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In Vietnamese there are some verbs indicating direction of movement. The
five verbs whose semantics are discussed in this paper are: (1) ra/zal/ “go out,
come out”, (2) vao /vaiw?/ “come in, go in, move in”, (3) Ién /len!/ “go up, get up,
climb up”, (4) xudng /suan®/ “go down, climb down™, and (5) sang /sag!/ “go
OVer, COmE OVer, cross’.

The semantics of the five directional verbs are as follows:
Ra /zal!/ “go out, come out” goes from a narrow point and®moves to a wider point.

It only refers to direction, not to personal relations. The schema of this verb may be
diagrammed as follows:

ra narrow wide

Vao /vaw?/ “come in, go in, move in” goes from a wide point and moves to a
narrow point. It only refers to direction. The schema of this verb may be diagrammed
as follows:

vao wide narrow

Lén /len!/ “go up, get up, climb up” goes from a low point and moves to a higher
point. It can be used with both a direction or a personal relation

high

lén

low
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Xudng /suan’/ “go down, climb down™ goes from a high point and moves 10 a
lower point. It can be used with a direction or a personal relation.

high
xudng

low

Sang /sag!/ “go over, come over, cross” is used with movement in a horizontal

direction.
sang A é 3 B

These five verbs can refer to only a specific place, not just a general direction,
as in the following examples:

() Chung ta hay ra phong  khach.
/eund tal ha?aj*  zal for? yacd/
we Imp mk goout  living room

“Let’s go out to the living room.”

In (1), the speaker perhaps is in the bedroom (narrow place) and invites the
other to go to the living room (wide place).

(2) Toi vao nha i trdi  mua.
ojt - varw? na2? vi2 caj?  muwaV
I comein house because sky rain

“I walked into the house because of the rain.”

In (2), perhaps the speaker was in the yard (wide place) and moved into the
house (narrow place).

These verbs have wider usages as when there is an implication of geographic
direction of the movement. The starting point and the destination are in a geographic
relation with each other: east-west, north-south. The shape of Vietnam is like the
letter ‘S’ that has the widest part in the North and the narrowest part in the South.
Vietnam is divided into three regions: the North, Central and the South. So the
direction from a ‘northern province’ to a ‘southern province’ is vao ‘come in, go in,
move in’; movement in the opposite direction with the verb ra "go out, come out’, as
represented in the following schema:
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North (wide)
vao ra
Central

)

South (narrow)

Tu thanh phé  Ho Chi Minh, anh ra
ftw? thap? fod ho? ¢i®mip!  ap! zal
from city Ho Chi Minh  vou go out
HaNo6i  bang gi?

ha? noj¢  ban? 7%/

Ha Noi by what .

“From Ho Chi Minh City, how do you go to Hanoi?”

Toi  se vao thanh phéd HoChiMinh mdy ngay.
fojt se?et varw?  thap? foS  ho2c¢i®mip! maj®  naj¥/
[ will  goin <ty Ho Chi Minh  several day

“1 will go to Ha Chi Minh City for several days.”

In (3), from Ho Chi Minh City in the South to Hanoi in the North, the verb
ra “go out” 1s used. In (4), the speaker perhaps is in the Central or on the North and
wants to go to Ho Chi Minh City in the South. Therefore, the verb vao ‘go in’ is
used. The same as in (5), from Hanoi to Nghe An in the Central, the verb the verb
vao ‘goin’ is used. In (6), from Hue in the Central up to Hanoi in the North, ra ‘go

out’ 1s used.

(5)

(6)

Toi  tu Ha No6i vao Nghé An nghi mat.
Noj! w2 ha? noj® varw?  ne® am! ni3 ma:td/
I from  Hanoi go in Nghe An goon  holiday
“I am from Hanoi to Nghe An for holiday.”

Ong toi  via  tu Hué ra
fog! tojl  vwd? w2 hwed  zall
grandfather 1 just from  Hue goout
Ha Noi an Tét.

ha:? noj¢ an! tety/

Hanoi celebrate New Year's Day

“My grandmother just came from Hue to Hanoi for New Year's Day
celebration”
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Within a region, the vertical direction for relationship between any two
provinces, the verb [én “go up, get up. climb up’ is used for south-to-north
movement and xudng ‘go down. climb down” for north-to-south movement. as in
the following examples:

(7) Tér  1én Ha Giang.

noj! len! ha? zam!/
[ goup HaGiang

“1 go up to Ha Giang.” (the northmost province near the border of
China/ The speaker is in Hanoi.)

(8) Toi  xubng  Ha Noi.
fojt swan® ha? noj%/
l go down  Ha Noi
"I go down to Ha Not.” (The speaker is in Ha Giang.)

For the horizontal direction between two provinces (east ---> west or
west ---> east). the verb sang “go over, come over, cross” is used, as in:

9) Toéi  vua  sang Lai Chau ve.

fojt vue?  sam! lajl caw!  veZ/
I Just goover LaiChau return

I just returned from Lai Chau.”

Morcover, the verbs xudng “go down’ and lén “go up’ can convey a
personal relationship. The verb xudéng conveys the direction from a high-ranking
person to a low-ranking person or from a central to a peripheral area, whereas the
verb [én conveys the direction from a low-ranking person to a high-ranking person,
or from a peripheral to a central area, such as:

(10) Chutichtinh  di  xudng huyén.

feu? e tip? dil  suop® hwion?/
governor do  down district

“The govemnor goes to the district.”

(I1y Toéi  bao cao lén vién trudng.
Noj! barwd  kaw®  len! vion® cwon?/
I report up director

“I reported to the director.”

Some people have the idea that an office is an important place, or that the
location of a house should be south of an office. therefore the verb [én often used. as
mn:
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(12) Bo chau lén cO quan.
/bod caw®  len! ko! kwanl/
father niece  goup  office
“My father goes to the office.”

The starting point of the direction is the most important which indicates the
norrow point or wide point. If from the narrow point to the wider, the directional
verb ra “exit” is used with an action verb. Whereas from the wider point to the
narrow, the verb vao ‘go in, come in’ is used with an action verb. Many action
verbs occurr frequently with directional verbs, such as: di ra ‘go out’, mo ra ‘open
out’ and noi ra ‘speak out’, as follows:

(13 Toi d ra  phd.
fojt dit zal  fo¥/
I g0 exit  street
“I go out to the street.”

(14) Téi mo cda ra.
ftoj!  ma?  kwod  zal/
I open door  exit
“I opened the door.”

In (13), the speaker is in the house, which is a narrow point, and is going to
the street, which is a wider point, as is the case in (14), too.

(i5) Me dong clla  vao.
/me®  don®  kwod  vaw?/
mother close door into
“Mother closes the door.”

There are sets of verbs that are fixed with certain directional verbs, as in the
following examples:

- verb + ra

béu ra /bew! zal/ “display to “
boc 16 ra /bok® 106 zal/ “expose”
coira /kaj3 zal/ “take off™
nong ra /nog! zal/ “stretch out”

- verb + vao

day vao 1dAj0 vaiw?/ “cover”
khép vao  /yep’ vaw¥/ “shut (without locking)”
cudén vao  /kuan® varw?/ “roll up”

dong vao  /don® varw?/ “close”
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- verb + Ién

nang lén  /oag! lenl/ “lift up™
dun lén /dun! lenl/ , “boil”

toc lén /tok> lenl/ “blow up”
hét 1én /hetS lenl/ “shout”

- verb + xuéng
ha xuéng  /ha®suog’/  “lower”
cuai xudng  /kujd suond  “bow”
quy xudng /kwiZ suan®/ “kneel”
(Nguyén Kim Than 1997: 208)

Due to the fact that the shape of Vietnam is long and narrow, the meanings of
some verbs are related to the location of the starting point and the destination in terms
of the north-south, eat-west directions. When directional verbs are used to refer to
personal relationships, they also convey authority. However, if the speakers,
especially foreigners, understand the directional of the components verbs clearly,
they can communicate with the Vietnamese people accurately and can use directional
verbs appropriately.
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