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As a full verb, lai conveys the meaning “come

or go over, usually within a short distance” and

is used chiefly in conversational Vietnamese

Lai follows a verb

6.4.2.1 To convey the sense of redoing something
or performing an action again. In some
cases, lai is similar to the English prefix re-

6.4.2.2  To convey the sense of an action opposite
of another action that was done before

6.4.2.3  To convey the sense of an action directed
towards one point
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6.4.3

6.4.4

6.4.5

6.4.6

Ma
6.5.1

6.4.2.4  To convey the sense of keeping something
closed, locked or stopped; if the verb takes
an object, the object is inserted between the
verb and lai

Lai follows some adjectives to convey the meaning

of reduction in size or amount

Lai serves as a conjuction to join two parts or a

sentence to suggest that something is added to

what has been spoken of before. Both parts

should be either “favorable” or “unfavorable.”

Da can be used before the first part to show

emphasis on the addition. It is similar to the

English and moreover

Lai is an adverb placed before a verb to imply

that what happened or is happening is unfavorable.

It is similar to the English again

Lai is an adverb placed after the question words

of cause tai sao and sao to refer to the speaker’s

surprise

Ma serves as a conjunction

6.5.1.1 To contrast two events, the second one
of which is unexpected because of the
first one

6.5.1.2  To contrast two events. The first one is
negated and the second one is confirmed

6.5.1.3  To refer to a condition

6.5.1.4  To refer to a purpose

6.5.1.5 To show emphasis on the reason

6.5.1.6  To be part of correlative conjunction
khong nhirng / khong chi . .. ma
con...and khong chi... maca...

6.5.1.7  To connect a subornative relative clause
to the main clause as
6.5.1.7.1  Relative pronoun
6.5.1.7.2  Relative adverb of place
6.5.1.7.3  Relative adverb of time

6.5.1.8  To join two phrases of a sentence to
convey the speaker’s surprise or
warning that something is unusual
or bad may happen
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6.7.1

6.7.2

6.7.3

Ma serves as an emphatic particle

6.5.2.1  As an initial particle, ma is fronted in
a second statement with the meaning
“moreover, besides” to introduce
something new that is added to the idea
conveyed in the previous statement

6.5.2.2  As afinal particle, ma is placed at the
end of a statement to show emphasis on
the fact that has already happened or is
going on. The statement explains the
reason for what has been mentioned

As an adjective meaning “new”

As an aspect marker meaning “just”

As an aspect marker to put emphasis on the
adverbial of time

As a corellative aspect marker used with da,
m&i shows emphasis on the quickness of the
second action that took place right after the
first action

As a correlative word used with ¢6, méi
emphasizes the fulfillment of a requirement
in order to perform an action

As a correlative word used with thi which is
placed at the end of a statement, méi means
“just, only” and refers to the past tense

As an emphatic word placed before a number
or a time to suggest that the number is too
small or the time is too early; the word cé
can follow méi and precede the number for
more emphasis

As an adjective meaning “right”: tay phai
“right hand / arm;” chan phai “right leg /
foot;” phia bén [tay] phai “on the right

side;” ré [tay] phai “turn right;” etc.

As a modal verb placed in front of another verb
to express advice or an obligation

As an adverb inserted between the main verb
and the object to suggest that the subject runs
into something unpleasant
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6.8.2

6.8.3

6.8.4

6.8.5
Thi
6.9.1

6.9.2

6.9.3

6.9.4

6.9.5

As an aspect marker that refers to the completion
of an action that began in the past. With this
function, rdi is similar to the English already

As an aspect marker that suggests that an event
will be arriving in the future earlier than expected
As a conjunction which denotes two actions
occurring after one another. Rdi is similar to the
English and or and then

As a conjunction to join two parts of a sentence,
the first of which serves as the reason or condition
leading to the result in the second one. There is no
equivalent in English

As a final particle

As a correlative conjunction, thi is used together
with néu, gia, ma and hé in a complex sentence
with a subordinate clause of condition. The
subordinate clause precedes the main clause,
and thi comes at the beginning of the main
clause. In some instances, thi is equivalent to
the English then

As a correlative conjunction, thi is used together
with khi or trong khi in a complex sentence with
a subordinate clause of time. The subordinate
clause precedes the main clause, and thi comes
at the beginning of the main clause. With this
function, thi does not have the English equivalent.
The action is long-lasting in the subordinate clause
and short in the main clause

As an emphatic word used before the second
action that took place right after the first one.
This use of thi refers to the past tense

As an emphatic word used after the question
word of time that denotes the future tense. Thi
shows emphasis on the speaker’s expectation

of an event that, in her / his opinion, should
happen soon. Thi may also express the speaker’s
impatience. A parent may say to the child

As an emphatic word used after the subject or
the topic to introduce a comment on the subject
or topic

241

241

241

241

241
241
242

242

242

242

242

243



6.10 English and and Vietnamese va

6.11 English good and Vietnamese tdt

6.12

6.11.1

6.11.2

6.11.3

6.11.4

6.11.5

6.11.6

of high quality. Vietnamese uses t6t only in in
some phrases

having or showing talent or skill. Vietnamese uses
gioi, not tot

pleasant, enjoyable. Vietnamese uses different
words depending on the nouns

convenient, suitable. Vietnamese used different
words depending on the nouns

producing or promising to produce a favorable
result

used to say how long something will continue or
be valid, or something is still suitable to eat or
drink. Vietnamese uses different expressions

English for and Vietnamese cho

6.12.1

6.12.2

For as a conjunction meaning “because” is used

in formal speech. For is fronted in a subordinate

clause to refer to the reason why the preceding

statement is true. It does not suggest why an action

was performed, but just gives a piece of additional

information which explains it. Vietnamese uses vi

for this function

For as a preposition conveys many meanings.

Only some of them correspond to the Vietnamese

cho. The other ones are expressed by different

words or phrases in Vietnamese.

6.12.2.1 indicating that something is intended
to be given to someone or to belong to
someone. Vietnamese uses cho

6.12.2.2 referring to an employee working for a
company or a player of a particular team.
Vietnamese uses cho

6.12.2.3 indicating that someone votes for
someone. Vietnamese uses cho

6.12.2.4 referring to a place someone or something
is going to or towards. Vietnamese uses
different verbs of motion as prepositions
or just the verb di

6.12.2.5 indicating an amount of time or space.
Vietnamese expresses this meaning in
different ways
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6.12.2.6 indicating the time an event is scheduled
for. Vietnamese uses the preposition vao
for a date and vao lic for a clock time

6.12.2.7 indicating the price or rate at which one
pays. Vietnamese does not use any
preposition

6.12.2.8 showing the purpose of an object or
action. Vietnamese uses dé

6.12.2.9 used to say what someone is (un)able
to do. Vietnamese uses doi véi

6.12.2.10 used as a preposition of reason.
Vietnamese chiefly uses vi

6.12.2.11 There are several frequently used
English phrases or constructions
containing for, whose ideas
Vietnamese conveys (1) with
cho and (2) without cho

6.13 English if and Vietnamese néu

6.13.1

6.13.2

6.13.3

6.13.4

indicating the condition on which an action
can or cannot be done. Vietnamese uses néu
indicating the concession, meaning “althogh,
in spite of the fact that.” Ifis often used with
even. Vietnamese uses the construction du
[cho] ... thi... ciing [vin]

making a polite request or suggestion. Vietnamese
does not have the equivalent construction and
uses dwgec khong at the end of the question
instead

used in reported questions meaning “whether.”
Vietnamese uses the construction ¢6 . . . khong
for the present or future tense and da . . . chuwa
for the past tense that encirles the predicate

6.14 English so

6.14.1

Adverb so means

6.14.1.1 to a degree that is suggested or stated.
So is used before an adjective. Vietnamese
uses nhw thé or nhw vay after the
adjective

6.14.1.2 to a great degree; extremely. Vietnamese
uses rat, 13m, thit or vo cung

6.14.1.3 in the same way. Vietnamese uses ciling
thé or ciing vay
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6.14.2 Pronoun so refers to something that has just been
stated or suggested. Vietnamese uses nhw thé or
nhw vay
6.14.3 Conjunction so
6.14.3.1 meaning “therefore, for that reason.”
Vietnamese uses vi vy, vi thé, nén
or cho nén

6.14.3.2 used to state the purpose of the action
mentioned in the previous statement.
Vietnamese uses dé

6.14.3.3 placed in front of a statement or a
question to introduce them. Vietnamese
uses thé 1a for the statement and thé nao
for the question. Thé 14 is not followed
by a comma, but thé nao is

6.14.3.4 used as an unpolite reply to a statement
which is unimportant in the speaker’s
opinion. Vietnamese uses thi da
sao [nao]

6.14.4 Adjective so functioning as the predicate with
the meaning “true.” Vietnamese uses different
expressions

6.15 English that

6.15.1 Demonstrative adjective that, those

6.15.1.1 used before a noun to indicate which
person, thing or idea is being shown,
pointed to or mentioned. Vietnamese
uses ﬁy or dé, that are interchangeable,
and kia. For the difference between
Ay / d6 and Kia, please see 1.3.3.3.

6.15.1.2 used before one or ones to refer to the
one that is far away or less familiar,
compared to the one denoted by #is.
Vietnamese uses kia for that and nay
for this
6.15.2 Demonstrative pronoun that
6.15.2.1 used before the verb fo be with the
same meaning as in 6.14.1.1

6.15.2.2 used after a verb or a preposition to
refer to an action or event that has just
been mentioned. Vietnamese uses
diéu 4y / d6, viéc 4y / d6, chuyén
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dy / d6 or just thé / vy after a verb
and dé6 / day after a preposition

6.15.3 Conjunction that connects a nominal declarative

6.154

6.15.5

subordinate clause to the main clause. Vietnamese
uses r?mg orla

Relative pronoun that connects a relative subordinate
clause to the main clause. Vietnamese uses ma if
that is not the subject of the subordinate clause
Adverb of degree that placed in front of an adjective
or another adverb, which is usually a quantifier,
refers to the degree that is stated or suggested.
Vietnamese uses [dén] nhu thé
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Preface

This book is the first work on practical Vietnamese grammar written in English.
It offers a comprehensive account of present-day Vietnamese grammar and is
addressed primarily to English-speaking learners of Vietnamese. Vietnamese,
like any other language, is full of problems for the foreign learner. By comparing
Vietnamese and English grammar, usage and pronunciation wherever the author
finds it necessary, this work is unique in the sense of pointing out the linguistic
difficulties which an English-speaking learner of Viethamese may encounter. In
addition to dealing with these problems whenever they come up in each chapter,
this book contains a specific chapter titled Problem words, phrases and construc-
tions, in which explanations for the tricky Vietnamese words, phrases and gram-
matical constructions compared with their English counterparts warn the learner
of potential linguistic errors (s)he often makes due to the influence of English.
The chapter Pronunciation also deals with the phonetic errors typical of English-
speaking learners. The comparative analysis of the two languages is also helpful
for Vietnamese learners of English. This book serves as a textbook as well as a
reference work. The index shows both the section of a chapter and the page for
the item which a user looks for.

This essential grammar of Vietnamese is intended for intermediate, advanced and
advanced-high learners, as well as for instructors of Vietnamese. However, begin-
ning learners can also use this book to study relatively simple points of Vietnam-
ese grammar and phonetics.

In writing this book, I have drawn on my almost forty years of experience in
teaching Vietnamese to non-native speakers and in doing research on Vietnamese
linguistics and language pedagogy. From 1980 through 1991, I taught Vietnamese
to Russian-speaking students at Moscow Lomonosov University, where I devel-
oped several textbooks. I have taught Vietnamese at Harvard University since
1992 and published a number of textbooks and courses for teaching Vietnamese
to English-speaking students, as well as a course of American English for Viet-
namese speakers. My research works include numerous papers on Vietnamese
linguistics, contrastive analysis and foreign language teaching methodology



delivered at international conferences, and articles on the Vietnamese language
published in Vietnam’s major newspapers, journals and magazines.

My deep gratitude is expressed to the Department of East Asian Languages and
Civilizations at Harvard University for its strong encouragement and support for
my teaching and research work. I am grateful to my colleagues in our department
of East Asian Languages and Civilizations Zhao Jie (#¢}i%) for her checking the
meanings and sequence of components of several Chinese bisyllabic loanwords
in the chapter Word-formation of this book, and James Chan ([ i) for his help
with the Cantonese loanwords in the same chapter. My sincere appreciation is due
to Mr. Tony Di Bartolo and Mr. Kevin McGowan of the Harvard Media Produc-
tion Center for their excellent production of the audio files for Chapter 7 of this
book. I would like to say sincere thanks to Ms. Naia Poyer of the Department of
East Asian Languages and Civilizations at Harvard for recording the English part
of the audio files.
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Introduction

n Vietnamese language

Vietnamese is the official language of Vietnam. It is spoken by more than ninety
million people in Vietnam and about four million overseas Vietnamese. The lan-
guage belongs to the subfamily of Mon-Khmer languages in the Austroasiatic
family of languages.

Vietnamese has a vast variety of dialects that can be divided roughly into four
main groups: northern dialect, north-central dialect, south-central dialect and
southern dialect. The dialectal differences are reflected chiefly in the vocabulary
and phonetic system. There are very few differences concerning grammatical
constructions. In spite of the dialectal differences, Vietnamese people in all
regions of the country have no difficulty understanding one another.

The version of the northern dialect spoken in the capital city of Hanoi is the oldest
dialect of the language. It represents the phonetic system more fully than the other
dialects. Its vocabulary is regarded as the standard vocabulary that is used in the
media, books and education.

The second most significant dialect is the dialect spoken in Saigon (Ho Chi Minh
City), the biggest city of the country and the most important political, economic
and cultural center in southern Vietnam.

This book introduces standard Vietnamese based on the Hanoi dialect. However,
in some cases, the equivalents from the Saigon dialect are also provided.

Vietnamese is a tone language, in which changes in the tone of syllables indicate
different meanings. Each syllable has a particular tone. The Hanoi dialect has six
tones, which are discussed in Chapter 7.

Vietnamese is a member of the group of isolating languages which have no inflec-
tional endings. All the words are invariable, and the grammatical relationships are
shown by auxiliary words and word order.



Many words in everyday vocabulary are monosyllabic (consisting of one syllable)
or bisyllabic (consisting of two syllables). The number of polysyllabic words con-
sisting of more than two syllables is rather small. In addition to the vocabulary of
Mon-Khmer origin, Vietnamese has a large number of Chinese loanwords. The
number of loanwords borrowed from French and English is much smaller. The
loanwords are discussed in the chapter Word-formation.

For a very long period Chinese characters were used in Vietnam for official docu-
ments of the royal court, as well as for poetry, literature and education. Modern
Vietnamese employs the romanized writing system, which was devised in the early
seventeenth century and officially became the national writing system in the early
twentieth century. The writing systems of the language are discussed in Chapter 7.

- How this book is organized

The book is divided into seven chapters as follows:
Chapter I: Nouns, nouns phrases and their components

This chapter discusses noun as a word class, as well as other word classes which
function as components of noun phrases, such as numerals along with how addi-
tion, subtraction, multiple and division, dates and clock time are expressed in
Vietnamese; classifiers as they are conventionally called; determiners; adjec-
tives, including demonstrative adjectives, serving as attributives in noun phrases;
pers