’ 

The constraints of folk philosophy probably contribute to implicitness in the expression 

of disagreement-2, compared with frankness in disagreement-1 among family members. This 

is displayed in the discourses provided by most DPS respondents, which consist of a 

Suggestion in the form of a piece of recommendation or advice. This functional unit, 

accompanied by either an Explanation or a Reflection, performs the act of disagreeing with 

an evaluation in family interactions with different participants. The scenario that was 

designed for disagreement-2 discourses among family members is as follows: 

At the dinner table, a family member says that he/she wants to work extra-

time to help improve income and/or gain more experience. You disagree with 

this person’s plan of action. What do you think you would say to each of the 

following participants? 

1. the person is your older brother/sister 

2. the person is your younger brother/sister 

3. the person is your father/mother 

4. the person is your son/daughter 

For each participant in this scenario, a cultural script will be developed based on the 

discussion of the DPS data in triangulation with the folk data. 
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7.2.1	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  WITH	  AN	  OLDER	  BROTHER/SISTER	  

In a modern Vietnamese family, which usually comprises parents and two children, being a 

younger sibling means being the youngest member in the family. This is a ‘dispreferred’ role 

in age-favoured and harmony-oriented interactions, especially when the younger speaker has 

a different stance to the older addressee. This disadvantage is evident in the DPS data: very 

few respondents presented their differences in evaluation explicitly. For example, in (7.1), the 

younger sibling tends to ‘beat around the bush’ by acknowledging the older brother’s plan of 

action, then giving an unfavourable Reflection or Explanation, and ending up with a 

recommendation for doing something else. 

(7.1) Em biết anh lo cho gia đình, 

 younger.sibling-1    know older.brother-2 worry for family 

 nhưng làm thêm buổi đêm ảnh hưởng sức khỏe của anh. 

 but work extra evening  affect health POSS older.brother-2 

 Anh nên tìm việc khác phù hợp hơn. 

 older.brother-2 had.better find job other suitable more 

 ‘I know you worry about our family, but working extra time in the evening affects 

your health. You’d be better to find another more suitable job.’ 

Discourses as in (7.1) are typical of expressing disagreement-2 with an older 

brother/sister from a Vietnamese standpoint. Seventy-two percent of the DPS respondents 

produced discourses that follow this formula: 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT + REFLECTION [+ EXPLANATION] + SUGGESTION 

The Acknowledgement in this formula has different functions. It is either an expression of 

the speaker’s gratitude towards the older brother/sister, acknowledging his/her commitment 

to the family as in (7.1) above, or an expression of partial agreement with the given opinion, 

for example: 

(7.2) Đúng là đi làm thêm sẽ có kinh nghiệm, nhưng có vẻ 

 right COP go work extra FUT have experience but seem    

 không ổn lắm. Chị nghĩ kĩ lại nhé. 

 not fine very older.sister-2 think carefully again PRT 

 ‘It’s true that working extra-time will give you experience, but it seems not quite 

right. Please think carefully about it (dear)!’ 
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The formula shows that the inclusion of an Explanation is optional. When provided, it is 

supportive of the Reflection preceding it. As it is a part of the most common verbal 

performance for disagreement-2, it seems necessary to articulate Explanation in the relevant 

cultural script. Other ways of expressing ‘acceptable’ disagreement-2 to an older 

brother/sister involve the use of only one functional unit other than the Acknowledgement: 

either Suggestion, Reflection or Explanation. They are significantly less common, which 

seems to suggest that all of these functional units are in fact important in disagreement-2 and 

must be a core part of the relevant cultural script. 

The common way of expressing disagreement-2 to an older brother/sister is captured 

below. The Acknowledgement functions as a pre-disagreement. It partly signals that the 

speaker would say more. Section (c) is the main part of the script where most functional units 

are presented. 

[S7.1]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  an	  older	  brother/sister	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  anh/chị	  (‘older	  brother/sister’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  something	   Acknowledgement	  
	   	   	   because	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen,	  	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  some	  time	  because	  of	  this	  
	   	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  
	  (c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  	  
	   	   maybe	  you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	  before	   Reflection	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  because	  of	  this	   Suggestion	  

As mentioned, Suggestion, Reflection and Explanation are the main carriers of 

disagreement-2. Yet they are quite implicit and indeterminate, which might result in 

misinterpretation on the part of the addressee (or, perhaps, the third party). This may partly 

explain the stereotype, cited in Chapter 1, that the Vietnamese avoid disagreement. 

Accounting for this implicitness of the disagreement-2, one participant stated: 

I don’t usually have straightforward objection to my older brother’s opinion. I know 

he has reasons for it. Instead, I voice my own opinion in a mild manner. In this 

situation, I’m sure my parents will consider his opinion and have feedback that 

influences his decision making (DPS_F1.8). 

This way of thinking manifests the awareness of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in the family, not 

only in verbal behaviour, but also in the distribution of authority in decision making. 
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7.2.2	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  WITH	  A	  YOUNGER	  SIBLING	  

While the DPS data for disagreement-2 with an older brother/sister is rather consistent, 

there are several discourse patterns presenting an older brother/sister’s disagreement-2 to a 

younger sibling. Nonetheless, they generally consist of three basic functional units, namely, 

Suggestion, Reflection and Explanation. 

(7.3) Em suy nghĩ lại, chị thấy nó không tốt 

 younger.sibling-2 think again older.sister-1    see it not good 

 Chị sợ nó ảnh hưởng việc học của em 

 older.sister-1    afraid it affect CLF study POSS younger.sibling-2 

 ‘You should think twice, I don’t find it good.I’m afraid that it’ll affect your studies.’ 

The order of the functional units in this particular disagreement-2 sequence, however, 

reverses compared to the order found in Script [S7.1]: 

SUGGESTION + REFLECTION + EXPLANATION 

In 60% of the DPS responses, the above formula is representative of a preferred way of 

expressing disagreement-2 to a younger sibling. This way of speaking is articulated in the 

following cultural script: 

[S7.2]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  younger	  sibling	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  em	  (‘younger	  sibling’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	  before	   Reflection	  	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation 

Different from [S7.1], the disagreement-2 presented in [S7.2] is fairly straightforward; it 

lacks a pre-disagreement component. Furthermore, the presence of a Suggestion at the 

beginning of section (b) indicates that the speaker considers the previous evaluation to be less 

than well considered, and therefore that there is another better way of thinking/doing. This 

disagreement-2 is more explicit than that of a younger sibling talking to an older 

brother/sister because the speaker’s different opinion is clearly apparent through the 

Suggestion. The other functional units Reflection and Explanation are more secondary. 

In addition, there are notably few instances of Acknowledgement in the DPS data. This 

results in a stronger impression that the speaker truly objects to the previous evaluation. The 

argument that an older brother/sister’s disagreement-2 is strong and frank is supported by the 
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fact that several DPS responses contain ‘less positive’ functional units such as Discontent and 

Warning. Specifically, these two functional units often combine in one discourse, making an 

overt disagreement-2. For example: 

(7.4) Thôi mà. Coi chừng thi rớt đó 

 stop COP beware.of examination  fail PRT 

 ‘Stop thinking about it. Beware of failing the exam [EMPH].’ 

Discontent in the DPS data was often expressed in the form of an exclamation, showing 

the speaker’s unexpected attitude: 

(7.5) Trời ơi! đi làm thêm hả? Cẩn thận, lợi bất cập hại! 

 Heaven-VOC go work extra PRT careful good not get harm 

 ‘Gosh, do you work extra-time [surprise]?’ Be careful, there is more harm than good. 

Although discourses of this type only account for 28% of the data, it is worth accounting 

for them in a cultural script, for it is probably a rare instance of candour, considering we are 

dealing with disagreement-2. This way of expressing disagreement is a cultural characteristic 

of the competition for power that has been discussed in Chapter 6. The following script 

describes an acceptable (but not always the general) way of thinking in a Vietnamese family. 

[S7.3]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  strong	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  younger	  sibling	  
	   many	  people	  can	  think	  like	  this:	  	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  em	  (‘younger	  sibling’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this,	   Discontent	  
	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  know	  this:	  this	  is	  not	  good,	   Warning	  
	   	   	   something	  bad	  can	  happen	  because	  of	  it	  

The acceptability of this way of expressing is indicated through the opening phrase 

‘many people can think like this’. The objection to the younger sibling’s evaluation is strong 

and rather negative, as depicted by the frequent use of ‘not good’ and ‘bad’. However, 

although this form of disagreement-2 is strong, it is not authoritative due to the absence of 

Assertive Suggestion (cf. a parent’s disagreement-2 with a son/daughter, discussed below). 

This form of disagreement-2 does not display or attempt to display the speaker’s wisdom or 

thoughtfulness. Rather, it indicates an immediate negative reaction. 

The power of a strong disagreement-2 such as this is similar to that of an older 

brother/sister’s disagreement-1 with a younger sibling in Chapter 6. That is, it is more 

psychological and emotional than socially powerful. What is more, these disagreement-2 
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discourses were found more often in responses produced by DPS respondents in the age 

group of 18–25. That is to say, real power does not necessarily require a strong explicit 

expression, but a skilful way to display it. This is evident in the case of a parent’s 

disagreement-2 with his/her child, as discussed below. 

7.2.3	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  WITH	  A	  SON/DAUGHTER	  

While some older brothers/sisters think they can express their disagreement-2 with their 

younger siblings in a fairly ‘acrimonious’ manner, the DPS responses show that  parents’ 

disagreements are subtler but no less trenchant. One characteristic of parents’ disagreement-2 

in the DPS data is that its expression is definitive, implying a demand for the addressee’s 

obedience. Nonetheless, the discourses are flexibly and ingeniously expressed, resulting, on 

the part of the addressee, in a pleasant feeling of being empathised.  

The findings were obtained from 22 respondents in the age range of 40 and over, for 

reasons similar to those mentioned in Chapter 6. In general, the relevant disagreement-2 

formula comprises three functional units: Assertive Suggestion, Reflection and Explanation. 

For example, 

(7.6) Làm thêm phí nhiều thời gian lắm. Mẹ thấy không tốt. 

 work extra waste much time very mother-1 see not good 

 Tập trung học thôi con à. 

 concentrate study only child PRT 

 ‘Working extra-time wastes a lot of your time. I don’t find it good. Just concentrate 

on your studies, dear.’ 

(7.7) Con có cần thiết đi làm thêm không vậy? 

 child-1 have necessary go work extra  not PRT 

 Mẹ muốn con chú tâm học thôi. 

 mother-1 want child-2 attention study only 

 ‘Is it really necessary for you to work extra-time? I want you to pay attention to your 

studies only.’ 

There are some instances of Discontent, as in (7.7) above, but they do not create an 

unhappy feeling for the addressee thanks to the use of sentence-final particles, which softens 

the force and the unpleasant effects of the directive. The sequence of parents’ disagreement-2 
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with their children’s evaluation is fairly consistent, with 84% of the DPS respondents 

producing discourses following the formula: 

REFLECTION + EXPLANATION + ASSERTIVE SUGGESTION [+RESPECTFUL WORDS] 

This sequence can be described in the following cultural script: 

[S7.4]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  son/daughter	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  son/daughter	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  my	  son/daughter	  [m]:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	   Reflection	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  	   Assertive	  Suggestion	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  do	  something	  else	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  do	  it	  because	  it	  is	  good	  for	  you	  
	   	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  will	  do	  it	  after	  I	  say	  this	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  some	  good	  words	  my	  son/daughter	  [m],	   ENDEARMENT	  
	   	   I	  want	  my	  son/daughter	  [m]	  to	  know	  that	  I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  him/her	  

In the Assertive Suggestion, the speaker conveys the message that the addressee cannot 

but obey (as captured in ‘I know that you will do it because I say this’), thus indicating the 

speaker’s power over the addressee. Like an older brother/sister’s disagreement-2 with a 

younger sibling presented in Script [S7.2], a parent’s disagreement-2 with a son/daughter 

begins immediately with the main disagreement, rather than with a pre-disagreement that 

mitigates its seriousness. What is more, this pattern of disagreement-2 contains an Assertive 

Suggestion, making it more powerful and decisive. The functional unit Assertive Suggestion 

requests, even orders, the addressee to show obedience. It implies objection to and/or 

dissatisfaction with the previous evaluation. However, Assertive Suggestions in the DPS data 

are not simply forceful, as they are often accompanied by other functional units such as 

Explanation and Reflection. These functional units help convince the addressee that the idea 

displayed in the Assertive Suggestion is worthwhile. Furthermore, the use of words that show 

endearment and/or consideration (especially the particle à), as presented in section (c), 

displays an emotional closeness, making the disagreement-2 pleasant to the ears of the 

addressee.  

The parental power underlying disagreement-2 is apparent, even though it is not realised 

by a rejection. This can be traced back to the parental role in family matters. In a traditional 

Vietnamese family, the opinion of parents is highly respected. This lends plausibility to a 

common way of thinking according to which parents are entitled to make all decisions in the 

family. Notwithstanding a certain degree of change in the modern Vietnamese family, this 
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parental power remains. This is evident from the fact that even when adults are parents 

themselves, they still often consult their parents about an opinion, a plan or a decision, even 

though the solicited views may have little effect on the eventual decision. It is therefore 

understandable that, in the surveyed scenario, where the respondent is expected to perform 

disagreement-2 in family talk in the presence of the parents, an older brother/sister’s 

disagreement-2, however strong and even negative, does not have as obvious an effect on the 

addressee’s evaluation as a parent’s disagreement-2. This parental authoritativeness will 

become more apparent in the way DPS respondents think they would express different views 

with parents, which is discussed in the next section. 

7.2.4	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  TO	  ONE’S	  FATHER/MOTHER	  

As stated by respondent (DPS_F1.8), parents are presumed to have the authority to make 

family decisions. When they provide an opinion or a plan of action, sons and daughters are 

expected to accept and/or respect it. If sons and daughters want to express a different stance, 

they are required to be very thoughtful. This prudence is displayed in lengthy discourses of 

disagreement-2 in the DPS data. For example: 

(7.8) Con tôn trọng quyết định của ba nhưng con nghĩ 

 child-1 respect decision POSS father-2 but child-1 think 

 ba không nên đi làm thêm vì nó ảnh hưởng 

 father-2 not had.better go work extra because it affect 

 tới sức khỏe. Ba để con giúp ba mẹ. 

 to health father-2    leave child-1 help parent-2 

 ‘I respect your decision, but I think you’d better not work extra-time because it 

affects your health. Let me help you.’ 

From the DPS responses, a common way of expressing disagreement-2 with a parent can 

be summarised as follows: 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT + SUGGESTION + EXPLANATION/REFLECTION + CONSOLATION 

This formula represents 74% of the discourses that respondents14 provided in the DPS. 

The sequence is notable for the addition of a Consolation acting as a post-disagreement part. 

Depending on the status of the speaker, the functional unit Consolation in this situation varies 

                                                
14 The number of respondents is 58 for a similar reason as the one given in Chapter 6. 
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from an offer, a promise, to an expression of satisfaction. Respondents aged 35 and over tend 

to come up with an offer as in (7.8). The likely reason is that people at this age often have 

stable jobs and a stable income, and can thus afford this type of a post-disagreement as a 

practical and an effective way to avoid confrontation. Younger respondents, in contrast, 

generally use a promise or an expression of satisfaction in the post-disagreement part to better 

explain the reason for their disagreement and to reduce the unpleasantness for the addressee. 

For example, 

(7.9) Con biết ba muốn tốt cho gia đình, nhưng ba 

 child-1 know father-2 want good  for family but father-2 

 không nên đi làm thêm. Sức khỏe của ba mới 

 not had. better go work extra health POSS father-2 COP 

 quan trọng. Con thấy nhà mình vậy cũng ổn rồi. 

 important child-1 see house 1-PL so PRT fine already 

 ‘I know you want to better our life, but you shouldn’t work extra-time. Your health 

is more important. I feel happy with our family life.’ 

The way of expressing disagreement-2 with a parent is captured in the following cultural 

script: 

[S7.5]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  one’s	  father/mother	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  father/mother	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  something	   Acknowledgement	  
	   	   	   because	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  some	  time	  because	  of	  this	  
	   	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  you	  because	  of	  this	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  
	   	   maybe	  you	  didn’t	  think	  much	  about	  this	  before	   Reflection	  
(d)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   POST-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  know	  this:	  I	  want	  good	  things	  to	  happen	  to	  you,	   Consolation	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  do	  something	  good	  for	  you	  because	  of	  this	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  you	  to	  feel	  something	  good	  because	  of	  this	  

The sequence of Script [S7.5] is basically similar to that of Script [S7.1]. However, the 

way respondents express their Acknowledgement is somewhat different. It implies gratitude 

and respect towards the addressee. For this reason, the final part of the NSM component 

expressing Acknowledgement in section (b) is slightly adjusted as follows: 
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	   I	  feel	  something	  good	  towards	  you	  because	  of	  this	  

This conveys a message of respect and gratitude instead of an evaluation of the parental 

opinion, as was the case in Script [S7.1]. The presence of a Consolation in section (d) helps 

reduce the unpleasant effects of the main disagreement. It is clear that disagreeing with an 

older person’s evaluation requires careful verbal manipulation. This is evidence of the 

influence of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) on Vietnamese interactions. 

In short, disagreement-2 is usually more mildly expressed than disagreement-1 in 

interaction among người nhà (‘family people’). This is not to say that disagreement-2 in 

Vietnamese is not sincere. In Vietnamese culture, expressing what you think about someone’s 

evaluation, rather than staying silent, is indicative of sincerity. This is shown in the fact that 

none of the DPS respondents chose to remain silent. The implicitness is most likely the 

outcome of the orientation towards the principle âm (‘yin; negative’) in the Vietnamese folk 

philosophy of âm-dương (‘yin-yang’), as discussed in Chapter 4. In verbal interactions, the 

orientation towards âm (‘yin; negative’) is manifested through a flexible and harmony-

seeking way of dealing with a situation. This results in the speaker’s attentiveness to the 

addressee’s current mood, making the implicitness of disagreement-2 a cultural characteristic 

of Vietnamese interactions. This implicitness is even more obvious in disagreement-2 with 

non-family people. 

7.3	   CULTURAL	   SCRIPTS	   FOR	   DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	   WITH	   NGƯỜI	   NGOÀI	  

(‘OUTSIDERS’)	  

In an outline similar to that of Chapter 6, the discussion of disagreement-2 with người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’) is organised on the basis of three main settings: at a gathering of friends, in a 

workplace and in a public place. 

7.3.1	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  AT	  A	  GATHERING	  OF	  FRIENDS	  

Interaction among bạn (‘friends’) has been argued to be quite equal and pleasant since it is 

not constrained by the cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). For this reason, however, it is 

hypothesised that a difference in genders may result in different ways of thinking about how 

disagreement-2 is expressed. Based on this assumption, the DPS scenario designed to elicit 

disagreement-2 among friends was divided into interaction with a friend of the same gender 

and interaction with a friend of a different gender, as follows: 
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You are chatting with a group of friends. Your friend X says he/she wants to 

buy a Macbook Air for both quality and fashion. You have a different 

evaluation. What do you think you would say if this friend is 

1. a friend of the same gender 

2. a friend of a different gender 

In the data for disagreement-2 among friends of the same gender, Reflection was used in 

the disagreement sequence as the first reaction to a friend’s evaluation. Approximately 70% 

of the DPS respondents provided discourses comprising three main functional units as in the 

following formula: 

REFLECTION + EXPLANATION + SUGGESTION 

It is likely that equality in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) among friends often results in 

competition, thus creating a sense of competitiveness in expressing a disagreement with a 

friend’s opinion, especially among friends of the same gender. For example, 

(7.10) Macbook  Air đắt lắm. Tau thích cái gì tốt mà rẻ (laugh) 

 Macbook  Air expensive  very I like what good COP cheap (laugh) 

 Mi coi lại có đáng tiêu nhiều tiền rứa không. 

 you see again have worth spend much money that not 

 ‘Macbook Air is very expensive. I like what is cheap (laugh). You need to consider if  

it’s worth spending that much money.’ 

Instead of hedging via an Acknowledgement or an Explanation before giving his/her own 

opinion, the speaker immediately formulates a Reflection, thereby effectively hinting at a 

different opinion, even an objection. This is evident in (7.10). Nonetheless, the 

competitiveness of Vietnamese disagreement-2 among friends by no means amounts to a 

confrontation. The preference for harmony and the principle tôn trọng (‘respect’) moderate 

the appropriate behaviour, as documented in the folk saying in [F7.4]: 

[F7.4] Bạn bè là nghĩa tương tri 

 friendship COP commitment heart-to-heart 

 Sao cho sau trước vẹn bề mới yên. 

 so.that after before entire COP harmonious 

 ‘Friendship is a heart-to-heart commitment so that  harmony is entirely maintained.’ 
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In the light of this folk saying, some Reflections in the DPS data tend to provide the 

addressee with a comparative perspective or a further consideration because the speaker 

assumes that the addressee has yet to think thoroughly about something else: 

(7.11) Tôi thấy (nhãn hiệu) dùng tốt và giá hợp lí hơn. 

I see (brand name) use good and price reasonable more 

‘I find (brand name) good to use, and its price is more reasonable.’ 

The functional unit Reflection is supported by two other functional units, namely, 

Explanation and Suggestion, making the disagreement-2 more obvious. The Suggestion in 

this situation is made more tangible through the advisory expression [bạn] nên ([you] had 

better’). Discourses like (7.10) are typical of disagreement-2 within a friendship circle. Yet 

there are instances of disagreement-2, accounting for 18% of responses, in which Reflection 

is replaced by Discontent: 

(7.12) Eo ơi! Mua Macbook làm gì? Vừa đắt vừa khó dùng. 

 EXCL buy Macbook do what both expensive and difficult use 

 Mua loại khác đi! 

buy kind other PRT 

‘Gosh! What do you buy a Macbook for? It’s both expensive and difficult to use. 

Buy some other computer instead!’ 

Whereas (7.12) is an example of an obvious Discontent, it is interesting to find that in the 

DPS data for disagreement-2 among friends, several discourse segments fall in between 

Discontent and Reflection. Structurally, they take the form of a question, and are thus 

characterised as Discontent. Regarding their illocutions, however, they are intended for the 

addressee’s further consideration. For example, 

(7.13) Laptop cho công việc thì cần tốt chứ thời trang làm gì? 

Laptop for work COP need good COP fashion do what 

‘A laptop for work is necessarily good, but why does it have to be fashionable?’ 

Therefore, in the cultural script [S7.6] to follow, the NSM component for this type of 

Discontent  is integrated and labelled Reflection. It is arguable that while interaction among 

friends is least influenced by the normative cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), it is 

profoundly affected by the interpersonal relationship between the interlocutors. In other 

words, quan hệ (‘relationship’) is more important among peers. This is exhibited in the 

disagreement-2 discourses between interactants of different genders.  
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Gender is, as pointed out in Chapter 4, an indication of Vietnamese awareness of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’). The findings in the VMS have shown that Vietnamese are thoughtful of their 

behaviour, both verbal and non-verbal, with interactants of a different gender. The DPS 

respondents tend to be gentler with a friend of a different gender, although the general 

formula does not differ from that of disagreement-2 among friends of the same gender: 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT + REFLECTION + EXPLANATION + SUGGESTION 

With a proportion of 64%, this formula represents the disagreement-2 pattern of the 

majority of DPS respondents. There are some notable instances of Acknowledgement added at 

the beginning of the discourses. For example: 

(7.14) Macbook thì thời trang nhưng không quen thì khó dùng. 

 Macbook COP fashionable but not familiar COP difficult use 

 Nó cần phần mềm riêng đấy. Bạn cân nhắc thêm (name) à! 

 It need software private PRT you consider  more (name) PRT 

 ‘Macbook is fashionable but difficult to use if you’re not familiar with it. It needs 

its own software [EMPH]. You should think some more, [dear + name]!’ 

It is probable that the use of an Acknowledgement, as well as maintaining a harmonious 

relationship, creates a good impression in an interactant of a different gender. The 

fundamental functional units of the disagreement-2 sequence in this scenario remain 

Reflection, Explanation and Suggestion. However, the Suggestion in this scenario is 

occasionally hedged through the use of a conditional. 

(7.15) Nếu bạn không muốn tìm hiểu thêm loại khác thì mua Macbook 

 if you not want find more kind other COP buy Macbook 

 ‘If you don’t want to find more information about other kinds, just buy Macbook.’ 

Keeping in mind the speaking style of the Vietnamese, who prefer to use understatement 

as a manifestation of khiêm nhường (‘humility’) and khôn khéo (‘tact’), Example (7.15) can 

be seen as a Suggestion. The use of a negative form here is noteworthy. There are two 

underlying messages: one is shown through the literal meaning of the discourse and the other 

is that the addressee should find more information. This type of Suggestion was found in 

disagreement-2 with both friends of the same and different genders. Thus, the NSM 

component for the functional Suggestion should be slightly rephrased: 

	   it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  because	  of	  this	   Suggestion	  
	   	   (it	  is	  not	  bad	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  to	  do	  it)	   (hedge)	  
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Based on the similarity in the formulas, the following cultural script is intended to 

capture a way of thinking about how to express disagreement-2 among friends, regardless of 

gender differences. 

[S7.6]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  among	  friends	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  a	  friend	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen,	  	   Acknowledgement	  
	   	   	   because	  of	  this,	  you	  thought	  something	  good	  about	  this	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	   Reflection	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  	  
	   	   because	  of	  this,	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else,	   Suggestion	  
	   	   	   (it	  is	  not	  bad	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  to	  do	  it)	   (hedge)	  

Script [S7.6] only depicts a general way of thinking when a Vietnamese disagrees with a 

friend’s opinion. However, as argued, Vietnamese interpersonal relationships are qualified by 

mutual understanding between the interactants. Thus, adjustments to a particular participant 

are necessary. For example, in interactions among friends of the same gender, pre-

disagreement is optional. This optionality is indicated in the phrase ‘it can be good’ (instead 

of the usual ‘it is good’) in the opening line of section (b). Likewise, the hedge in section (c) 

can be left out, depending on the speaker’s preference. 

In the DPS data obtained for this scenario, approximately 10% of respondents said they 

would stay silent. The most common reason, according to respondents, lies in the 

conversation topic. Respondents stated that their interest in the topic and understanding about 

it would be essential. One of them explained: 

If I’m not interested in the topic, I won’t say anything. Although friends are equal and 

easy-going in interactions, I don’t want my friends to laugh at me when I say 

something silly because I don’t have a good understanding about it. (DPS_M1.6) 

This way of thinking illustrates the implicit competition among friends, as well as the 

fear of ‘losing face’, as discussed in Chapter 4. Such a cautious attitude results from the folk 

perspective on the consequences of ill-managed verbal behaviour: 
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[F7.5] Một lời đã trót nói ra, 

 one word PST accidentally say out 

 Dù rằng bốn ngựa khó mà đuổi theo 

 although four horse difficult COP chase 

 ‘When a word has been accidentally spoken out, it’s hard to retrieve 

since it spreads faster than four running horses.’ 

In addition, some of the respondents added that whether they express their disagreement 

or not would depend on their quan hệ (‘relationship’) with the hearer, in particular, the degree 

of intimacy and understanding through previous shared experience between them. 

In brief, Vietnamese disagreement-2 among friends is relatively simple. First, friends are 

not constrained by the normative system thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in terms of differences in age 

and social standing. Second, there is less competition between interlocutors for 

‘knowledgeability’, which matters much more as in disagreement-1. This makes 

disagreement-2 in the setting of a gathering of friends substantially different from 

disagreement-2 in other settings. 

7.3.2	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  IN	  A	  WORKPLACE	  

In Chapter 3, it was argued that workplace is an important part of modern Vietnamese life. In 

effect, it is a subculture in which traditional customs and modern social practices are 

integrated and realised. This is manifested in the thoughtfully managed interactions that occur 

in the workplace. Even when a reaction to a piece of inaccurate information is normatively 

supported by the cultural preference for accuracy, an interactant’s act of ‘disagreeing’ is still 

performed prudently, as illustrated in Chapter 6. This prudence is more obvious when it 

comes to expressing a disagreement-2.  

To clearly illustrate communicative practice in the workplace, the relevant DPS scenario 

consists of interactions with different participants and considers thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in 

terms of both age and social standing. 
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You are discussing ways to help the victims of a destructive typhoon/flood in 

an institutional meeting. A person says the most practical way is that people 

contribute an amount of money and the institution representatives will go and 

give the money to the victims in situ. You disagree with this opinion as you 

think there are many other ways to help. What do you think you would say to 

each of the following participants? 

1. the person is your boss, who is older than you 

2. the person is your boss, who is younger than you or the same age as you 

3. the person is a colleague, who is older than you 

4. the person is a colleague, who is younger or the same age as you 

This scenario seeks to solicit task-related discourses, which are a familiar type of 

discourse in workplace interactions (Holmes & Stubbe, 2003b; Koester, 2010; Vine, 2004). 

The choice of this scenario was guided by an intuition that, due to Vietnamese reticence, 

evaluations are only shared among small groups of người thân (‘close people’). It would be 

difficult to obtain data for disagreement-2 in non-task-related talk in the workplace among 

people whose collegial status varies in both quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’). The relevant cultural schema for workplace interactions is thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’), manifested not only by age differences as usual, but also by asymmetries in 

legitimate workplace power. Therefore, the cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in 

workplace interactions will be considered in terms of the asymmetry in both age range and 

power between the interlocutors. The DPS data shows a clear and significant difference 

between expressing a disagreement-2 to a boss and to a colleague. 

It should be noted that colleagues of the same age are not necessarily friends, and the 

principle kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield to the younger’) encourages people 

to behave in an egalitarian manner in working through workplace issues. Thus, interaction 

with people of the same age and/or in the lower age range will be merged into one category in 

the following discussion.  

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  WITH	  A	  BOSS	  

The way DPS respondents said they would disagree with a boss is relatively homogenous. 

Most of the respondents show their awareness of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). The two most 

important functional units, found in 100% of the responses, are Suggestion and Explanation. 
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Furthermore, there is a tendency for the speaker to include Permission Seeking and/or 

Acknowledgement as pre-disagreement acts.  

(7.16) Xin sếp cho tôi có ý kiến. Tôi thấy cho tiền cũng tốt, 

 ask.for boss give me have opinion I find give money PRT good 

 nhưng mình có thể mua lương thực cho họ vì sau bão 

 but 1-PL can buy food give them because after  hurricane 

 họ không biết mua lương thực ở đâu. 

 they not know buy food where-Q 

 ‘Boss, may I ask for permission to give my opinion? Giving them money is good, but 

we can buy food for them because after the storm, they can’t find where to buy food.’ 

More importantly, thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) in this situation tends to be oriented towards 

social standing. If the boss is older than the speaker, a honorific expression is added at the 

beginning of the discourse: 

(7.17) Thưa sếp, cho phép tôi có ý kiến. Tôi ủng hộ việc giúp đỡ 

 HON boss permit me have opinion I support CLF help 

 nạn nhân bão, nhưng … 

 victim hurricane but 

 ‘[respected] boss, please allow me to give an opinion. I support the assistance to 

the hurricane victims, but …’ 

Social standing of interlocutors is taken seriously, but the importance of age difference is 

not to be discounted. This is shown in DPS response statistics. While all respondents chose to 

voice their opinion in an interaction with a younger boss, 10% chose to remain silent when 

facing an older boss. That is to say, they are likely to be more confident to speak up if they 

belong to a higher age group, even if the interactant has a higher power status. One 

respondent explained: 

An older boss has experience in both life and work. I believe that he thought about 

his/her opinion carefully before he/she gave it in a meeting. I respect his/her opinion. 

(DPS_M1.8) 

This explanation reflects a Vietnamese folk way of thinking about age as an indication of 

accumulated experiences and wisdom: 
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[F7.6] Gừng càng già càng cay. 

 ginger more old more spicy 

 ‘With age comes wisdom.’ 

This way of thinking and awareness of social standing in the workplace make the 

expression of disagreement-2 prudent and implicit, as summarised in the following formula: 

PERMISSION SEEKING + ACKNOWLEDGEMENT + SUGGESTION + EXPLANATION 

The absence of functional units such as Reflection and Discontent is evidence for the 

prudence that is being displayed (as mentioned before). In this sequence, the Suggestion 

implies that the speaker’s opinion is different, but it is not put forward as necessarily better. 

The Explanation functions as a supportive act giving a reason for the Suggestion, rather than 

a reason why the previous opinion is not good (cf. Explanation accompanying Reflection or 

Discontent in previous scenarios). The way of expressing disagreement-2 with a boss is 

depicted in the following cultural script. 

[S7.7]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  sếp	  (‘boss’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   when	  my	  sếp	  (‘boss’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
(b)	   if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same,	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  	  
	   	   something	  like	  this	  to	  my	  boss	  [m]:	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  now,	  I	  know	  that	  I	  can	  say	  it	  here	   Permission	  Seeking	  
	   	   	   at	  the	  same	  time	  I	  think:	  	  
	   	   	   	   I	  won’t	  say	  it	  now	  if	  you	  don’t	  want	  me	  to	  say	  something	  
	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen,	  	   Acknowledgement	  
	   	   	   because	  of	  this,	  you	  thought	  something	  good	  about	  this	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  can	  be	  good	  
(c)	   after	  this,	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  

Compared with others, Script [S7.7] has lengthier pre-disagreement components, 

implying a considerable preparatory thought. This judicious behaviour comes from the 

awareness of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) since an insensitive reaction in this context could 

result in a failure in both tôn trọng (‘respect’) and tự trọng (‘self-esteem’). This consideration 

is reflected in several Vietnamese proverbs, for example: 

[F7.7] Tốt danh hơn lành áo. 

 good reputation more intact shirt  

 ‘A good reputation is better than a good appearance.’ 
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For this reason, the main part of the disagreement-2 sequence in section (c) is expressed 

mildly. Considered in isolation, it could function as a recommendation or a suggestion. 

However, in relation to the previous opinion, it implies a difference in evaluative stance, 

hence a disagreement. This also reinforces the argument that disagreement is a speech act 

complex managed by interlocutors as a situated activity. 

Script [S7.7] is used for disagreement-2 with both older and younger bosses since the 

sequence of disagreement-2 consists of somewhat homogeneous functional units. The only 

difference is the tendency to use an honorific expression at the beginning of the sequence in 

78% of interactions with an older boss. There are instances where honorifics are used in 

interaction with a younger boss, indicating that the use of honorifics is highly recommended 

when addressing a boss who is younger or similar in age. This is a more general rule, not 

limited to disagreement-type interactions. Thus, it deserves a separate cultural script as 

follows: 

[S7.8]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  using	  honorifics	  in	  interaction	  with	  a	  sếp	  (‘boss’)	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	  
	   when	  I	  say	  something	  to	  my	  sếp	  (‘boss’)	  [m],	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this	  
	   	   before	  I	  say	  anything	  else:	  
	   	   	   I	  think	  something	  very	  good	  about	  you	   	  
	   	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	  
	   	   	   I	  say	  these	  good	  words	  because	  of	  this	  

Workplace interaction in Vietnam arguably implies a reconciliation between traditional 

hierarchy and official power. This is evident in the DPS responses. The use of thưa (HON) in 

disagreement-2 discourse and the act of asking the boss for permission to speak up show 

consciousness of social hierarchy and praise for the addressee. Nonetheless, the use of the 

neutral first person reference tôi (‘I’), rather than a self-denigrating term, hints at the 

awareness of tự trọng (‘self-esteem’). This makes the humility of interactions among the 

Vietnamese different from that among Chinese and Japanese discussed in the literature (Gu, 

1990; Lebra, 2004). The reconciliation between traditional hierarchy and official power is 

even more obvious in interactions among colleagues, which are discussed in the next section. 

EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  WITH	  A	  COLLEAGUE	  

As defined in Chapter 3, Vietnamese đồng sự/đồng nghiệp (‘colleagues’) are people with 

similar jobs and peer social standing. In interactions among colleagues, thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) 

is therefore primarily a matter of age difference. Thoughtful consideration is given to voicing 

an opinion, as recommended in a proverb: 
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[F7.8] Ăn có nhai nói có nghĩ 

 eat have chew say have think 

 ‘Think when you speak, just as you chew when you eat.’ 

There is a considerable difference between disagreement-2 with an older colleague and a 

younger or similarly aged colleague. Eighty-two percent of DPS respondents chose to voice a 

different evaluation when facing an older colleague; they adopted a fairly consistent 

sequence, involving three main functional units:  

[RESPECTFULNESS +] ACKNOWLEDGEMENT + SUGGESTION + EXPLANATION 

The following example illustrates this formula: 

(7.18) Cô  ạ! Cho nạn nhân  tiền cũng tốt, nhưng chúng ta 

 aunt-2 PRT give victim money PRT good but we 

 nên cho lương thực và đồ dùng vì cháu sợ 

 had.better give food and housewares because niece-1 afraid 

 rằng họ không biết mua đồ đâu sau bão. 

 COMP they not know buy thing where after hurricane 

 ‘[Respected] aunt, giving money to victims is good, but we’d better give them food 

and housewares because I’m afraid that they don’t know where to buy things after 

the hurricane.’ 

Additionally, there is a noteworthy use of the particle ạ, found in most of the DPS 

responses; aimed at showing respect to the older colleague at the beginning of the sequence, 

the use of the particle ạ in the pre-disagreement part reduces the risk of mất mặt (‘losing 

face’) for both speaker and addressee. As one respondent commented: 

When I disagree with an older colleague, I must be very careful, especially in a 

meeting as in this situation. If I say something that hurts, other colleagues might think 

about both of us differently. It’s better to make it clear right at the beginning that I 

respect this colleague as well as his/her opinion. Mine is just another opinion. 

(DPS_F4.9) 

Following this way of thinking, the cultural script below captures the way of expressing 

disagreement-2 with an older colleague: 
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[S7.9]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  an	  older	  colleague	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   sometimes,	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  
	   	   one	  of	  my	  đồng	  nghiệp	  (‘colleagues’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
	   	   this	  colleague	  [m]	  was	  born	  [m]	  before	  me	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  as	  this	  colleague	  [m],	  it	  can	  be	  good	  if	  
	   	   I	  say	  something	  like	  this	  before	  I	  say	  anything	  else:	   	  
	   	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	   RESPECTFULNESS	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  very	  good	  with	  words	  to	  you	  because	  of	  this	  
(c)	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   PRE-‐DISAGREEMENT	  	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  wanted	  to	  do	  something,	  	   Acknowledgement	  
	   	   	   because	  you	  wanted	  something	  good	  to	  happen,	  
	   	   I	  know	  that	  you	  thought	  about	  it	  for	  some	  time	  because	  of	  this,	  
	   	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  good	   	  
(d)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	   Suggestion	  
	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  

Similar to disagreement-2 with a boss, disagreement-2 with an older colleague is subtle 

thanks to the presence of the functional units Suggestion and Explanation. One of the reasons 

for this subtle approach lies in the valuing of wisdom and experience and the belief that 

disagreement is by no means a matter of confrontation: 

Older colleagues, especially those who have worked in the institution for a long time, 

have experience in social activities. They must have had reasons for their opinions. I 

can have my own opinion, but it’s not necessarily better. Thus, I’d rather give my 

opinion than create a confrontation. Once I give a different opinion, it implies a 

disagreement with the previous one. (DPS_M4.2) 

However, this attitude as such is only found in situations where the speaker reacts to an 

older colleague’s opinion. To younger or similarly aged colleagues, DPS respondents have a 

dissimilar way of expressing disagreement-2. 

(7.19) Tôi thấy không hay lắm. Có thể bạn chưa tham gia cứu trợ 

 I see not good very maybe friend-2 not.yet participate  relief 

 thì chưa biết. Bão tàn phá hết họ không có gì 

 COP not.yet know hurricane ruin all they not have what 

 để mua đâu. Chúng ta nên giúp họ lương thực. 

 for buy PRT we had.better help them food 

 ‘I find it isn’t a good idea. Maybe, you haven’t participated in a relief committee, then 

you don’t know that after the hurricane, they couldn’t find anything to buy [EMPH]. 

We’d better help them with food.’ 
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Disagreement-2, as exemplified in (7.19) appears to be more argumentative. This is 

marked by the initiation of Discontent as pre-disagreement before producing a reaction and a 

reason (in the Reflection and Explanation, respectively) and coming up with another option 

(by means of Suggestion).  

Disagreement-2 with a younger or similarly aged colleague is summarised in the 

following formula and in cultural script [S7.10]. 

DISCONTENT + REFLECTION + EXPLANATION + SUGGESTION 

[S7.10]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  younger	  or	  similarly	  aged	  colleague	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   sometimes,	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  
	   	   one	  of	  my	  đồng	  nghiệp	  (‘colleagues’)	  [m]	  says	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
	   	   this	  colleague	  [m]	  was	  not	  born	  [m]	  before	  me	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  if	  I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  as	  this	  colleague	  [m],	  I	  can	  say	   DISAGREEMENT
	   	   something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this,	   Discontent	  
	   	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	   Reflection	  
	   	   	   because	  you	  didn’t	  know	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  because	  of	  this	   Suggestion	  

The emergence of Discontent and Reflection in Script [S7.10] reflects the Vietnamese 

respondents’ consciousness of social status and age. Through the expression of Discontent, 

the speaker’s objection is more explicit than in situations of status and/or age asymmetry. 

Nonetheless, workplace interactions, as mentioned, require prudence to preserve tự trọng 

(‘self-esteem’) for both speaker and addressee, as well as to show the speaker’s tôn trọng 

(‘respect’) towards the addressee. Accordingly, disagreement-2 among colleagues is not as 

‘competitive’ as disagreement-2 among friends. This is evident in the act of softening 

Discontent, achieved through a question about the feasibility of the given plan of action or 

opinion, as in (7.20) below, or through a hedged Reflection, as in (7.19). 

(7.20) Em nghĩ nếu thế có khả thi không? 

 younger.sibling-2 think if so have feasibility not 

 ‘Do you think it’s feasible?’ 

This dissatisfaction is immediately appeased through the disagreement-implicit 

functional units Explanation and Suggestion. This is a good strategy for maintaining harmony 

among colleagues and ‘self-image’ in the workplace, as recommended in folk saying [7.9]: 
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[F7.9] Kim vàng ai nỡ uốn câu, 

 needle gold who want bend hook 

 Người khôn ai nỡ nói nhau nặng lời. 

 people wise who want say each.other heavy words 

 ‘Who wants to bend a gold needle into a hook? Like wise people, who wants to 

say tough words to each other?’ 

It is this ideology, along with several considerations for sociolinguistic variables 

elaborated in the next section, that results in the implicitness of disagreement-2 in workplace 

interactions. 

SOCIOLINGUISTIC	  CONSIDERATIONS	  IN	  WORKPLACE	  INTERACTIONS	  

Disagreement-2 in the workplace is the only scenario in the DPS for which a massive 98% of 

respondents provided answers to the additional (optional) questions. This indicates that there 

are several sociocultural factors that the DPS respondents took into consideration in relation 

to workplace interaction. Since, as mentioned, the chosen scenario for disagreement-2 in the 

workplace focussed primarily on distinctions in seniority, including age and social power, 

that is, on the cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), the additional questions focussed on the 

sociolinguistic variables related to the cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’). These 

questions sought further explanation regarding interaction with participants of a different 

gender and factors impacting on the choice to speak up or to keep silent. Interestingly, 80% 

of respondents said that gender is not important in a work-related discussion and added that 

they would produce the same disagreement-2 pattern to a colleague of a different gender. 

This is an interesting indication of culture specificity in Vietnam, where the culture combines 

Confucian ideology, the harmonious yin-yang balance (with a yin-favoured tendency) and the 

egalitarianism that the present state government promotes to create a xã hội công bằng văn 

minh (‘equal civilised society’). The remaining respondents stated that the disagreement-2 

content would be retained but that there would be certain adjustments in voice quality and 

manner. This is understandable since the Vietnamese language is constant in form and 

meaning and the matter of (in)appropriateness is partly determined through the use of 

particles and voice quality (O. Ho, 2009; H. Vu, 1997). 

With respect to the choice for speaking up or staying silent, the findings are 

homogeneous (which was beyond the author’s expectation). Most of the respondents 

explained that collective responsibility should be given priority in an institutional meeting 
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and would motivate their decision whether or not to speak. For example, one respondent 

explained: 

I am not the type of person who is too shy to give opinion in a meeting, but I will stay 

silent when there are many people agreeing on the given opinion. In this situation, I 

won’t voice up my disagreement although I am not convinced with it because I 

respect other people (DPS_F4.6) 

Another respondent viewed collective responsibility from a different angle: 

Speaking up the opinion shows the responsibility in the workplace, but it is not 

always good. Imagine there are so many different opinions given and no one is 

convinced by others, the meeting will become problematic. In such a case, I won’t 

express my opinion. Instead, I will think about the best among those opinions to 

support. (DPS_M4.3) 

Despite the different motivations for silence, there is a common way of thinking about 

collective responsibility, namely, that the workplace is not a place for self-promotion. The 

presentation of an opinion must be for the sake of the collective. Clearly, then, the cultural 

values of collective spirit and preference for harmony are highly influential even in the 

egalitarian atmosphere of the workplace. Any disturbance that threatens the harmony is 

criticised, as in a Vietnamese proverb, cited by many respondents: 

[F7.10] Chín người mười ý. 

 nine people ten opinion 

 ‘Nine people have ten opinions’ 

(‘So many men, so many minds.’) 

The charisma and experience of both speaker and addressee are also taken into account 

when deciding whether to speak or not. Example (7.19) is an illustration of this. In this 

example, a speaker with experience in relief activities hardly hesistates to show disagreement 

with an addressee who is presumed to be less experienced. This is arguably a universal (or at 

least, near-universal) phenomenon, as pointed out by Holmes and Stubbe (2003a, p. 72), who 

claim that “[t]hose in authority can exploit their influential positions and adopt an assertive 

style” while the “[l]ess powerful participants typically express disagreement less 

confrontationally.” 
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Of course, experience is traditionally associated with age in Vietnamese culture, and thus 

a higher level in thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’). This is pertinent to interactions in ordinary social life, 

but in regard to workplace experience, age is sometimes secondary. Since people tend to 

change their jobs rather often, an older colleague who has just started in an organisation does 

not necessarily have more experience than a younger colleague who has worked there longer. 

This is a plausible explanation why some respondents included charisma and experience in 

their list of sociocultural factors to be taken into consideration in workplace interactions. 

7.3.3	  EXPRESSING	  DISAGREEMENT-‐‑2	  IN	  A	  PUBLIC	  PLACE	  

Interacting with strangers, albeit not recommended, is not a rarity in Vietnamese life. In 

Chapter 6, most of the respondents who decided to speak up to strangers did so because they 

felt a responsibility to provide accurate information. Expressing disapproval of a stranger’s 

opinion, on the other hand, may well be thought to be impossible. In terms of quan hệ 

(‘relationship’), strangers do not have mutual understanding, and thus they could hardly 

establish thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) except via a superficial judgement of age from appearance. 

This presumably prevents them from starting an interaction. Surprisingly, however, the DPS 

data from the scenario for disagreement-2 with strangers has a majority of respondents 

speaking up. The scenario is as follows: 

You are queuing at a counter in a crowded supermarket. One of the 

customers voices his/her opinion that those who buy fewer than 5 items 

should be given priority to check out. You disagree with this person’s 

opinion. What do you think you would say to the person if 

1. the person looks older than you? 

2. the person looks younger than you? 

The explanation for voicing their opinions in this scenario is that speakers may see 

themselves eligible for the interaction. As one respondent explained:  

People have their own business and want to make the best of their time, but this does 

not mean that they can disregard other people for their own sake. I choose to speak up 

to ensure fairness for every one and, perhaps, raise the awareness of consideration for 

other people in the public place. (DPS_F4.1) 

In general, the DPS findings show that disagreement-2 with a stranger is inspired by the 

need to reconcile between the normative basis thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) with egalitarian 
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considerations. In expressing disagreement-2 with an older stranger, most DPS respondents 

think they must comply with lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), evident in the use of an address term 

that suits the addressee so as to show đúng mực (‘propriety’). Furthermore, they feel the 

formulation of the message should be indicative of khôn khéo (‘tact’) in dealing with người 

ngoài (‘outsiders’) in the light of the Vietnamese folk experience:  khôn ngoan đối đáp người 

ngoài (‘be clever to confront outsiders’). Therefore, disagreement discourses in this situation 

are remarkably implicit, with hedged Suggestions and long Explanations.  

(7.21) Bác  ạ! Có lẽ mình cứ sắp hàng thế tốt hơn. 

 uncle-2  PRT perhaps 1PL keep.on queue so good more 

 Ưu tiên người này thì bất tiện người khác. 

 prioritise person this COP incommode person else 

 ‘[Respected] uncle! Perhaps it would be better to keep on queuing like 

this.Prioritising one person will inconvenience another.’ 

It is notable that no less than 78% of DPS responses contain the respectful expression 

(predominantly particle ạ) at the beginning. The sequence of disagreement-2 in this situation 

is as follows: 

[RESPECTFULNESS] + EXPLANATION + SUGGESTION 

This way of communicating disagreement-2 is articulated in cultural script [S7.11]. The 

respectful attitude is spelt out as a pre-disagreement in section (b), signalling that the speaker 

is aware of the interlocutor’s age difference. Disagreement-2, presented in section (c), is 

implied in a Suggestion while the justification for the implicit disagreement is stated in the 

Explanation.  

[S7.11]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  an	  older	  stranger	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   sometimes	  it	  it	  like	  this:	  
	   some	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  are	  in	  one	  place,	  I	  am	  in	  the	  same	  place	  
	   one	  stranger	  says	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
	   I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  as	  this	  stranger	  	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  if	  this	  stranger	  was	  born	  [m]	  before	  me,	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   	   I	  feel	  something	  very	  good	  towards	  you	  	   RESPECTFULNESS	  
	   	   	   I	  want	  to	  say	  something	  very	  good	  with	  words	  to	  you	  because	  of	  this	  
(c)	   after	  this,	  it	  is	  good	  if	  I	  say	  something	  like	  this:	  	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   you	  didn’t	  know	  that	  it	  can	  be	  like	  this:	  “___”	   Explanation	  	  
	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  you	  think	  like	  this,	   Suggestion	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  because	  of	  this	   	  
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In this cultural script, the NSM content for the functional unit Suggestion is adjusted as 

follows: 

	   	   it	  is	  not	  good	  if	  you	  think	  like	  this,	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  else	  because	  of	  this	   	  	  

This is because, as explained in Chapter 5, the message underlying the Suggestion in a 

disagreement-2 can be an opinion about further thoughts or an alternative. In the present 

situation, the Suggestion appears to be a combination of both. The use of expressions such as 

tốt hơn thì (‘[it would be] better’) and chúng ta nên (‘we had better’) creates the impression 

that it is a recommendation. At the same time, the existence of emphatic auxiliaries such as 

cứ (keep [doing doing]), phải (‘must’) and đừng (‘don’t’) imply a disagreement in which the 

speaker thinks the given opinion is not good as it is against the rule. This way of expressing 

opinion probably stems from the conceptualisation of social categories based on quan hệ 

(‘relationship’), as well as from a folk way of thinking about verbal behaviour with người 

ngoài (‘outsiders’), especially with người lạ (‘strangers’). 

[F7.11] Người khôn ăn nói nửa chừng 

 people wise eat say halfway 

 Để cho người dại nửa mừng nửa lo 

 so.as.to people injudicious half happy half worried 

 ‘Wise people say things in a halfway manner, so as to make injudicious 

people feel puzzled.’ 

Whereas disagreement-2 with an older stranger is only realised (indirectly) through two 

functional units, Suggestion and Explanation, and there is hardly an instance of Discontent or 

Reflection in the DPS data, disagreement-2 with a person who looks younger (or in the same 

age range) is different. The DPS respondents seemed to have no hesitation in showing their 

objection to the given opinion. This is evident in the high frequency of functional units such 

as Discontent and Reflection. For example: 

(7.22) Em nghĩ gì mà nói thế? Làm thế lộn xộn lắm. 

 younger.sibling-2 think what COP say so do so chaotic very 

 Em cứ xếp hàng đi! 

 younger.sibling-2 keep.on queue PRT 

 ‘What do you think when you say so? It’s very chaotic. Keep on queuing [EMPH].’ 
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The disagreement message in this situation is clearly made stronger not only through the 

presence of Discontent and Reflection, but also thanks to a Suggestion, which is often 

presented in a similar way to an Assertive Suggestion. Therefore, the metalanguage for the 

functional unit Suggestion in this situation is amended to enable it to be linked up with the 

previous Reflection. 

	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  not	  like	  this	  

The cultural script for expressing disagreement-2 in this situation is as follows: 

[S7.12]	  Cultural	  script	  for	  expressing	  disagreement-‐2	  with	  a	  younger	  stranger	  
	   many	  people	  think	  like	  this:	   	  
(a)	   sometimes	  it	  it	  like	  this:	  
	   some	  người	  lạ	  (‘strangers’)	  are	  in	  one	  place,	  I	  am	  in	  the	  same	  place	  
	   one	  stranger	  says	  something	  like	  this:	  
	   	   I	  think	  that	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this:	  “___”	   EVALUATION	  
	   I	  don’t	  think	  the	  same	  as	  this	  stranger	  	  
(b)	   when	  it	  is	  like	  this,	  if	  I	  think	  this	  stranger	  was	  not	  born	  [m]	  before	  me,	   DISAGREEMENT	  
	   	   I	  can	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   	  
	   	   	   I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this,	   Discontent	  
	   	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this	   Reflection	  
	   	   	   it	  is	  good	  if	  you	  think	  about	  something	  not	  like	  this	   Suggestion	  

The cultural script shows that disagreement-2 is expressed without pre-disagreement act. 

This indicates that the DPS respondents are well aware of thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and prepared 

to take advantage of their hierarchical position. Interestingly, there was limited use of 

vocative ơi and intimacy-seeking particles à and nhé. The use of these words (in 

approximately 10% of the responses) came from the respondent group aged 46–55. It is 

probable that people in this age range, who are often parents of teenagers or young adults, are 

experienced enough to be tolerant towards younger people. Thus, their disagreement-2 is 

slightly milder without Discontent and Reflection; nevertheless, the functional unit 

Suggestion is still strong with emphatic auxiliaries, as mentioned in the previous situation.  

(7.23) Mình cứ theo thứ tự đi em à! 

 1-PL keep.on follow order PRT younger.sibling-2 PRT 

 ‘We stick to the order of the queue [EMPH], [dear] younger sibling.’ 

Obviously, the way of expressing disagreement-2 in public places is civil and for the 

immediate purpose of the exchange. For this reason, from the point of view of many 

Vietnamese, a post-disagreement act with strangers is not necessary. The interactants show 

no sign of any desire to establish an interpersonal relationship. 
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SOCIOLINGUISTIC	  CONSIDERATIONS	  IN	  INTERACTIONS	  WITH	  STRANGERS	  

The thought that interacting with strangers is unnecessary led several DPS respondents to 

choose silence. In addition, respondents provided further explanations motivating their 

decision to speak up. In the situation dealing with an older stranger at a supermarket check-

out counter, around 12% of the respondents stated that they would keep silent. The reasons 

vary from avoidance of confrontation with an elderly person, and possible loss of face, to the 

speaker’s situation in relation to the number of items brough to the check-out counter. 

In this situation, if I bought fewer than five items, it is easier for me to speak up than 

if I had a shopping cart full of goods. In the latter case, other people may think I am 

selfish. (DPS_F2.5) 

One DPS respondent explained that, when the opinion comes from a person who looks 

younger or in the same age range, silence means saying “no” to the proposal, which would 

help maintain order: 

I just ignore because there is no regulation as such in supermarkets. When no one 

answers, the person who proposed it would understand that his/her opinion was not 

approved. It is much better because you cannot predict whether or not that person will 

get angry when you disagree. (PDS_M3.8) 

This respondent’s explanation implies that the attitude of the other is also a factor to be 

considered in the decision to speak up or not. It is indicative of the profound influence of the 

cultural value of preference for harmony on social life, as depicted in the following proverb: 

[F7.12] Một điều nhịn chín điều lành. 

 one thing patience nine thing peace 

 ‘A bad compromise is better than a good lawsuit.’ 

As a final point, regardless of the lack of prior quan hệ (‘relationship’), Vietnamese 

survey respondents think that it is possible to express disagreement-2 to a stranger in a public 

place if they find it helpful for the sake of the community. Expressing disagreement-2 in that 

case should comply with thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) and its associated system of norms 

underpinning the culturally accepted verbal behaviour. 
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7.4	  CONCLUDING	  REMARKS	  

The present chapter has provided an elaboration of what Vietnamese people think they would 

say in interactions where a disagreement with another evaluation (disagreement-2) is 

expressed. Through four scenarios for interactions with people of different social categories 

and in different participant roles, the discussion has shown that disagreement-2 in 

Vietnamese is fairly implicit, differing in this respect from disagreement over content 

accuracy (disagreement-1) as described in Chapter 6. However, the idea that Vietnamese 

speakers avoid disagreement altogether is clearly a misconception. More exactly, they avoid 

conflicts that threaten the collective harmony as well as the individual honour and reputation 

of the interactants. Therefore, disagreement-2 from a Vietnamese perspective must be 

wittingly performed, making disagreement a complex of several acts, displayed in the form of 

functional units in the discourse sequence. 

Another point to be made is that both cultural schemas quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ 

bậc (‘hierarchy’) contribute significantly to decision-making about the explicitness or 

implicitness of a disagreement-2. Nonetheless, thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) appeared to be more in 

focus, as is evident from the awareness that honorifics and other respectful words need to be 

used, as well as from the interactants’ compliance with the normative and strategic principles 

of lễ phép (‘respectfulness’). In addition to the two overarching cultural schemas quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), the Vietnamese DPS responses show that several 

sociolinguistic variables contribute to the process of thinking and reasoning about verbal 

behaviour in disagreement-type interactions. These variables open up prospects for further 

research into Vietnamese language and culture. 
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CHAPTER	  8	  

CONCLUSIONS	  

ACHIEVEMENTS,	  IMPLICATIONS	  AND	  PROSPECTS	  

In literature and in life we ultimately pursue, not conclusions, but beginnings.  

(Sam Tanenhaus) 

8.1	  INTRODUCTORY	  REMARKS	  

This chapter takes a look back at the landmarks achieved in this ethnopragmatic study of the 

Vietnamese cultural logic of interaction, with its particular focus on the speech act complex 

of disagreement. The study focussed on two research questions: 

•   What is the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions? 

•   What are the cultural scripts for expressing different types of disagreement in 

Vietnamese speech practice? 

Data and evidence bearing on these research questions were obtained through a 

Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey (VMS) and through a Discourse Production Survey 

(DPS), along with an analysis of Vietnamese folk sayings and proverbs. This evidence was 

interpreted and integrated into a coherent overall account using the Natural Semantic 

Metalanguage (NSM) framework, specifically, in the form of semantic explications and 

cultural scripts. The findings were described in Chapters 4–7. In addition, a sub-project on 

Vietnamese NSM was presented in Chapter 3. Since the present study is the first Vietnamese 

study to utilise NSM, it is necessary to lay the groundwork of the Vietnamese version of the 

NSM with its emphasis on maximum clarity and cross-translatability for future NSM research 

in Vietnamese language and culture. 

The landmarks will be considered in terms of the contributions, implications and 

limitations of the present study. On the basis of these achievements and limitations, 

recommendations will be made for areas and directions of future research into Vietnamese 

speech practice and culture. 
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8.2	  MAJOR	  FINDINGS	  

The present study has explored the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions. In this cultural 

logic, two main cultural schemas, namely, quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) 

were identified. The study has further elaborated the influence of these two cultural schemas 

on Vietnamese speech practice by considering how Vietnamese speakers’ awareness of quan 

hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) affects their verbal behaviour in the speech act 

complex of disagreement. To offer insights into Vietnamese speech culture, the Vietnamese 

cultural schemas were articulated and explained using simple cross-translatable words 

according to the principles of the NSM. This makes the results accessible to a wider non-

Vietnamese audience because, as Levisen (2012) pointed out, “[t]he attraction of presenting 

insider’s concepts […] in outsiders’ language […], yet without Anglifying them, is that it 

allows us to come closer and go deeper in our study of language and cultural values” (p. 232).  

The cultural schema quan hệ (‘relationship’), as identified and discussed in the present 

study, provides an important socio-cognitive basis for Vietnamese interaction. Quan hệ 

(‘relationship’) not only informs people’s understanding of others, but also enables them to 

interpret and evaluate interactions. This cultural schema is intertwined with the various social 

categories that constitute Vietnamese interpersonal networks and the complicated system of 

person reference in Vietnamese. The quan hệ (‘relationship’) schema has helped explain the 

dichotomy between the major social categories người nhà (‘family people’) and người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’) based on family-relatedness, which is deeply rooted in folk philosophy. The 

discussion of social categorisation and the elaboration of subcategories of người ngoài 

(‘outsiders’) provided insights into the Vietnamese interpersonal nexus as well as the 

influence of family experience on Vietnamese speakers’ interactional activities. Further 

exploration into the quan hệ (‘relationship’) schema disclosed how several sociolinguistic 

variables (such as gender, personality, and interest) contribute to Vietnamese people’s 

process of conceptualising quan hệ (‘relationship’) and qualifying their interpersonal 

relationships. 

The cultural schema thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’), which is a complementary schema to quan hệ 

(‘relationship’), is a moral basis whose standards and principles manifest the Vietnamese 

ways of reasoning and thinking about appropriate interactional behaviour. Thứ bậc 

(‘hierarchy’) is conceptualised as a hierarchical system of social standing based primarily, but 

not exclusively, on age differences. The thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) schema exists in tandem with a 
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system of rules for normative/moral behaviour, namely lễ phép (‘respectfulness’), which 

encompasses several principles and norms for verbal and non-verbal behaviour. The analysis 

of these norms, which are carriers of cultural values and folk perspectives, uncovered the 

culture specificity of Vietnamese perspectives on appropriate social interaction, which are not 

as vertically hierarchical as those of other Asian cultures. The notion of ‘two-way respect’ in 

Vietnamese lễ phép (‘respectfulness’) warrants further research. 

With a view to illustrating how the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions plays out  in 

practice, the present study investigated what Vietnamese speakers think about their behaviour 

in disagreement-type interactions, as presented in Chapters 6 and 7. The triangulation 

between DPS data and folk data helped capture generalisations about Vietnamese speakers’ 

awareness of appropriate verbal behaviour, articulated in the form of cultural scripts for 

expressing ‘disagreement’ with various different interactional participants. The study has 

sought to reconceptualise disagreement in Vietnamese from the viewpoint of the cultural 

insider, informed by the semantic analysis of key Vietnamese expressions. In a theoretical 

innovation, the analysis of functional units in the discourse production data was done using 

an NSM-assisted framework.  

The study also compiled a Vietnamese version of the natural semantic metalanguage and 

discussed key culture-specific semantic molecules implicated in family relationships and 

social relationships (i.e., the concepts of bạn (‘friend’), đồng nghiệp (‘colleague’) and sếp 

(‘boss’) in Vietnamese). This was undertaken in Chapter 3, which further proposed that 

certain quasi-allolexes are stylistically useful in Vietnamese NSM. This chapter provides a 

theoretical background for future NSM research into Vietnamese language and culture. 

The present study also made some methodological innovations. So far as NSM 

scholarship is concerned, the present study is the first to use purpose-built surveys to generate 

qualitative and quantitative data. In formulating the questionnaires, the issue of cross-

translatability was taken very seriously. This is useful for both the survey respondents to 

comprehend and provide responses from their own indigenous perspective and the author to 

encode the data and minimise her subjective comprehension. Furthermore, in the DPS, 

respondents were not required to provide their discourse by responding to a prescribed first 

turn. Instead, they were given freedom to respond to their own imagined first turn utterance. 

Schneider (2012, p. 33) asserts that “competent  language users are able to imagine 

conversation and write dialogues which display essential features of natural conversation.” 

These essential features include the content, the manner and the appropriate time to speak in a 
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particular social interaction (Schneider, 2012). The DPS produced rich data that informed 

specific cultural scripts capturing generally accepted ways of expressing disagreement in 

Vietnamese. 

8.3	  IMPLICATIONS	  

8.3.1	  THEORETICAL	  IMPLICATIONS	  

The ethnopragmatic research paradigm allows for an exploration of the multi-layered 

semantics of cultural concepts, including the meanings of specific lexical items occurring in 

everyday discourse. Thus, it can be instrumental in explaining linguistic routines. As Duranti 

(1992, p. 80) points out: “words do not simply reflect a taken-for-granted world […], they 

also help constitute such a world by defining relations between speaker, hearer, […] and 

social activities.” From a theoretical perspective, ethnopragmatics is compatible with several 

allied theoretical frameworks that examine culture-specific aspects of language practices. 

One such framework is Ethnolinguistics, which Underhill (2012, p. x) defines as “the study 

of the way worldviews construct the complex and flexible framework within which we think 

and feel.” The NSM framework is acknowledged by Underhill (2012, p. 37) as an essential 

“ethnolinguistic challenge”.  

Ethnopragmatics is also compatible with the framework of Cultural Linguistics, which 

explores cultural conceptualisations and language as “two intrinsic aspects of cultural 

cognition” (Sharifian, 2011, p. 38). Both Cultural Linguistics and the NSM framework aim to 

look into the way people of different cultural groups conceptualise their verbal behaviour. 

Based on this similarity in aims, the author believes that the NSM can be useful analytical 

tool to enrich the understanding of the notion ‘cultural cognition’, as posited in Cultural 

Linguistics. 

Another theoretical framework with which ethnopragmatics is compatible is Cultural 

Discourse Analysis (Carbaugh, 2007). Cultural Discourse Analysis (CuDA) brings about 

multi-faceted insights into culture and communication by “explor[ing] what people in 

particular places make of communication when practiced in their own way, when understood 

through their own terms, through their own explanations” (Carbaugh, 2007, p. 168). This 

inquiry is based on a five-component analytical frame of theoretical, descriptive, interpretive, 

comparative and critical modes (Scollo, 2011). Ethnopragmatic explorations may particularly 

contribute to the interpretative and comparative modes of CuDA. Furthermore, 
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Ethnopragmatics can provide a good source of reference for the interpretation of cultural 

issues in interactional research pertaining to the cultural attributes of a speech community. 

Being a pioneering study, the ethnopragmatic analysis of Vietnamese presented in this 

thesis has several significant implications. The cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions, in 

particular, the identified cultural schemas, and  social category concepts have the potential to 

further support cross-cultural, sociological and anthropological studies into Vietnamese 

language and culture. Within the NSM framework, the discussion of culture-specific 

molecules in Vietnamese in Chapter 3 provides a rich source for further cross-linguistic 

studies. 

8.3.2	  PRACTICAL	  IMPLICATIONS	  

As far as practical applications of the study are concerned, it is hoped that the elaboration of 

the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions can speak to a wider audience than academia 

alone. It provides a basis for improved cultural understanding for people who will potentially 

have intercultural exchanges with Vietnamese. Knowledge of cultural schemas and their 

associated concepts and practices can help non-Vietnamese understand the Vietnamese way 

of thinking that affects verbal communication, and ward off potentially negative stereotypes. 

An understanding of Vietnamese cultural values, forms of social categorisation, and 

normative systems of behaviour is significant for institutions and individuals alike. In 

particular, it provides clues to intercultural communication for administrators at higher 

education institutions, where an increasing number of Vietnamese attend as international 

students, and for authorities in multicultural societies, where there are often large Vietnamese 

populations. It can also provide guidance for individuals in intercultural marriages wishing to 

better understand their Vietnamese spouse in terms of the importance of the family (including 

the parental roles and power), and cultural attitudes towards older and younger siblings. 

Accordingly, they can adjust to the in-law life and develop greater tolerance for 

miscommunication within the couple and among the in-laws as well as for different 

expectations relating to children’s upbringing. 

Most importantly, there are pedagogical implications. These are significant enough to 

warrant treatment in a separate section. 
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8.3.3	  PEDAGOGICAL	  IMPLICATIONS	  

The applicability of the NSM approach in language teaching and intercultural communication 

has been pointed out in previous NSM works (Goddard, 2010; Goddard & Wierzbicka, 2007; 

Levisen, 2012; Wierzbicka, 2002c), especially with respect to the use of cultural scripts. 

Goddard (2010, p. 114) pointed out: 

[the] advantage of the cultural script methodology is that it is intended to show not 

only what one should do (according to local cultural rules), but also why one should 

do it. Regardless of the level of language learning, it is arguably always as important 

– if not more important – to understand the reason underlying a cultural rule, as it is 

to understand the rule itself. 

Goddard (2010) and Wierzbicka (2010a) also initiated the idea of ‘pedagogical script’, 

which are adaptations of cultural scripts for language teaching purposes. They provide 

learners with advice on what should and should not be said from the cultural perspective of 

the target language. Goddard (2010), for example, suggested four kinds of adaptation suited 

for use in an ESL (English as a Second Language) setting.  

In the present study, which investigated the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions, the 

implications of the use of the pedagogical scripts and any subsequent recommendations are 

relevant not only for the teaching of English to Vietnamese learners but also for the teaching 

of Vietnamese to foreigners. Whether the target language is English or Vietnamese, it is 

arguable that the metalanguage-assisted instructions are useful to help learners raise their 

awareness of cultural differences in language uses and avoid parroting sample sentences or 

repeating certain formulae produced in textbooks when they perform speech acts in the target 

language. 

PEDAGOGICAL	   SCRIPTS	   FOR	   TEACHING	   ENGLISH	   AS	   A	   FOREIGN	   LANGUAGE	   TO	  

VIETNAMESE	  LEARNERS	  

Taking into account the cultural peculiarities of the speech act complex of disagreement 

in Vietnamese, as presented in Chapters 6 and 7, it is argued that pedagogical scripts should 

be useful for teaching English speech acts to Vietnamese learners of English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL). Such pedagogical scripts an essential complementary teaching tool to help 

learners raise the awareness of the cultural differences between the mother tongue and the 

target language and enhance understanding about cultural rules in the target language. 
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Furthermore, the contrastive information in the pedagogical script enables L2 speakers to 

make sensible decisions about when to weaken or suspend an L1 cultural value in the interest 

of appropriate intercultural communication (Goddard, 2010).  

Regarding the speech act of disagreement, Malamed (2010) asserts that a common 

pattern of disagreement in English often begins with an act of partially or weakly agreeing, 

then comes a hedged act of disagreeing displayed in the phrase “I think ...” or “It seems to me 

that …” (p. 212). If so, the functional units in disagreement in Vietnamese such as Discontent 

and Reflection may not be well received in an English speaking context. Thus, to prepare 

learners for what is an acceptable disagreement in English, a pedagogical script for 

Vietnamese EFL learners to express disagreement with an evaluation in English can be 

proposed as follows: 

	   A	  pedagogical	  rule	  for	  Vietnamese	  EFL	  learners	  to	  disagree	  with	  an	  opinion/evaluation	  
	   when	  someone	  says	  something	  to	  you	  like	  this:	   STIMULUS	  
	   	   I	  think:	  it	  is	  good	  if	  it	  is	  like	  this	   	  
	   at	  many	  times	  you	  can’t	  say	  something	  like	  this	  to	  this	  someone:	   DON’TS	  
	   	   I	  don’t	  feel	  something	  good	  when	  I	  hear	  this	   Discontent	  
	   	   you	  didn’t	  think	  well	  about	  this:	  “___”	   Reflection	  
	   at	  many	  times,	  it	  will	  be	  good	  if	  you	  say	  something	  like	  this:	   DO’S	  
	   	   I	  think	  about	  it	  like	  this:	  it	  can	  be	  good	   Partial	  agreement	  
	   	   at	  the	  same	  time,	  I	  think:	  something	  else	  is	  better	   Different	  evaluation	  

A pedagogical script as presented can provide EFL learners with a comparative 

perspective in using language (through sections of DO’S and DON’TS), thus raising their 

awareness of cultural differences. However, a reality worthy of consideration is that despite 

its decades-long standing in the linguistic literature, the NSM approach is little known in the 

area of language teaching. Language teachers, let alone EFL learners, are not familiar with 

the metalanguage. To help language teachers and learners have a picture of the NSM, some 

interpretive heuristics and rules of thumb can be useful. For example, the NSM phrase ‘at 

many times’ indicates the frequency (equivalent to adverbials such as ‘usually’, ‘often’, ‘most 

of the time’), and the phrase ‘because of this’ describes an effect or consequence (generally 

used in place of ‘so’, ‘as a result’ and the like). The prime GOOD is used for anything that 

results in a positive product, and BAD for anything that results in a negative one. 

There is no denying that formal training and familiarisation with NSM would benefit 

language teachers and students. This is not to say that EFL teachers cannot use it before any 

training program is offered. It is recommended that EFL teachers adapt the mini-language of 

the NSM framework and make use as much of the simple wording and phrasing as possible. 

For the purpose of language teaching, it is advisable that the metalanguage and the common 
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language that is unavoidable15 should be flexibly combined in the instructions. These aspects 

are explored in Vo (forthcoming). 

There is also the prospect of using pedagogical scripts and other NSM techniques for 

teaching other aspects of the target language. Wong (2015) demonstrated that the NSM 

reductive paraphrase technique can be used to analyse the lexical meaning of different 

concepts such as ‘hypothesis’, ‘theory’ and ‘proof’ in teaching English for Academic 

Purposes in Singapore. Thus, the reductive paraphrase technique can be used to facilitate the 

acquisition of nuances of English argumentative verbs for postgraduate students in EAP 

courses. On this premise, it is recommended that EFL teachers in Vietnam should develop the 

metalanguage for language instructions in a similar vein. 

PEDAGOGICAL	  IMPLICATIONS	  FOR	  TEACHING	  VIETNAMESE	  AS	  A	  FOREIGN	  LANGUAGE	  

In the last two decades, there have been more and more people from other countries coming 

to Vietnam for coursework or research. In addition to English as the language of academia, 

Vietnamese has become the key to their success in understanding Vietnamese culturally and 

locally, resulting in a growing area in language education, namely, teaching Vietnamese as a 

Foreign Language (VFL). One of the most difficult aspects in the teaching of VFL is teaching 

Vietnamese vocabulary. In particular, it is a challenge for teachers in teaching the regional 

variants and the stylistic synonyms of Vietnamese. For learners, it is a difficult task to reach a 

good command of Vietnamese classifiers (Dao, 2012). In an attempt to analyse the lexical 

semantics of two common Vietnamese classifiers con and cái, Dao (2012) showed that NSM 

explications can help shed light on the use of Vietnamese classifiers. 

The application of NSM techniques is not confined to Vietnamese language-specific 

aspects such as classifiers. Rather, they can be used as a metalinguistic tool for teaching other 

culture specific aspects of Vietnamese speech practice. As shown in the findings of the 

present study, the semantics and usage of kin reference (in Chapter 3) and honorifics (in 

Chapter 4) need more explanatory descriptions to help VFL learners to speak Vietnamese in a 

culturally appropriate manner. The explications of the cultural schemas and the cultural 

scripts for principles of behaviour in Vietnamese, as presented in Chapter 4, and the cultural 

                                                
15 Recent NSM work argued that there are non-prime words and expressions unavoidable in everyday speech 

and termed them “Minimal English” – a type of metalanguage that can be used to support intercultural 

communication and language teaching. See Goddard and Wierzbicka (2015) for details. 
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scripts for disagreement-type interaction, as presented in Chapters 6 and 7, are believed to be 

a good source of supplementary input for the VFL classroom. 

8.4	  LIMITATIONS	  

Notwithstanding significant contributions and implications, both theoretical and practical, the 

present study is inevitably subject to certain limitations. First, the ethnopragmatic paradigm is 

focussed on exploring the ‘meta’ aspect of language use. Therefore, while the present study 

has hopefully provided insightful understanding about cognitive processes that inform 

Vietnamese verbal behaviour, it has not studied actual interactions in Vietnamese speech, that 

is, how native speakers enact a communicative act and manage it in compliance with the 

cultural logic of interaction. Obviously, there is a pressing need for studies of naturally 

occurring interactions, as undertaken in such frameworks as Conversation Analysis and 

Interactional Pragmatics (Drew & Couper-Kuhlen, 2014; Haugh, 2012; Levinson, 2013). 

Another limitation is related to the respondents. Although they were carefully recruited, 

one aspect of the respondent demographics that may have affected the research outcomes is 

that approximately 62% (albeit originating from cities/provinces other than Hue) have lived 

and worked in Hue for more than 5 years. This duration of time is adequate for assimilation 

into the socio-cultural life in Hue, thus opening a possibility that their responses in the DPS 

may reflect regional or local values and behaviours. Additionally, the number of respondents 

is limited and may therefore not adequately represent a nation-wide perspective on 

Vietnamese speech culture. 

8.5	  PROSPECTS	  FOR	  FUTURE	  RESEARCH	  

The present study opens the way for much follow-up research. In particular, identifying and 

articulating the cultural schemas quan hệ (‘relationship’) and thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) prepares 

the ground for numerous investigations. Future research might consider the influence of these 

cultural schemas on the actual enactment of speech. The set of cultural and social norms 

associated with thứ bậc (‘hierarchy’) is also worthy of more pragmatic exploration, for 

instance, to gain a full insight into Vietnamese ‘politeness’ behaviour.  

The discussion in Chapters 6 and 7 shows that there is a difference in interactions 

between siblings and between parents and children in the family. The issue of family-internal 
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interactional dynamics is certainly worth formal investigation, not only in linguistics but also 

in other disciplines such as anthropology and sociology.  

On a linguistic note, it was apparent in the DPS data that sentence-final particles play an 

important role in verbal interaction. The inclusion of these particles helps speakers 

communicate more than what is said in the utterance. Further linguistic studies into particles 

in Vietnamese are recommended, along with further and deeper studies into honorifics. 

Regarding the NSM framework, further studies can be conducted to investigate the culture-

specific molecules that the present study has not been able to discuss thoroughly. 

8.6	  CLOSING	  WORDS	  

This final chapter has provided a playback of the research journey, identified its main 

contributions to both theory and praxis of research into Vietnamese language and culture, and 

highlighted the pedagogical implications for language teaching. Furthermore, it has 

undertaken the task of foreshadowing future research into aspects that the present study has 

left open. As implied in the quote presented at the beginning of this chapter, every research 

study is the beginning of new ideas and attempts on other matters. Therefore, it is hoped that 

the present study not only provides a new metalinguistic look at the Vietnamese speech 

culture, but also paves the way for further research into Vietnamese linguistics, as well as 

related disciplines. 
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APPENDICES	  

APPENDIX	  1:	  VIETNAMESE	  FOLK	  SAYINGS	  AND	  PROVERBS	  

 Folk sayings and Proverbs Code 

1 Anh em ăn ở thuận hòa; chớ điều chếch lệch người ta chê cười  

(‘Siblings must stay harmonious; they shouldn’t create chaos that outsiders ridicule.’) 

[F7.3] 

2 Anh em như thể tay chân; rách lành đùm bọc, dở hay đỡ đần 

(‘Siblings are like limbs;  they must care and help at all times.’) 

[F4.13] 

3 Ăn có nhai, nói có nghĩ  

(‘Think when you speak, just as you chew when you eat.’) 

[F7.8] 

4 Ăn ngay nói thật, mọi tật mọi lành 

(‘Live honestly, all illness will be cured.’) 

[F5.2] 

5 Bà con khó xin đừng bỏ; kẻ lạ dầu sang cũng chớ theo 

(‘Don’t abandon relatives however poor they are; don’t follow strangers however rich 

they are.’) 

[F4.17] 

6 Bạn bè là nghĩa tương tri; sao cho sau trước vẹn bề mới yên 

(‘Friendship is a heart-to-heart commitment;  behave well so that harmony is entirely 

maintained.’) 

[F7.4] 

7 Biết thì thưa thốt, không biết dựa cột mà nghe. 

(‘Say what you know well, listen when you are not certain.’) 

[F6.3] 

8 Cá không ăn muối cá ươn; con cãi cha mẹ trăm đường con hư 

(‘Fish without salt stinks; children disobedient to parents become bad in many 

ways.’) 

[F6.2] 

9 Cá mè một lứa (‘All is in one rank’) [F4.24] 

10 Cha mẹ là biển là trời; hiếu tâm đâu dám cãi lời mẹ cha 

(‘Parents are like the sea and the sky; a pious-hearted person never argues against 

parents.’) 

[F7.1] 

11 Chim khôn hót tiếng rảnh rang; người khôn nói tiếng dịu dàng dễ nghe  

(‘Wise birds sing fine tunes; wise people speak in soft and gentle voices.’) 

[F1.2] 

12 Chín người mười ý (‘So many men, so many minds.’) [F7.10] 

13 Chuông kêu thử tiếng, người ngoan thử lời 

(‘To value a bell, listen to its sound; to value a person, listen to his words’) 

[F4.28] 

14 Dao năng liếc thì sắc, người năng chào thì quen 

(‘The more often people interact, the more familiar they become.’) 

[F4.19] 

15 Dĩ hòa vi quý (‘Take harmony as the central respect’) [F7.2] 
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16 Đắng cay cũng thể ruột rà; ngọt ngào cho lắm cũng là người dung 

(‘Whatever ups and downs, kinship is retained; however sweet, unrelated people are 

complete outsiders.’) 

[F4.9] 

17 Đất tốt trồng cây rườm rà; những người thanh lịch nói ra dịu dàng 

(‘Good soil nourishes lush trees;  elegant people speak gently.’) 

[F3.2] 

18 Gừng càng già càng cay (‘With age comes wisdom.’) [F7.6] 

19 Hổ chết để da, người ta chết để tiếng 

(‘When tigers die, they leave hides; when people die, they leave reputation’) 

[F4.4] 

20 Im lặng là vàng (‘Silence is golden.’) [F6.5] 

21 Khôn ngoan đối đáp người ngoài; gà cùng một mẹ chớ hoài đá nhau 

(‘Be clever to confront people outsiders,  don’t fight with siblings of the same 

mother.’) 

[F4.12] 

22 Khôn ngoan hiện ra mặt, què quặt hiện chân  tay 

(‘Wise people can be told from the look, disabled from the limbs.’) 

[F4.34] 

23 Kim vàng ai nỡ uốn câu; người khôn ai nỡ nói nhau nặng lời. 

(‘Who wants to bend a gold needle into a hook?; as wise people, who wants to say 

tough words to each other?’) 

[F7.9] 

24 Kính lão đắc thọ (‘If you respect old people, you will live long.’) [F4.21] 

25 Kính trên nhường dưới (‘respect the older, yield to the younger’) [F4.22] 

26 Lá lành đùm lá rách (‘Intact leaves cover torn leaves.’) [F4.1] 

27 Làm anh làm ả thì ngã mặt lên (‘As a brother or sister, uphold the face.’) [F4.23] 

28 Lời chào cao hơn mâm cỗ 

(‘Exchanging a greeting is more valuable than giving a big feast.’) 

[F4.16] 

29 Lời nói chẳng mất tiền mua; lựa lời mà nói cho vừa lòng nhau  

(‘Words do not cost money; choose words wisely to satisfy each other.’) 

[F4.7] 

30 Lời nói đọi máu (‘A word is equal to a bowl of blood’) [F5.1] 

31 Mẹ dạy thì con khéo, bố dạy thì con khôn 

(‘Children who are properly taught by parents behave well.’) 

[F4.15] 

32 Một chữ là thầy, nửa chữ cũng là thầy 

(‘Even one who teaches you one word is your teacher.’) 

[F4.31] 

33 Một con ngựa đau cả tàu bỏ cỏ (‘One sick horse upsets the whole herd.’) [F4.2] 

34 Một điều nhịn chín điều lành  

(‘A bad compromise is better than a good lawsuit.’) 

[F7.12] 

35 Một lần bất tín, vạn lần bất tin 

(‘Once you betray others’ trust, you’ll be distrusted ten thousand times later.’) 

[F5.3] 
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36 Một lời đã trót nói ra, dù rằng bốn ngựa khó mà đuổi theo. 

(‘[When] a word has been accidentally spoken out; it’s hard to retrieve since it 

spreads faster that four running horses.’) 

[F7.5] 

37 Một trăm cái lý không bằng một tí cái tình 

(‘A hundred reasons are not as important as a single sign of sentiment.’) 

[F4.3] 

38 Mua danh ba vạn bán danh ba đồng 

(‘It takes ages to establish good reputation, but a second to abolish it.’) 

(‘A good name is sooner lost than won.’) 

[F6.8] 

39 Muốn con hay chữ thì yêu lấy thầy 

(‘Respect the teacher if you want your children to be knowledgeable.’) 

[F4.32] 

40 Muốn tròn phải có khuôn, muốn vuông phải có thước 

(‘There must be standards to cultivate etiquette in younger people.’) 

[F4.26] 

41 Nam nữ thọ thọ bất tương thân 

(‘A man and a woman can never interact closely with each other.’) 

[F4.11] 

42 Người khôn ăn nói nửa chừng; để cho người dại nửa mừng nửa lo 

(‘Wise people say things in a halfway manner; so as to make injudicious people feel 

puzzled.’) 

[F7.11] 

43 Người trên đứng đắn, kẻ dưới dám nhờn 

(‘If the older is earnest,  how does the younger dare to be disrespectful?’) 

[F4.25] 

44 Nhập gia tùy tục (When in Rome, do as a Roman does) 

(‘When you are in a new place, adapt to its customs’) 

[F4.5] 

45 Nói có đầu có đuôi (‘Speak with an opening and an ending.’) [F6.9] 

46 Nói có sách, mách có chứng  

(‘Say what you know for sure/ Say things with evidence.’) 

[F4.8] 

47 Nói hay hơn hay nói 

(‘Saying things beautifully is better than saying things frequently.’) 

[F4.27] 

48 Quen sợ dạ, lạ sợ áo quần 

(‘Acquaintances are judged through sentiment, strangers through clothes.’) 

[F4.33] 

49 Quyền huynh thế phụ 

(‘Brothers have power and responsibility on behalf of the father.’) 

[F6.1] 

50 Sai một li, đi một dặm 

(‘A little wrongdoing may lead to a huge disaster.’) 

[F6.7] 

51 Thua thầy một vạn không bằng thua bạn một li 

(‘Not knowing the ten thousand things a teacher knows is not as shameful as not 

knowing one thing a friend knows.’) 

[F4.30] 

52 Thương người  như thể thương thân (‘Love other people like ourselves.’) [F6.6] 
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53 Tiên học lễ, hậu học văn (‘Learn to behave properly first, then acquire knowledge.’) [F4.20] 

54 Tốt danh hơn lành áo (‘Good reputation is better than good appearance.’) [F7.7] 

55 Tránh voi chẳng xấu mặt nào (‘It’s not bad to avoid a big problem at all.’) [F6.4] 

56 Trong nhà chưa tỏ, ngoài ngõ đã hay 

(‘It is not yet clear at home, but outside they are already in the know.’) 

[F4.14] 

57 Trông mặt mà bắt hình dong (‘Judge  personality through one’s face.’) [F4.10] 

58 Trước lạ, sau quen (‘Strangers first, acquaintances later.’) [F4.18] 

59 Tùy cơ ứng biến (‘React in accordance with the situation.’) [F4.6] 

60 Uốn lưỡi bảy lần trước khi nói 

(‘Roll your tongue seven times before you speak.’) 

[F1.1] 

61 Xấu che, tốt khoe (‘Hide the bad, show the good.’) [F4.29] 

62 Xưng khiêm hô tôn (‘humble self-reference, respectful address’) [F3.1] 
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APPENDIX	  2:	  QUESTIONNAIRE	  INFORMATION	  SHEET	  

NB : This is a translated version. The original text was in Vietnamese. 

 

The Ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese:  

An Investigation into the Cultural Logic of Interactions Focussing on Speech Act 

Complex of Disagreement 

GU Ref No: LAL/04/13 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Investigators: Prof. Cliff Goddard, Principal supervisor (c.goddard@griffith.edu.au)  

 Prof. Michael Haugh, Associate supervisor (m.haugh@griffith.edu.au)   

Student researcher: Lien-Huong Vo, PhD Candidate(thilienhuong.vo@griffithuni.edu.au)  

WHY	  IS	  THIS	  RESEARCH	  BEING	  CONDUCTED?	  	  

This study is conducted to explore the cultural logic of Vietnamese interactions with a 

focus on the cultural schemas and associated social categories and cultural norms that inform 

Vietnamese cultural conceptualisation. The cultural logic is attested with the management of 

the speech act complex of disagreement in Vietnamese. The findings of this survey are used 

to elaborate the key cultural concepts in Vietnamese and articulate the cultural scripts for 

expressing disagreement in Vietnamese across situations under the influences of the cultural 

logic. 

EXPECTED	  BENEFITS	  

It is hoped that the study will be able to provide insights into the cultural logic of 

Vietnamese interactions. The elaboration of the cultural schemas and cultural scripts for 

linguistic routines in Vietnamese will contribute to the literature a new approach to 

Vietnamese language and culture. 

Being the first research study conducting in the Ethnopragmatics paradigm, the present 

study will provide future research a solid theoretical and methodological background. 

Practically, the findings of the study can provoke more thoughts to the improvements in 

language teaching. 
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WHAT	  WILL	  YOU	  BE	  ASKED	  TO	  DO?	  

Participating in this research, you will be asked to complete two questionnaires. The first 

questionnaire is for a Vietnamese Metapragmatic Survey, that is, a survey of your reflection 

on your awareness of Vietnamese speech practice. This questionnaire is a list of five open-

ended questions that make it possible for you to write as much as you could about your 

understanding of the raised issues. The second questionnaire is for a Discourse Production 

Survey, in which there are descriptions of the scenarios for possible interactions. You will 

provide a discourse that you think is most appropriate for each prompted situation. There will 

be additional questions that invite you to provide further explanation. 

VOLUNTARY	  PARTICIPATION	  

Your participation is entirely voluntary. The completion or partial completion of the 

questionnaires does not influence or contribute in any way to your current work or any course 

assessment if you are a student at Hue University of Sciences. Please return the 

questionnaires whether completed or not. You can withdraw your participation at any time 

without giving any reason by sending an email to Ms. Vo Thi Lien Huong, 

thilienhuong.vo@griffithuni.edu.au.  

By voluntarily completing and returning the questionnaires, you will be deemed to have 

consented to participating in this research. 

QUESTION/FURTHER	  INFORMATION	  

If you have any questions about this project and/or these questionnaire surveys, please do 

not hesitate to contact any member of the research team, whose contact details are provided at 

the beginning of this information sheet. If you have any concerns or complaints about the 

ethical conduct of this research project, you should contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 

(+61 7) 3735 4375, or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 

The project will be completed by April, 2016. If you would like to see a summary of the 

results of the research, you can contact any member of the research team after that date. 
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APPENDIX	  3:	  THE	  METAPRAGMATIC	  SURVEY	  QUESTIONNAIRE	  

NB: This is a translated version. The original text was in Vietnamese. 

 

 

The Ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese:  

An Investigation into the Cultural Logic of Interactions 

Focussing on Speech Act Complex of Disagreement 

GU Ref No: LAL/04/13 

PERSONAL	  INFORMATION	  

Please check (ü) the relevant box: 

Your name: ……………………………………………………………………………. 

You are     o male  o female 

You are in the age group of o 18 – 23  o 24 – 34  o 35 – 45  o 46– 55  

(NB: The name is for coding purposes. You can provide a pseudo-name/nickname here, but you 

should remember it in case you withdraw from the research.) 

THE	  SURVEY	  

Please read the questions carefully and answer in as much detail as possible: 

1. When you talk with other people, what cultural elements are you mindful of? In what 

ways are these elements presented in your interactions?  

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2. Do you talk to other people in the same way that you talk to family members? If not, 

what makes your talk different? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3. Apart from talk with family members, what are the other groups of people you talk 

with for everyday communication? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4. In everyday communication, do you usually think of Vietnamese folk sayings and 

proverbs related to speech behaviour as experience for your way of interaction? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5. Please list at least two most common Vietnamese folk sayings and proverbs of 

communication that you know. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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APPENDIX	  4:	  THE	  DISCOURSE	  PRODUCTION	  SURVEY	  QUESTIONNAIRE	  

NB: This is a translated version. The original text was in Vietnamese. 

 

 

The Ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese:  

An Investigation into the Cultural Logic of Interactions 

Focussing on Speech Act Complex of Disagreement 

GU Ref No: LAL/04/13 

PERSONAL	  INFORMATION	  

Please check (ü) the relevant box 

Your name*: ……………………………………………………… 

You are     o male  o female 

You are in the age group of o 18 – 23  o 24 – 34  o 35 – 45  o 46– 55 

(NB: The name is for coding purposes. You can provide a pseudo-name/nickname here 

providing you should remember it when you withdraw from the research.) 

THE	  SURVEY	  

In the scenarios given below, you are asked to write down what you think you would say. 

If you prefer saying nothing, please write “silent” in the blank and provide your detailed 

explanation in the additional questions after each scenario. Thank you for your co-operation.  

SETTING	  1:	  AT	  A	  FAMILY	  GATHERING	  

SCENARIO	  1	  

Your family plans to eat out this Saturday evening. A family member says restaurant X 

will open this Saturday (and recommends going there for a big discount). You received a 

leaflet yesterday saying the restaurant opens on Sunday. What would you say to this family 

member if he/she is one of the following participants? 

1.1 your older brother/sister  

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1.2 your younger brother/sister 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

If you are in the age range of 18-40, please answer (1.3). If you are over 40, answer (1.4) 

1.3 your father/mother 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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1.4 your son/daughter 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

1.5 In case you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

1.6 If you keep silent but still want the person to know what you think, what do you think 

you would you do? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SCENARIO	  2	  

At the dinner table, a family member says that he/she wants to work extra-time to help 

improve income and/or gain more experience. You disagree with this person’s plan of action. 

What do you think you would say to each of the following participants? 

2.1 the person is your older brother/sister 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2.2 the person is your younger brother/sister 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

If you are in the age range of 18-40, please answer (1.3). If you are over 40, answer (1.4) 

2.3 the person is your father/mother 

……………………………………………………………………………………………. 

2.4 the person is your son/daughter 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

2.5 In case you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

2.6 If you keep silent but still want the person to know that you disagree, what do you 

think you would do? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SETTING	  2:	  AT	  A	  GATHERING	  OF	  FRIENDS	  

SCENARIO	  3	  

You are chatting with a group of friends. Your friend X, who is taking a driver-training 

course, says he/she is very worried about his/her workload because the course lasts four 

months. Another friend Y says it only lasts two months. You have some information that the 
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newly-introduced policy requires a four-month training course for a driver license. What 

would you say to Y if 

3.1 you are sure that the training course is four months long because you have recently 

read it on a newspaper. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3.2 you have heard about the four-month training course, but you are not quite sure about 

this. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

3.3 Do you say the same when you are in a friend group of the same gender as when you 

are in a friend group of different genders? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3.4 In case you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

3.5 What factors do you think will affect your choice whether or not to say to him/her? 

Please specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SCENARIO	  4	  

You are chatting with a group of friends. Your friend X says he/she wants to buy a 

Macbook Air for both quality and fashion. You have a different evaluation. What do you 

think you would say if this friend is 

4.1 a friend of the same gender 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4.2 a friend of a different gender 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

4.3 In case you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

4.4 What factors do you think will affect your choice whether or not to say to him/her? 

Please specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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SETTING	  3:	  IN	  THE	  WORKPLACE	  

SCENARIO	  5	  

Your institution is celebrating the establishment anniversary next week. Everyone is 

invited to a dinner party. During a work break, a colleague says that the party will be held at 

Morin restaurant on Saturday evening. You visited the website recently and the information 

you got there is La Résidence restaurant on Sunday evening. What would you say in each of 

the following situations? 

5.1 You visited the website just before the break, so you know for sure about the time 

and venue. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5.2 You visited the website the day before, so you do not know for sure if there is any 

change in time and venue. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

5.3 If you choose to say something to the person, do you think you would say the same 

as above if the person is of different gender? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5.4 If you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

5.5 What factors do you think will affect your choice whether or not to say to him/her? 

Please specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SCENARIO	  6	  

You are discussing ways to help the victims of a destructive typhoon/flood in an 

institutional meeting. A person says the most practical way is that people contribute an 

amount of money and the institution representatives will go and give the money to the 

victims in situ. You disagree with this opinion as you think there are many other ways to 

help. What do you think you would say to each of the following participants? 

6.1 the person is your boss, who is older than you 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6.2 the person is your boss, who is younger than you or the same age as you 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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6.3 the person is a colleague, who is older than you 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6.4 the person is a colleague, who is younger or the same age as you 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

6.5 Would you say the same as above if the person is of different gender? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6.6 If you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

6.7 What factors do you think will affect your choice whether to speak up or not? Please 

specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SETTING	  4:	  IN	  A	  PUBLIC	  PLACE	  

SCENARIO	  7	  

You are sitting for a rest next to a person you don’t know on a bench in a public place 

when a tourist approaches both of you and asks for directions to restaurant X. That person 

shows the tourist to turn left at the first corner. What would you say if 

7.1 you are sure that turning at the second corner is the right way to the restaurant 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7. 2 you are not sure, but you think the tourist should turn at the second corner. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

7.3 Would you say the same as above if the person is of different gender? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7.4 If you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

7.5 What factors do you think will affect your choice whether to speak up or not? Please 

specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

SCENARIO	  8	  

You are queuing at a counter in a crowded supermarket. One of the customers voices 

his/her opinion that those who buy fewer than 5 items should be given priority to check out. 

You disagree with this person’s opinion. What do you think you would say to the person if 
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8.1 the person looks older than you? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8.2 the person looks younger than you? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Additional questions 

8.3 If you choose to say something to the person, do you think you would say the same 

as above if the person is of different gender? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8.4 If you choose to keep silent, please explain your choice in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 

8.5 What factors do you think will affect your choice for whether or not to say to 

him/her? Please specify and explain in details. 

…………………………………………………………………………………………… 	  
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APPENDIX	  5:	  LETTER	  OF	  REQUEST	  	  

Re: Permission and Assistance of Survey Administration 

 

School of languages and Linguistics, 

Griffith University, Australia, 

70 Kessels Road, Nathan QLD 4111,  

Australia. 

 

Director of Centre for Social Sciences,  

Hue University of Sciences 

77 Nguyen Hue St, Hue,  

Vietnam. 

4 March, 2013  

 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

We sign hereunder as a research team at Griffith University, Australia. We are writing to 

request your permission as well as your assistance for Ms. Vo Thi Lien Huong, a lecturer at 

the College of Foreign Languages, Hue University and a PhD candidate at Griffith 

University, to administer her surveys at the Centre for Social Sciences. 

Ms. Vo’s research into the Ethnopragmatics of Vietnamese aims to explore the cultural 

logic of Vietnamese interactions, with the focus on the elaboration of overarching cultural 

schemas that inform the ways of reasoning and speaking in Vietnamese speech practice. 

Grounded in the Natural Semantic Metalanguage theory, which emphasises the cultural 

insider perspective, this research study therefore requires data elicited from native 

Vietnamese speaker respondents. Since the surveys Ms. Vo conducts will span several 

months, we are aware that the best fieldwork site for her research is in Hue, where she has 

been familiar with lifestyle and standard practices.  

We would appreciate if you approve of Ms. Vo’s research surveys at your University.  

We would also be most grateful if you could send us a confirmation authorising Ms. Vo to 

conduct her surveys at your institution. The intended surveys are done via questionnaires. 

They are all anonymous, and there is no identifying information about the participants will be 

used. Ms. Vo will contact you for further information if she receives approval from you. 
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Further contact should be directed to either with Ms. Vo Thi Lien Huong or her supervisors 

(email addresses provided below). Thank you very much for your support and cooperation. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Vo Thi Lien Huong, PhD Candidate, student researcher, thilienhuong.vo@griffithuni.edu.au 

Prof. Cliff Goddard, Principal supervisor,  c.goddard@griffith.edu.au 

Dr Ian Walkinshaw16, Associate supervisor, i.walkinshaw@griffith.edu.au 

 	  

                                                
16 This letter was sent to Hue University of Sciences (Vietnam) in 2013, when Dr Ian Walkinshaw undertook the 
responsibility of an associate supervisor 
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APPENDIX	  6:	  LETTER	  OF	  APPROVAL	  	  

Re:  Ms Vo’s research administration 

 

Centre for Social Sciences 

Hue University of Sciences, 

77 Nguyen Hue Street, Hue 

Vietnam. 

18 March, 2013 

 

Dear Ms. Vo Thi Lien Huong, 

With reference to your letter which requests the permission of conducting your data 

collection and our assistance with survey recruitment of respondents, we would like to advise 

that your request has been approved. The Centre for Social Sciences (CSS), Hue University 

of Sciences, will assist you with the recruitment of respondent, the arrangement of briefings 

and venues for administering questionnaire surveys. You are not required to pay any fee 

relating to the use of facilities in the CSS. However, as a usual practice, we often have small 

gifts for respondents as rewards for their participation in the survey. You are responsible for 

this and any additional expenditure related to your survey administration. 

We wish you and your research team every success in the project. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr. Hoang Van Hien, Associate Professor 

Vice Rector of Hue University of Sciences 

Director of the Centre for Social Sciences 

(Signed and sealed) 
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