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Abstract: Through a number of idiomatic expressions in Korean and Vietnamese, and based on
the author’s knowledge and experience as an English speaker and teacher, the paper shares the
author’s preliminary findings of the linguistic and cultural similarities of the two peoples, and
gives additional support to the status of Konglish (Korean English) and Vinglish or Vietlish
(Vietnamese English) as part of the Asian Englishes — the prideworthy varieties of the World’s

Englishes to date.
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1. Introduction

Recalling a discussion at the 8th Asian
TEFL conference hosted by our University of
Languages and International Studies (ULIS),
VNU in 2010, | heard an English teacher raise
such questions as “Can we speak English the
Asian ways?”, “Can we use Asian idioms like
they are just pots and pans, you can’t be both
the soccer player and the referee at the same
time instead of the American they are just Coke
and Pepsi or the British you can’t be both the
judge and the jury at the same time
respectively?” “Can we make ourselves
understood when speaking Asian English?”
“What should we teach our students in this
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regard?” etc. These have been controversial
topics of numerous debates among Asian
English teachers to date, and | tend to agree
with many of them that Asian English, or rather
Asian Englishes have all the rights to be
recognized as varieties of the English language
(and they have truly been), and inter-cultural
communication via the medium of English is
always possible because we human beings are
in fact more alike than different, as evidenced
in the Vietnamese and Korean idiomatic
expressions | have been able to find with my
still very limited knowledge of the language.

In this paper, 1 would like to share my
preliminary findings of the linguistic and
cultural similarities between Vietnamese and
Korean peoples before giving additional
support to the status of Konglish (Korean
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English) and Vinglish or Vietlish (Vietnamese
English) as part of the Asian Englishes — the
prideworthy varieties of the World’s Englishes
to date. As can be seen, the first part of my
paper is preliminary in nature as | am a mere
beginner in Korean language learning, and the
second part is my observations, knowledge and
experience as a speaker and teacher of English.

2. Linguistic and Cultural Similarities

The Vietnamese and the Korean language
share a large number of words originating, or
borrowed from Chinese — the language of our
common neighbor, with necessary
modifications in pronunciation to fit our own
languages, for instance, dai hoc (higher
education/ university), khoa hoc (science), hoc
sinh (pupil), cdng chang (public), mau thudn
(conflict) in Vietnamese, and tehak (Z#Z),
kwahak (232, hakseng (3/4), kongjung
(&&), mosun (Z=) in Korean. It is estimated

that words of Chinese origin can account for as
many as two-thirds of Viethamese and Korean
vocabularies. However, the two languages
coincide in more ways than that.

It is widely agreed that proverbs in
particular, idiomatic expressions in general, are
derived from people’s daily activities; they
therefore reflect thoughts and ideas through the
use of familiar images to the speakers of each
language [1] [2] [3], etc. Cross-linguistically,
in terms of content, idiomatic expressions share
life views, philosophies, rules, cultural norms
and ethics, amongst others. These are universal
truths, such as condemn and criticism of the
evil, and commendation and encouragement of
the good. Yet each language community has its
own ways to represent these truths by choosing

from the many linguistic materials readily
available to the speakers, which may coincide
or be language-specific.  This results in
interesting similarities and differences among
them, as apparently demonstrated in the case of
English and Vietnamese proverbs presented in
one of our earlier papers [4].

Turning now to Korean, the language | was
learning during the International Scholar
Exchange Fellowship (ISEF) Program 2012
sponsored by the Korean Foundation for
Advanced Studies (KFAS), | found in an
interesting book How Koreans Talk — A
Collection of Expressions [5] an amazing
number of similar idiomatic expressions in the
Vietnamese and Korean languages. These
similarities are established on the basis of the
following criteria:

i) the images and metaphors employed in
the expressions, which reveal profound cultural
features;

ii) the literal and figurative meanings of the
expressions; and

iii) the contexts in which these idiomatic
expressions are used.

In the subsequent section are a number
of examples for illustration.

2.1. Conceptually, in describing a cold,
indifferent, hard-to-tempt person, the
Vietnamese say con ngwoi 9o dda while the
Korean say mokseok (£45) (roughly equivalent
to mgc thach); short but gritty people are called
Jakeun gochuga maepda (#H=2ZF7} 2Ch
(small pepper [is hotter], bé hat tiéu), clothes
are likened to Osi nalketa (20/ £ 74Ct) (a pair
of wings, bg céanh); a daring person is Kani
kheuta (ZFO/ =ZLA (one with a big liver, to

gan), a sly woman is kumiho (724/=Z) (a nine-
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tailed fox, c&o chin dudéi /hé ly tinh), or a
powerless person may utter Bagachireul sseuta
(Hf7}X/& 44Cf) (they put a nose ring on me, toi

bi X6 miii).

2.2. Culturally, like many other Asian
nations, Vietnam and Korea rely heavily on
rice, the staple grain without which almost no
meals can go, and the two languages abound in
terms that describe a whole variety of products
made of, from, or related to rice. It is,
therefore, natural that many of their sayings
center round this life-support necessity. For
instance, the Korean say Eat, eat: rice is
everything, very much like the Vietnamese com
te 1a me rugt, no com té, théi moi dang (lit. rice
is mother of the intestines; no appetite when
you're filled with rice). Referring to some
illusionary promise or something good but
unattainable, both peoples use the same image
geurimui tteok (Z&9/%) (rice cake in the
picture, cai banh vé). Describing a gray area, or
a useless product, for example, they both say
jukdo anigo bapdo anigo (FZ ofL/z ElZ
OFL/ZI) (it’s neither rice nor porridge, com
chang ra com, chdo ching ra chéo).
Interestingly still, siksahaetseoyo? ( 4/Af2H0/2)

(have you eaten (rice) yet?, Anh/Ch; dn com
chua?) rarely means an inquiry as whether you
are hungry or not, but is a common way of
greetings in both languages, which can shock a
Westerner if so asked by a Vietnamese or a
Korean. Wishing a girl to be settled in marriage
soon, both peoples make a rhetoric question,
normally accompanied with a smile, kuksu
eonche meokji (F5 2/A41 Z/x2 When will |

have a chance to eat your noodles? Bao gio cho
an cé ddy? Obviously, rice and its derivatives
are integral parts of the two cultures and their
languages.

2.3. Furthermore, behavioral norms, life
experience, advice, and Confucian moral rules,
etc. in the two cultures are also vividly reflected
in their idioms and proverbs. Similarities are
found not only in the images/objects used as
metaphors in these idioms and proverbs, but
also in the literal and figurative meanings
conveyed. For example, in a wedding, the
newly-wed couples receive a wish like 2/}
o5 27 £/ & Until your hair turns into leek
roots), Song dén dau bac rang long / bach nién
giai lao (Cf. until death do you part). A weak,
poor commoner may rise to overthrow the ruler
when cornered with oppression, X/&/0/Z
gropi &5 (even an earthworm wiggles when
someone steps on it, like the English a treaded
worm may turn, Con giun xo ldm ciing quan).
An inexperienced youngster who dares to do
things beyond his ken is referred to as#Z2/of
/%= PtofEE (the blood has hardly dried on
his head or He still reeks of milk, Chua rao mau
dau | miéng con hoi sita; Chira hoc bo da lo
hoc chay). A broken marriage is likened to
Pakyeong &< (a broken mirror, guong vo).
Advising people to hold their reputation in
esteem, the Korean say &80/ S8 /52
go/m Atghe Fepi o/F2 HZ/cf (When a
tiger dies, it leaves its fur. When a man dies, he
leaves his name), precisely the same as the
Vietnamese Cop chét dé da, nguoi ta chét dé
tieng. A narrow-minded person yet believing
he knows everything is Umul an gaeguri &
oF 7§72/ (a frog in a well, éch ngoi day giéng).
A useless venture is described as Sajokeul
danda AfZZ= £/ (adding legs to a shake, vé
ran thém chan); fighting with an invincible
rival is merely Dangranggeocheol 5'&#/&/ (a
mantis kicking a horse-cart wheel, chau chdu
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da xe); a fight that benefits only a third party is
Eobujiri 0/%=x/Z/ (the fisherman is the only
one who benefits from the fight between the
stork and the shell, Trai co tranh nhau, ngu éng
dac loi). Asking someone to stop flattering is
Bihanggi taeuji mara&/&>/ ef-2x/ ofcf (Stop
giving me a paper plane ride, Dirng cho téi di
tau bay gidy nira); a salesperson cheating
customers is criticized as Yangduguyuk
S FET= (Sheep/ goat’s head and dog’s meat,
Treo dau dé, béan thit cho); interpersonal
intimacy is like that between lips and teeth, as
in2/=0/ gewi o/7f A/Z/ct (If you lose your
lips, your teeth get cold, M&i ho rang lanh);
FA/E & or 23 &, Cho voi gidy ngua xé /
xé x&c phanh thay or Pem b6 vac dau is a curse
on a scoundrel. Unpredictable luck in life,
good or bad, is just like a man who lost his
horse: Saeongjima A#&X/af Tai 6ng mdt ngua.
Another piece of good advice is “do not
exercise punishment on a person at meal time,
just like your dog — do not beat it while it is
eating”, Bap meokeul ttaeneun gaedo an
ttaerinda (& %= w= 7Hz o mf2lch) (Troi
danh tranh bira an). A man of forty years of
age is Bulhok£=, Bdt hogc (tiz thdp nhi bat
hoac), or fleeing a danger is the best strategy —
Samsipyukgye 2/ 4/, Tam thdp luc ké, tau vi
thuwong sach. There are countless examples of
this sort in the two languages.

2.4. Similar to several other Asian
countries, in Korea and Vietnam, Confucian
moral rules for long laid contempt on women
while paying respect to men. Man is the seed,
and a woman who ventured outside her duties

and status would bring ruin to the family, &£ 0/
=20/ Aoto/ gEtct (If the hen cries, the
household will collapse, Ga mai gay). Women
were required to conform to Samjong jito (/&

Z/Z), tam tong ti dirc (three types of obedience
and four types ethical attributes, namely obey
their father, husband and son; diligence,
appearance, language and dignity), and so,
you should break in your new daughter-in-law
when she is still in a rainbow dress, Day con tir
thug con tho, day Vo tir thué bo vor méi vé, as
the Korean and Vietnamese sayings go. A
daughter-in-law is truly your daughter, but a
son-in-law is not, so treat him like a special
guest, Sawineun baeknyeonjigaek (AFE/E=
2419x/24 dau 1a con, ré 1a khach). However,
things have changed, women’s status has
ameliorated, and now the Koreans have such a
saying as & afL} & o} oF HE/Cf— one good
daughter is worth ten sons rather than the
Vietnamese nhdt nam viét hizu, thap né viét vo
(you are considered fertile even if you have one
son, while having ten daughters means you
have no children at all).

As can be seen, despite being some
thousand miles apart, the two nations possess
more similarities than differences,
linguistically, culturally and mentally, as has
been seen through their languages and ways of
life. Inter-cultural communication between us
is not only possible, but always smooth thanks
to what we share.

We not only communicate in our own
languages — Korean now is among the most
popular foreign languages to Vietnamese
students and people, partly because Korea is
one of the biggest investors in Vietnam; and
Vietnamese is one of the foreign languages
Korean high school students can choose as a
curricular subject. We can also communicate
using the global language — English, or rather,
Englishes, i.e. English spoken in Korea and
English spoken in Vietnam. What is the status
of our Englishes in the world Englishes?
Following are my arguments as an answer.
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3. Korean-English and Vietnamese-
English in Asian Englishes

| am not going to discuss at length the issue
of pronunciation, because definitely all non-
native learners of English, in order to ensure
intelligibility, should aim at getting their
pronunciation as close as possible to a
particular, established vernacular of English,
such as “standardized” “the Queen’s English”
in London, or Standard American English, or
Australian English, to name just a few. (In
learning a foreign or second language like
English, mother tongue’s influence is naturally
inevitable, but that should not be allowed to
result in some pronunciation so far away from,
or causing so much distortion to, the target
language that serious misunderstanding occurs,
and even communication totally fails). What |
am trying to support here is the Englishes used
by Asian people in Asian ways with Asian
words via the medium of English.

Language is a means of human
communication, we all know, and the people
with whom we communicate every day, more
often than not, are our fellow people, those who
speak the same mother tongue as we do. Even
when we speak English with speakers of other
languages, we are usually not trying to express
what the English natives think and do and how
they do it; rather, we use English to express our
own thoughts and deeds. As the Vietnam
Ministry of Education and Training (MOET)
puts it, ‘at the end of the upper secondary (high
school) level, students will be able to .... better
inform the world of the Vietnamese people,
their history and culture, and to take pride in
Vietnam, its language and culture’ (MOET,
2007, cited in Hoang Van Van [6]). Thus, a
tourist guide showing foreign visitors around a
scenic beauty, telling them the history behind
the mossy bricks of a ruin, explaining to them

the rituals associated with some type of music
and/or singing; a scientist presenting his/her
research results at an international conference; a
waitress explaining what ingredients make up
the traditional dishes to foreign diners at a local
restaurant - these are common scenes in any
country. English then is no longer the sole
unshared treasure of the natives, but has
become the world’s language and is used at the
disposal of the non-natives. They use it in their
own ways, for instance, “The flattening of
underwear with pleasure is the job of the
chambermaid. Turn to her straightaway” in an
announcement in a Yugoslavian hotel, “When a
passenger of the foot heave in sight, tootle the
horn. Trumpet at him melodiously at first, but
if he still obstacles your passage, then tootle
him with vigor” in a warning to motorists in
Tokyo [7], or a notice in an unidentified non-
English speaking country as seen in the picture
below [8]:

The Vietnamese are no exception. We have
used English in our ways which outsiders are
obliged to accept. Take the word socialization
as an example. In “pure” English, the meanings
of the original verb socialize are explained as
follows:

Verb [1. [socialize - take part in social activities;
interact with others; "He never
socializes with his colleagues"; "The old
man hates to socialize"
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2. [socialize - train for a social
environment; "The children must be
properly socialized"

3. [socialize - prepare for social life;
"Children have to be socialized in
school™

4. socialize - make conform to socialist
ideas and philosophies; "Health care
should be socialized!"

Based on WordNet 3.0, Farlex clipart collection. ©2003-
2011 Princeton University, Farlex Inc [9].

It has nothing to do with the cost-sharing
mechanism of projects/programs for social
development between the government and the
citizens, or the collection of funds from people
for a community activity, or the mobilization of
social forces to engage in a certain campaign,
which is expressed in the Vietnamese language
as xd hoi hoa. This term well corresponds to
verb formation rules in both Vietnamese and
English with the addition of the word/suffix
hod/ize; hence socialize and its derivative
socialization. “New wine in an old bottle”, as
the Vietnamese saying goes — the English word
has acquired a new meaning in the Vietnamese
context. When the word was first used, few
foreigners would understand what it meant, and
it took us quite a while to get them understand
its Vietnamized usage. Now, that new meaning
is well-established in the lexicon of non-
Vietnamese English speakers who work in
Vietnam or maintain frequent contacts with the
Vietnamese, though it will continue to take
several more years to find ways into standard
English dictionaries.

Socialization is just exemplary at word
level. At phrase, sentential and textual levels,
English use is overwhelmed with Vietnamese
grammatical rules and rhetorics. Following is
an English verse-like creation in conformation
to the Vietnamese poetic rules supposedly
credited to some xich-16 (cycle rickshaw,

pedicab) pedalist in Hanoi who offers a ride to
foreign visitors:

One dollar, one you
Two dollars, two you
You okay, you sit
Not okay, thank you.

Among my students’ writing assignments, [
found “People want to have equality in
position, employment ..., especially gender
equality, one of the hottest problems attracting
many people’s notice”; “start seeing 3 types of
family with different works of Female which are
shown in the table below”; “The Arab was
luxurious and extravagant life in town, had
wide commercial dealings but no culture
contact with Christian. There was 3 months no
fightings. The society was powerful political
and religion formed by Muhammad -called
Muslim and Muslim grew strongly among
areas”. They violate English grammatical
rules; they may not be straightforward in
presenting ideas as the English rhetorics
dictates, but does such violation or divergence
seriously block understanding and
communication?

The answer is yes, but not of high
frequency. Sharing the same mentality, ways of
thinking, speaking and writing, it is not always
difficult for us to understand one another while
communicating in English this way, although it
can be a chore on the part of other
unaccustomed English users. They will soon
learn, | believe. For successful intercultural
communication using the global English today,
both sides have to make efforts — the non-
natives have to improve their English in the
direction of the standard while the natives have
to acquire better understanding of the language
and culture of the non-natives, and in so doing,
they may come to a point of convergence.
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Many native speakers of English have now
arrived at the recognition that they simply
cannot ‘colonize’ the world with their language
(although they did cocacolanize the Worldl);
they cannot require all English speakers in the
world to speak it like they do. That is to say
different varieties of English, or Englishes, are
accepted as natural, as in the case of Indian
English. We have long heard of Franglais
(French  English),  Phinglish  (Philippino
English), and more recently, Singlish
(Singaporean  English), Chinglish (Chinese
English), so surely Vinglish (or Vietlish,
meaning Vietnamese English) and Konglish
(Korean English) have a pride-worthy place
among our Asian Englishes. As a Japanese
author puts it, “Students of English should
realize that Japanese English is not an inferior
form of English but one variety of the “various”
language, or world Englishes. They should be
guided so that they could be confident in
becoming speakers of Japanese English that is a
fine output of the English education in Japan”
[10]. We Vietnamese and Korean should feel
the same pride.

To conclude this paper, | would like to
reiterate that we — the Vietnamese and Korean
people — should feel the same pride because to
both nations, English is the language of an
Other, because our attitudes towards English
are very much the same, as are the ways it is
taught and learned in both countries, and, as
anyone may expect, we share almost the same
problems. Exchanging experiences and
learning valuable lessons from each other’s

' This pun was used by an American professor from the
University of Indianapolis at a workshop on American
Popular Culture at our VNU University of Social Sciences
and Humanities in 1997. Coke and Pepsi have become two
of the most popular beverages to billions of people,
especially children virtually everywhere in the world, hence
colanization, or cocacolanization, which sounds much the
same as colonialization.

successes and failures, therefore, must be
strengthened.
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Viét va Han — Giong nhiéu hon khac

Lam Quang Dong

Truong Dai hoc Ngoqi ngit, Dai hoc Quéc gia Ha Nji
DPuong Pham Van DPong, Cau Giay, Ha Noi, Viét Nam

Tém tit: Thong qua mdt loat cac thanh ngit, tuc ngir tiéng Han va tiéng Viét, bai bao trinh bay
nhing nét twong ddng vé ngdn ngir va vian hoa cua hai dan toc Han Viét, qua d6 cung cp thém lap
luan ung ho vi thé ciia Konglish (tiéng Anh Han Qudc) va Vinglish hodc Vietlish (tiéng Anh Viét
Nam) trong tiéng Anh chau A — nhiing loai tiéng Anh chinh thirc trong céc loai tiéng Anh trén thé gi6i
hién nay.

Tuwr khoa: thanh ngti, tuc ngir, tiéng Anh Han Quéc, tiéng Anh Viét Nam, tiéng Anh chau A.



