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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the semantic change of the two words denoting spatial orientations RA and VAO in
Vietnamese, in contrast to their translation equivalents in English. Originally expressing spatial meanings, these
words have gradually been used to represent abstract concepts. This fact results from the semantic change
involving orientational metaphors and container metaphors. The bilingual Vietnamese-English data used in this
study were mainly extracted from the collection “Tinh yéu sau chién tranh: Tuyén tdp truyén ngan Viét Nam
duwong dai”, including short stories by 45 Vietnamese writers, and the English translation “Love after war:
contemporary fiction from Viet Nam,"” translated by 19 Vietnamese and American translators. In addition, this
study also used data extracted from Vietlex Corpus and the Corpus of Contemporary American English. The
results show that non-spatial meanings of RA and VAO are systematically derived from spatial experiences of
Vietnamese native speakers, and four clusters of non-spatial meanings have been identified: (1) getting into and
out of a situation; (2) appearance and disappearance; (3) knowing; (4) support and exclusion. These extended
conceptualizations are clearly reflected in both Vietnamese and English languages. However, the process of
encoding non-spatial concepts varies across linguistic communities.
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1. INTRODUCTION following questions: 1) How are the spatial meanings of

RA and VAO are extended to non-spatial meanings? 2)

Vietnamese words denoting spatial location and
orientation have been gradually extended from spatial
meanings to a rich set of non-spatial meanings to
express abstract concepts. These extensions reflect a
process in which abstract domains are conceptualized
and coded in terms of physical-spatial domains. It is
easy to find spatial expressions referring to abstract
realities, such as “phdt 1én nhuwr diéu gép gié” (luck rises
like a kite in the wind), kinh té xudng déc (economic
downturn), ban ra (dissuade), vun vao (speak in favor
of), etc. Originally being associated with spatial
motions, 1én, xuong, ra, and vao in these cases express
non-spatial concepts rather than their basic meanings.

This study investigates the semantic change of RA
and VAO in Vietnamese in contrast to their equivalent
expressions in English. Placing emphasis on the
meaning extensions involving orientational metaphors
and container metaphors, the study aims to answer the

What are the main non-spatial meaning clusters of these
words to be derived via orientational metaphors and
container metaphors?

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) [3] suggested a new
direction for studies on metaphorical systems, especially
the extensions of meaning involving spatial expressions.
They believe that metaphors partially structure our
everyday concepts and are systematically reflected in
our language. Accordingly, the spatial orientations, such
as up-down, in-out, front-back, etc., arise from our
interactions with the physical environment and then
have been gradually used to code abstract concepts.
These metaphorical conceptualizations are not arbitrary
but grounded in human experiences.
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2.1. Meaning extensions via orientational
metaphors

According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980) [3],
orientational metaphors are grounded in our physical
and cultural experiences. Therefore, a wide range of
abstract concepts are regularly given spatial
orientations, which are often associated with the
human body in the process of experiencing and
interacting  with  the  surrounding  physical
environment. Similarly, Tyler and Evans (2003) [9]
also claim that spatial concepts are systematically
extended to provide a set of non-spatial meanings and
that the human body takes a significant role in the
process of conceptualization. Our body is often
perceived as a coordinating system for spatial
location and orientation in three-dimensional space.
In the Vietnamese language, this is very obvious,
such as 1&n dau (up to the head) — xuéng chan (down
to the foot); tién 1én phia truéc (upward) — I0i lgi sau
(backward); hit vao (inhale) — thé ra (exhale).

Originally expressing physical relations, the
spatial words in Vietnamese as well as in English
have gradually been used to code abstract concepts
such as emotions, health, good or bad judgment,
virtue, and time. These non-spatial meanings are
derived via spatialization metaphors; however, these
metaphors based on the same objective realities may
vary from culture to culture. In other words, a
particular spatial scene may be conceptualized in
different ways across language communities. To
explain this phenomenon, Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
[3] argue that the meaning of any linguistic
expression is always meaning to someone, a
hypothetical member of a language community. That
is why the spatialization metaphors share some
similarities and differences across cultures.

Actually, the theory of conceptual metaphor in
general and orientational metaphor in particular have
been developed by different cognitive linguists
(Langacker, 1987 [4], 1991 [5], 2008 [6]; Lee, 2001
[7]; Tyler & Evans, 2003 [9]; Croft, 2004 [1]; Evans,
2019 [2]). Most of them agree that a metaphor is
essentially a device to conceptualize one domain in
terms of another. In other words, we use our
experiences in a source domain to structure
experiences and concepts in a target domain. By way
of illustration, Lee (2001) [7] gave the following
examples:

(1) He has a high reputation in the department.
(2) He occupies a relatively low position in the
firm.
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In (1) and (2), the source domain is the vertical
dimension in the physical world, and the target
domain is the social position. Thus, source domains
are usually everyday experiences in the physical
world, while the target domains are abstract concepts.
Basically, the process of conceptualization starts
from physical experiences and is systematically
extended to non-physical domains [8].

2.2. Meaning extensions via container
metaphors

The human body is usually conceived as a
container with a boundary separating the interior and
exterior area. This spatial configuration is called
containment schema, which is related to three
structural components: interior, boundary, and
exterior. This conceptualization is reflected in the
meanings associated with the spatial particles in
English, such as in, into, out, out of, etc.
Metaphorically, this containment is projected onto
bounded objects, and even with entities that have no
visible boundaries, humans impose an invisible
boundary on getting an inside and an outside, such as
'step into the dark’ (Lee, 2001 [7]).

From the basis of experience moving into and
moving out of such spatial configurations, the
container metaphors are formed. We conceptualize
abstract, non-spatial entities, such as events,
activities, states, etc., as containers. As a result, the
spatial configuration of containment is commonly
associated with the notions of delimitation, opacity,
safety, and support, etc. (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980
[3]; Tyler and Evans, 2003 [8]).

«0

Figure 1. Experiential bases of container
metaphors

Figure 1 illustrates how a container metaphor
works. In this diagram, the circle represents the
category that is conceptualized as a container (state,
situation, visual field, perception area, etc.), the
circumference of the circle is the boundary, and the
square represents the exterior area. Consider the
following examples:

(3) Anh quyét hoc gioi dang vwot ra khéi canh
ban han. (He is determined to study well to
get out of poverty.)
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(4) Em gdi t6i roi VA0 tinh trang cuwc ky nguy cdp.
(My sister fell into an extreme emergency.)

(Vietlex Corpus)

The situations described in (3) and (4) provide
good illustrations of container metaphors in which
the source domains are the experiences of spatial
orientation associated with bounded configurations,
and the target domains are abstract categories. We
conceptualize the poverty in (3) and the emergency in
(4) as containers and conceptualize the action of
escaping from such situations in terms of experiences
in spatial orientations.

3. METHODOLOGY

This study is an attempt to explain the semantic
change of the two orientational words in Vietnamese
RA and VAO in contrast to their equivalent
expressions in English. The bilingual Vietnamese-
English data used in this study were mainly extracted
from the collection “Tinh yéu sau chién tranh: Tuyén
tap truyén ngan Viét Nam dwong dai," including
short stories by 45 Vietnamese writers, and the
English  translation "Love after the war:
contemporary fiction from Viet Nam," translated by
19 Vietnamese and American translators.

Totally, the primary data include 275 contexts of
RA, 355 contexts of VAO, and their translation
equivalents in English. In addition, this study also
uses supplementary data extracted from Vietlex
Corpus (Corpus of Vietnamese language founded by
Vietnam Lexicography Center) and Corpus of
Contemporary American English (COCA).

All the data were collected and analyzed by the
corpus tools of VietCorpus (wwv.vietcorpus.com).
Since the study focuses on finding out the clusters of
non-spatial meaning and explaining how orientational
metaphors and container metaphors work to form the
semantic network for RA and VAO, the qualitative
techniques are mainly applied. A descriptive analysis
and comprehensive interpretations of data allow
clarifying the meaning extensions of RA and VAO in
contrast to their equivalents in English.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Generally, the data analysis shows that
orientational metaphors and container metaphors
generate extensive semantic networks around the
basic meaning of each spatial word. The semantic
network associated with RA and that of VAO are
almost extended in ‘parallel’ patterns, and through
that process of extension, contrast sets of meanings
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are derived. In our full analysis, four clusters of non-
spatial meanings have been identified: (1) getting into
and out of a situation; (2) appearance and
disappearance; (3) knowing; (4) support and
exclusion.

4.1. The cluster of getting into and out of a
situation

As mentioned, the experiences of moving VAO
(into) and RA (out of) a container provide a
grounding for spatialization metaphors whose target
domains are events, activities, states, and situations.
These realities include both spatial and temporal
dimensions. In Vietnamese and also in English, it can
be seen that such realities are usually conceptualized
as containers.

It is widely noted that different types of states
may be conceptualized as containers, and as a result,
RA and VAO are used to code the activities entering
or exiting from a life circumstance or a mental state.
Consider the following examples:

(5) Chi da nuéi dwoc mét phé tién si bang ba lan sé

heong chinh cua y, vét y ra khéi canh thdt
nghiép. (Nguyén Quang Thén, Vii diéu cua Ccéi
bd)
(She was supporting a scholar with a master's
degree on a salary three times that of his official
salary, and by doing so had plucked him out of
his interminable unemployment.)

(6) Theo em thi chinh nhitng nguwoi nhw cdc anh sé
dwa ching ta ra khéi cugc khing hodng.
(Nguyén Quang Than, Vii diéu cua cai bo)

(As far as I'm concerned, it is precisely people
like you who will lead us out of the crisis.)

(7) N6 dang hon nhién dén bo n6 vao mét bi kich.
(Ngd Ngoc Bo6i, Nhizng manh vun)
(She was forcing him into a tragically awkward
position.)

(8) CO6 nhitng lLic con nguwdi roi Vao trgng thai ngdn
ngo, tho than trong thinh khéng, chim ddm trong
mét man suwong bénh bong diu nhe. (H6 Anh
Thai, Trong swong hong hién ra)

(Sometimes people fall into a puzzled state, as if
they are floating in a void, immersed in a soft
curtain of mist.)

In these examples, there are some similarities in
the way of conceptualizing and encoding the
experiential bases between Vietnamese and English.
Non-spatial realities such as unemployment (5), crisis
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(6), tragic situation (7), puzzled state (8) are
conceptualized in terms of a spatial configuration of
containment. At the same time, the orientations
related to that spatial configuration are also encoded
by corresponding linguistic expressions: ra khoi and
vao.

Similar spatialization metaphors also exist in
English. The English translation of (5), (6), (7), and
(8) all involve metaphorical expressions: out of his
unemployment, out of the crisis, into a tragically
awkward position, into a puzzled state. In reality,
such metaphors can be seen widely in our daily
language:

(9) We all lie to get out of trouble on occasion.
(10) They fall in love and get married.

(11) Israel and the West were drawn into the
crisis.

(COCA)

It can be seen that both in Viethamese and in
English, mental states or life circumstances are
usually conceptualized in terms of a spatial
configuration of containment. Activities of getting
into and out of those states or circumstances are
coded by linguistic expressions denoting spatial
orientations VAO (into) or RA (out of) a spatial
configuration.

In Vietnamese, the pair of orientations RA —
VAO may be interfered with by another linguistic
component; in certain situations, VAO is replaced by
DI to form another contrasting pair: RA — DI. They
are often collocated with adjectives to express some
changes in the health, prosperity, or physical
appearance of a person. In this new pair, RA is often
associated with a positive meaning, while DI is often
associated with a negative meaning, such as
becoming younger or older, more beautiful or uglier.

(12) Khéng c6 bg rau ram ri, ga tré ra rat nhieu.
(Pham Ngoc Tién, Tai tuong)
(He’d shaved his thick beard and looked much
younger.)

(13) Thu 1a logi xinh gai, lgi biét an dién nén né ciing
chang gia di bao nhiéu. (Ngd Ngoc Boi, Nhirng
manh vun)

(Thu is the pretty type, and she really knows
how to dress, so she didn’t look much older.)

(14) Co s6 lam hwong tram cia nguoi cang phat
trién, me t6i cang béo dep ra. (Tran Thiy Mai,
Thuong nhé Hoang Lan)
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(His incense-making workshop did better with
every passing day, and Mother became more
and more beautiful.)

The adjectives tré (young), gia (old), and dep
(beautiful) denote the physical appearance of a
person; however, when referring to a change or
comparison as tré ra (12), gia di (13), dep ra (14),
they imply two new semantic features: (1) there is a
certain change, (2) there is a judgment or comment of
the speaker. In these situations, when expressing
equivalent meanings, native English speakers usually
use a comparative adjective followed by a linking
verb. Sometimes, the construction 'more and more
can be used to emphasize a progressively increasing
extent, as in (14).

4.2. The cluster of appearance and
disappearance

As mentioned above, the spatial configuration of
containment consists of three components: interior,
boundary, and exterior. Among these, the boundary
functions as a barrier that prevents the observer from
seeing the observed object. This provides a grounding
for two specialization metaphors, and two extended
meanings  are  derived: appearance  and
disappearance. The experiential basis for this cluster
may fall into one of the following cases:

First, the point of view is in the exterior area, and
the boundary is opaque and closed, i.e. being unable
to see through. When the observed object is moving
from the exterior into the interior, it disappears from
the visual field of the observer. In contrast, when it is
moving from the interior to the exterior area, it
appears in the visual field of the observer.

Second, the point of view is in the interior area,
and the boundary is also opaque and closed. When
the observed object is moving from the exterior into
the interior, it appears in the observer’s visual field.
On the contrary, when it is moving out of the
boundary, it disappears from the observer’s visual
field.

According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980) [3], our
visual field is usually conceptualized as a container.
The entities coming into our visual field are
associated with 'appearance' meaning. This is also
true in the Vietnamese language. Consider the
following examples:

(15) Sao chéi hi¢n ra.
(16) Binh Minh /6 dang.

(Vietlex Corpus)
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(17) The stars came out.
(18) The Sun came out.

(COCA)

The spatial scenes in (15) and (16) denote the
entities which are moving from the exterior into the
visual field and can be seen by the observer.
Therefore, this spatial orientation is associated with
appearance meaning and coded by corresponding
linguistic forms: ‘hién ra’, ‘16 dang’. In English, the
scenes are also conceptualized similarly, as in (17)
and (18).

In contrast, the spatial scenes in (19) and (20)
involve a viewpoint being outside an opaque
boundary, and the entities are moving through the
boundary into the interior. In other words, they are
escaping from the observer's visual field when
moving through an opaque boundary: smoke (19) or a
multiplex entity (20). These scenes are usually
associated with the notion of disappearance.

(19) Chi mét lat, né da bién mdt sau lan khéi va
dong nguoi, dong xe trén phé. (V6 Thi Xuan
Ha, Loa hat)
(In a moment, it had disappeared into a cloud
of gas fumes and the streams of people on the
street.)

(20) Bién ldn vao giira toan thg mé di lam sém. (HO
Anh Thai, Cudc san dudi)
(Bien infiltrated into a group of miners on their
way to work.)

In English, these orientations are also lexicalized
by spatial particles: ‘disappeared into a cloud of gas
fumes’ (19) and ‘infiltrated into a group of miners’
(20). It can be seen a metaphorical similarity between
English and Vietnamese in these situations. However,
in English, the meaning of disappearance is not only
coded by ‘into’ but also by ‘out’. Consider:

(21) The fire went out, and she lit it again.
(22) The light went out, and the house was dark
again.

(COCA)

Interestingly, in (17) and (18), the spatial particle
‘out’ denotes the meaning of appearance; however,
in (21) and (22), it expresses an opposite meaning:
disappearance. Again, the key issue here is the
position of the observer, i.e., the viewpoint. In all
these situations (17), (18), (21), and (22), the particle
out does not denote physical motions but non-spatial
concepts in nature. This is another evidence showing
the influence of spatial experiences on human
conceptualization.
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The above analysis suggests that there are some
differences between conceptualizing and lexicalizing
the same scenes across language communities.
Especially for this cluster of non-spatial meaning, in
English, a spatial scene can be observed from
different points of view; and for each point of view, it
may be conceptualized and coded in different ways.
That explains why the constructions of ‘out’, ‘out of’
may be wused to denote opposite meanings:
appearance and disappearance.

4.3. The cluster of knowing

Basically, this cluster of meanings is a
consequence of the previous cluster. From the
experience of seeing something in one’s visual field
such as “sao chéi hién ra” (a comet comes out),
“binh Minh 16 dgng” (the Sun comes out), the
conceptualization is extended to structure experiences
in a new domain. Consider:

(23) Cdi kim trong boc ldu ngay cing 10i ra. (The
needle in the wrapper will come out, i.e. the
truth will out.)

(24) Chay nha 10i ra mat chugt. (Rats desert a falling
house.)

(Vietlex Corpus)

The orientation from the interior to the exterior of
a container becomes a grounding to construct abstract
concepts (su thdt dugce to 16 / the truth is revealed). In
this case, an abstract domain is conceptualized in
terms of a concrete reality via a metaphorical pattern.
RA in (23) and (24) does not denote a physical
movement but an impact on our understanding. In
other words, it is no longer the experience of seeing
but the experience of knowing. ‘Cai kim’ (the needle)
in (23) or ‘chudt’ (the rat) in (24) does not refer to a
physical entity but an invisible reality, what we
become aware of rather than what we see. In English,
there are also similar metaphors.

(25) The secret is out if it was ever in.
(26) The cat's out of the bag, or rather the man's out
of the mask.

(COCA)

The appearance of the secret in (25) and the cat in
(26) refers to realities in the domain of perception
rather than the domain of senses. These sentences
involve a process in which an unknown reality
becomes a known one. Thus, RA in Vietnamese and
out, out of in English express a completely new
meaning: knowing. The secret in (25) or the cat in
(26) does not denote an entity in the physical world
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but abstract realities. This type of metaphorical
conceptualization can be seen both in Vietnamese
and English.

In some cases, VAO is replaced by DI, and a new
contrast pair is formed: RA - BI. The members of this
pair are often combined with some verbs or
adjectives to denote a change in perception, such as
nhé ra (remember), quén di (forget), hiéu ra
(understand), ngu di (become stupid).

(27) Thay nhé ra em roi. (Lé Minh Khué, Thay
gi4o day triét)

(Now I remember you.)

(28) Chuyén vui choi mét thoi, chiing ta hay cung
quén di. (H5 Anh Thai, L& quéc thir)

(Our transitory pleasures and fun have to be
forgotten.)

To some extent, the above situations show that
besides the similarities, there are still differences in
conceptualizing the objective reality across language
communities. These differences lead to different
interpretations and encodings of the same event.

4.4. The cluster of support and exclusion

Human experiences when being inside a spatial
configuration of containment generate a series of new
concepts. For instance, Tyler and Evans (2003) [9]
believe that a baby, when sitting in the mother's lap
wrapped in her arms, often has a safe and loved
experience. It is such experiences that gradually
ground in the way we conceptualize and lexicalize
abstract realities. The boundary of the containment
can be associated with either spatial configurations
(house, room) or abstract realities (family,
organization). What happens inside the boundary is
often associated with concepts of closeness,
acceptance, etc., while what happens outside the
boundary is often associated with concepts of
distance and not being accepted.

Another experiential basis associated with the
construction of this meaning cluster involves the
movements whose reference point is the human body.
The orientation toward the human body is often
associated with the concept of closeness and support,
while the orientation away from the human body is
associated with the notion of distance, exclusion, or
opposition. As a result, non-spatial meanings are
derived, such as ban vao, vun vao, néi vao (support,
speak in favor of), ban ra, ndi ra (dissuade), etc.
Consider the following examples:
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(29) Ké ban ra, nguoi ban vao, ké tan thanh,
nguwoi phan déi, bén nao ciing ¢é mét phan
lé phdi ca.

(Some people support, others dissuade, some

agree, others oppose, each side has their own
argument)

(30) Ai pham diéu bat chinh ciing bi x& héi logi
ra.

(Everyone who commits iniquity is excluded
from society.)

(Vietlex Corpus)

In (29) and (30), RA and VAO are combined with
a verb to denote a consideration, support,
disapproval, or exclusion. Usually, verb-RA
constructions are associated with disapproval or
exclusion, while verb-VAO constructions express the
notion of support or acceptance. In English, there are
also quite similar extensions. Tyler and Evans (2003)
provide various types of linguistic evidence that the
spatial particle ‘out’ is used to code exclusion
meaning, such as: “The report left out a number of
vital facts.” or “They voted out the unpopular
member.” In these situations, the boundary functions
as a barrier blocking an object from the interior,
which is associated with experiences of closeness or
acceptance. It is this experiential basis that forms the
‘exclusion’ meaning. At this point, the lexicalization
in English is quite similar to that in Vietnamese.

5. CONCLUSION

It is a fact that the semantic networks of RA and
VAO are extended to non-spatial meanings via
spatialization metaphors, especially orientational
metaphors and container metaphors. The clusters of
non-spatial meanings are derived systematically and
grounded in spatial experiences. Vietnamese native
speakers regularly conceptualize abstract realities in
terms of physical-spatial relations and lexicalize them
in terms of corresponding linguistic forms.

While retaining their spatial meanings, RA and
VAO have developed a set of non-spatial meanings.
RA is extended to denote activities getting out of a
situation, a change in physical appearance, a change
in perception (knowing), appearance, or exclusion. In
contrast, VAO (sometimes replaced by BDI) is
associated with non-spatial concepts, such as falling
into a situation, a change in appearance,
disappearance, or acceptance.

The meaning extensions of RA and VAO and
their equivalent expressions in English are systematic
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and quite similar. However, there are some
differences in lexicalization, i.e., in the way how non-
spatial concepts are coded in linguistic expressions.

In short, the non-spatial meanings of RA and
VAO are derived from how Vietnamese native
speakers actually experience and interact with the
physical world. Based on such physical experiences,
they expand their understanding to non-spatial
domains. This extended conceptualization is
obviously reflected in both Vietnamese and English
languages. Gradually, these non-spatial meanings are
conventionally associated with these spatial words,
enriching their semantic networks.
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