SPATIAL POSITIONING “TREN-DUGI*>'

IN VIETNAMESE

_ P Ly Toan Thing
ret/ V Translated by Allison Truitt

[inguistics‘ now on [he thres'hold of the 21“l century ix again enjoying a surge of
nnaga . in language.  An important theomncal foundation of thls dimension of
linguistics is “language-—the world residing between the world of external phenomena
and the internal world of humans” (Humboldt, 1984: 130). The “human image™ can
perhaps be restored within linguistic terms for the following reasons:

a. In the semantic field of every natural language, there i is a reflection of the sensxnvny
towards and conceptualization of the world, that is, a “way of seeing” and a “way of
thinking” about the native speaker’s world that binds each member of that cultural
and linguistic community.

b. The semantic structures of a language are also a way of seeing what is latent in the
world because those structures are not universal; while they are partly universal, they
are also specific (e.g., to a cultural group). Therefore, different linguistic
communities see the world in part differently from each other, that is, through their
own linguistic prism.

¢. On one hand, the way of seeing the world in each language is “innocent” (ngdyv tho)
because it perceives many things that are different from a scientific perspective. On
the other hand, this way of seeing the world is not “primitive” (so khiai) because it
can be more complex and pleasurable than a wholly scientific perspective. For
example, recent research about the internal world of humans (on linguistic terms see
Artjunova 1994; Stepvanov 1997) has acknowledged that representations of internal
worlds are the results of experiences accumulated over thousands of years and
countless generations, showing people the way into their inner spiritual worlds.

d. In the semantics of every natural language the native s‘peaker’s way of seeing the
world manifests itself in a system of “view points” (quan diém) that express

: / representations  which are “quotidian” (doi thiiong), “innocent” (ngdy tho),

/ “fatalistic” (rién khoa hoc) regarding physics, geometry, biology, psychology, and

aesthetics, etc. Those modes of representation are not random but rather organize

/' ' and create a system of innocent conceptualizations (hé thong khdi niém ngdy tho),

and they can be expressed through investigations of the vocabulary and grammar of
language.

By way of continuing the thinking on this topic, I would like to respond by speaking
about the “human” factors of a “innocent physics™ and an “innocent geometry” (vt /v
hoc ngay tho va hinh hoc ngdy tho) manifested in spatial expressions in Vietnamese.

When  speaking  about the particularitics of perception  in - spatial
conceptualization and the codes of spatial relations of language, people still bring up

Trén is usually translated into English in the following ways, “top, superior; up. on, on top of, over,
above.” Diroi is usually translated as “bottom, lesser; down, in, below). In Vietnamese, trén and dudi are
nouns as well as prepositions.
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the familiar universals—those that originated principally in the rescarch of the

linguistics and psychology ol native speakers of Indo-Europcan languages:

(a) Naive human perception (quan niém ngadyv tho ciia con ngiror) about the essence
and nature of space is “ego-centric” (ngd vi trung) as Miller and Johnson-Laird
have commented: “Egocentric use of the space concept places ego at the center
of the universe. From this point of origin, ego can lay out a three-dimensional
co-ordinate system that depends on his own orientation™ (1976: 394-395).

(b) Iurthermore. that perception is “anthropomorphic,”™ (¢é tinh chat ~nhdan hinh') as

L.yons generalized: “But in man’s world- the world as man sces it and describes

it in everyday language- -he is, in the most literal sense. the measure of all

things™ (1977: 690).

In spatial location and spatial orientation, people use a system of coordinates (/i¢

cac toa doy or frames of reference (cac khung qui chiéu) to construct a

foundation for “trén —dwai™ (the upright posture) and asymmetry (su khong can

doi) of the structure of a human body (e.g., “trudc-—sau’ in the frontal plane and

‘phairal” of the lateral plane). Moreover, the system of coordinates can be

projected (¢hicu) from the one who speaks to others in the conversation or to the

body that is being located and oriented. Among aspects of space, following

Lyons (1978: 690). 1rén—dirgi surpass all consideration about psychology and

4 materiality, and are also essential aspects to consider in language. People usually

\ ‘]%) (ﬂ./(.j// move following their line of vision, face frontward, and come into face-to-face

—_
.
~

| contact with their interlocutors at an appropriate distance so they may see cach
other. The ground has an important role as a plane fixed by a system of
coordinates and boundaries. Living above the ground and under the pull of
gravity, people are conscious, for example, that the sky is located above.

[}

In order to participate in the analysis of these assumptions raised above and
below, I will present the mode of spatial positioning following the framing of the upright
posture “1rén-—duoi” in the Vietnamese language. However, in the scope of this paper. |
will consider more details of the concept “rrén” (rather that analyze carcfully the concept
of “diroi’") and several other important notions so that we may understand what the
position of “rrén” 1s in the Vietnamese language.

1. The concept of “trén” in the Vietnamese language
In Vietnamese, the part of an object (or region of space) that has the perspective
of “trén™ is always that part “higher in comparison to the remaining parts” if:
--adjective (origin) of the system of coordinates of the ground (or the
center of the earth).
[ And :
[ --that object must be in its canonical position (¢ trong tir thé chinh tac).

The concept “trén” has a role in the mode of naming words such as:

Concept ( Linguistic expression
|

trén .~ ddau “head of a person”
[ ngon “top of a tree”
dimh “top of a mountain™

<



tran “ceiling of a house”
néc “top of a wardrobe”

faw
for example: WI’ a person): “the uppermost part of the human body”

- dinh (top of a mountain, slope, or head): “the very uppermost part
of a thing in an upright position”

"« tran (top of a house, vehicle): “the plane lying horizontal on the
uppermost part . . .” (following Vietnamese Dictionary, Institute
of Linguistics, 1997).

2. The notion of absolute orientation (dinh huong tuyét doi)

If the word #rén is only governed by the construction of the object (but a part of it
has the attribute of being located above), then we have *““absolute orientation (dinh huong
tuyét dot). For example, in the expression 76¢ trén ddau (hair on the head), the word rén
is always used with the word ddu (head). even though we see the uppermost thing of a
person from the left or right, or from front or back, in the usual upright position, lying
down, or even upside down (1rdong cdy chudi).

Figures
H.1 H2 H3

With respect to this aspect, we can see that Vietnamese is a language that uses absolute
orientation, even when someone is not in an upright position (the starting point for the
system of coordinates in spatial positioning). For example, when a person is lying
horizontally, then the spatial relationship trén—dudi between the located object and the
reference object maintains the absolute status quo:

Figure
H.4

(1) Sach ¢ trén dau. “The book is above the head.”
(2) Buit 0 dugi chan. “The pen is below the leg.”

A person with a back-ache can request the masseur to:
(3) Anh ddm lén trén nita.

(You) rub up high. (That is towards the head)
(4) Anh ddam xudng dudi nita.

(You) rub down low. (That is towards the leg)

Even so, these principles of spatial positioning and orientation can be used to
frame those things that are not “human.”
(5) Moi nguoi chay lén phia trén dau mdy bay.
Everyone ran up to the top of the airplane.

—
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In order to explicate the location situation in figure (3). it is difficult to find a spatial
cxpression such as:

(6) *Té¢ dudi dau anh bac nhiéu qud!
The hair under head (your) is so gray!

When the use of the word #én does not belong to the structure of something, but
instead to other different factors governing it, we will have “relative orientation” (dinh
Icong tiwong doi). For example:

(7) Quyén sach o trén hop.

The book is on top of the box.

This feature explains the following figure:
Figure H.5

Here surface A can be considered mdt trén or the “top” of the box only at the moment of
the utterance; if we turn the box upside down, then in the new figure, surface A will be
turned into the mdt digi (bottom) of the box.

Similarly with locative utterances:
(8) Nam choi (5‘_1_1'_@1 nha Viét
Nam plays up in Viet’s house.
This sentence holds true only if the person who speaks lives on the ground floor, for
example, and the apartment of Viét is on the third floor. On the other hand, if the person
who speaks is on the fifth floor, then it is obvious that the locative sentence must be:
(9) Nam choi o dugi nha Viét.
Nam plays down in Viet’s house.
What is important to note is that this mode of positioning trén—diréi can be cancelled
(6 thé bi triét tiéu) and transformed into a different position if the distance is close or
remote as in the following spatial account:

Figure H.6

In this figure, the speaker lives on the third floor in a building to the left, and Nam (who
is the subject of the location) is in Viet’s room (the location) on the fifth floor in the
building to the right. In this case, we can only wait for the person who utters the locative
sentence as follows:
(10)Nam choi ¢ bén nha Viét.
Nam plays over in Viet’s house.
But not the following sentence:
(11)*Nam choi ¢ trén nha Viét.
Nam plays abave in Viet’s house.
even though the place the place where Nam plays is actually higher than the position of
the speaker. Using the word hén in sentence (10) expresses that there is a separation
between the ego-space (khong gian ciia chii thé) and another space as in the following
examples.
(12YHom nay Nam dicge nghi ¢ nha (khong gian chi the)
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