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Abstract. Idioms in both English and Vietnamese are regarded as special language units because
they usually have their own typical fixed properties. However, in fact, we can see a lot of idioms
violating the principles of these fixed properties. They are idiom variants and synonymous idioms.
This article is about their signs and forms as well as the similarities and differences between

English and Vietnamese in terms of these.
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1. Introduction

Several linguists give a lot of definitions
about an idiom based on its fixed properties.
For example, “An idiom is a phrase or sentence
whose meaning is not clear from the meaning
of its individual words and which must be
learnt as a whole unit” [1]. Sharing the same
point of view, Thomas (1979) [2] regards an
idiom as a fixed group of words with a special
different meaning from the meaning of several
words. H.V. Hanh (2008) [3] states that idioms
are fixed groups of words having stable forms
and fully figurative meanings. The fixed
properties of an idiom can be realized as
follows:

- The words of an idiom are generally fixed.
It means that the components forming an idiom
are unchanged in using.
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- The fixed characteristic of structure of an
idiom is expressed by the fixed order of the
components forming an idiom.

In fact, there are a lot of idioms violating
the principles of their fixed properties such as
to swear like a bargee/ to swear like a trooper,
to die a dog’s death/ to die like a dog, one in a
thousand/ one in a million, etc in English, and
nude dé dau vit/ nuoc dé ld khoai,ddi gio dam
mua/ dam mua dai gié, cing héi cing thuyén/
dong hoi dong thuyén, etc. in Vietnamese. This
gives us the question: Are the idioms above the
idiom variants or synonymous idioms? This
issue will be clarified in both English and
Vietnamese, and then the similarities and
differences between the two languages in terms
of the question studied will be given.

In addition, descriptive method,
componential analysis and contrastive method
would be mainly carried out throughout the
research procedure. Deductive and inductive
methods are also used in several steps of the
process. In the study, the Vietnamese language
is regarded as the target and the English one as
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the source language (the base language). In
some cases, the opposite may be used (the
English language as the target and the
Vietnamese one as the source language). The
sources for the description and analysis are
from materials and references written by
linguists in English and in Vietnamese as well
as some bilingual reference books available in
Vietnam. The process, in general, can be
divided into two stages which are always
applied in a quick-minded and active way.

Stage 1: During the process of investigating
materials from various sources, the signs and
the forms of idiom variants and synonymous
idioms in both English and Vietnamese are
systematically described and analyzed.

Stage 2: Due to the results from stage 1, a
careful contrastive analysis is taken to find out
the similarities and differences between English
and Vietnamese about the field of the study.

1.1. What is meant by “idiom variants”?

“Variant is something that differs in form
only slightly from something else, as a different
spelling or pronunciation of the same word”
[4]. It can be said that phonetic variation of
words has its own limitation performed by
synonyms. It means that the forms of the words
change but their meanings are the same. That a
word is pronounced in two ways makes two
phonetic variants of a word.

Fernando and Flavell (1981: 25) [5] state
that idiom variants are such pairs or triplets as:
bury the tomahawk/ hatchet, lead someone a
merry chase/ dance, not to touch something
with a ten-foot/ barge pose, blow one’s stack/
cool/ top, hit the hay/ sack, etc. These authors
identify idiom variants with synonymous
idioms. In the pair hit the hay/ sack, hay and
sack can be interchangeable, but they do not
belong to the same field of meaning. It means
that hit the hay and hit the sack are not idiom
variants; they are synonymous idioms.

Therefore, idiom variants are idioms having
the same contents, grammatical structures and
different components belonging to the same
field of meaning [6].

1.2. What is meant by “synonymous idioms”?

Synonymy (synonymia in ancient Egyptian)
means ‘“the same name” and displays the
relationship between two expressions which are
literal but not identical [7]. Literality is the
correspondence or something in the same
denotatum (events, objects), or something in the
same significance (something displayed
belongs to the language). In other words,
expression A and expression B are synonymous
if their outsides are not the same (form A is
different from form B) but their insides are the
same (content A = content B). Synonymous
units including synonymous words and idioms
are the exceptions of the synonymous
expressions.

Therefore, synonymous idioms are idioms
having the same contents but different
structures or having the same structures but
different components belonging to different
fields of meaning [6].

Idioms are language units functioning as
words; however, they are formed by many
lexical words. Therefore, synonymous idioms
are more complex than synonyms of words
because they are connected with idiom variants.

2. Idiom variants and synonymous idioms in
English and Vietnamese

2.1. Signs of idiom variants in English and
Vietnamese

Idiom variants are available in both English
and Vietnamese. However, the signs and
contents of idiom variants in each language are
different.
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It can be said that idiom variants are
different forms of the same idioms. It means
that the form of an idiom has changed but its
content is still the same. That the components
of an idiom are replaced by the others, or that
the order of the components of an idiom
changes makes the different forms of an idiom.

In English, it is easy to realize that the
components, especially verbs and nouns, of an
idiom can be replaced by units which are
synonymous or belong to the same field of
meaning. For example, the verb get in the idiom
to get one’s back up can be replaced by the verb
put, but the content of the idiom is still the
same. We can see this in a lot of idioms such as
to get one’s blood up/ to have one’s blood up,
to welcome with open arms/ to greet with open
arms, and fo find the length of someone’s feet/
to know the length of someone’s feet which are
idiom variants. The idiom variants in English
are the other forms of idioms whose contents
are the same as the original idioms. In other
words, when one (or more components) of the
original idiom is (are) replaced by another
(other components) belonging to the same field
of meaning, we consider this an idiom variant.
These can be concretized as follows:

- A verb (a verb phrase) replaced by another
belonging to the same field of meaning: fo get
one’s back up/ to set one’s back up/ to put one’s
back up.

- A noun (a noun phrase) replaced by
another belonging to the same field of meaning:
to take into one’s head/ to take into one’s mind.

- An adverb replaced by another belonging
to the same field of meaning: to come apart/ to
come asunder.

- A conjunction replaced by another
belonging to the same field of meaning: to
make as if/ to make as though.

- An adjective replaced by another
belonging to the same field of meaning: to have
a great mind to/ to have a good mind to.

In addition, like words, English idioms can
form sentences; therefore, some components of

the idioms such as possessive adjectives,
objects of personal pronouns can themselves
change in order to keep the agreement among
the components in the sentences.

In Vietnamese, idioms having phonetic
variants are considered as idiom variants: chén
nhau cdt ron/ chon rau cdt rén, bay binh bo
tran/ bai binh bé tran, buén nhw trau cdn/ buon
nhi chdu cdn, an sau nghia ndng/ on sdu
nghia ngng, bat mii chia sach/ vdt mii chua
sach, nam chdu bén bé/ nam chdu bén bién,
etc. That the order of the components of an
idiom is not the same also makes idiom
variants: mdt it ruéi nhiéw/ rudi nhiéu mat i,
da méi téc bac/ toc bac da méi, chan trong
chan ngodi/ chdn ngodi chan trong, dai nding
dam mua/ dam muea dai ndng, nam chau bon
bé/ bon bé nam chdu, gao cho méc song/
nude song gao cho, cd chdu chim long/ chim
léng cd chdu, etc. When the components of an
idiom are replaced by units which are
synonymous or belong to the same field of
meaning, we also call these idiom variants: dir
nhuw him/ dit nhuw cop, cing héi cing thuyén/
dong héi dong thuyén, binh hiing twéng manh/
quan hing twéng manh, gid mi gia diéc/ gia
dui gia diéc, vé dwong cho hwou chay/ vach
dwong cho huou chay, etc.

Idiom variants in Vietnamese are quite
multiform and complicated. How they are
expressed depends on the speakers’ habits in
different parts of country. Due to what given
above, it can be said that the wvariation
limitations of words are synonymy. Therefore,
the wvariation limitations of idioms are
synonymous idioms.

2.2. Signs of synonymous idioms in English and
Vietnamese

Although English and Vietnamese are two
different languages, synonymous idioms in both
are available. It can be said that synonyms are
different words with identical or at least similar
meanings. Words that are synonyms are said to
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be synonymous and the state of being a
synonym is called synonymy. In the figurative
sense, two words are often said to be
synonymous if they have the same connotation.
Synonyms can be any parts of speech (e.g.
nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, or
prepositions), as long as both members of the
pair are the same part of speech.

In English, many synonyms evolved from a
mixture of Norman French and English words,
often with some words associated with the
Saxon countryside (“folk”, “freedom”) and
synonyms with the Norman nobility (“people”,
“liberty”). Two idioms are said to be
synonymous if they have different structures
but the same meanings. Not to turn a hair
(verbal phrase) and without turning a hair
(prepositional phrase) are synonymous idioms.
This kind of synonymous idioms is not very
common in English. When a preposition of an
idiom is replaced by another but its content is
the same, it can be considered as a synonymous
idiom: to escape by the skin of one’s teeth/ to
escape with the skin of one’s teeth, to be beyond
belief/ to be past belief, to be down in health/ to
be down at health, etc.

As we know, idioms are the language units
which are about the same as words. Therefore,
they are able to be synonymous with words.
Two idioms are also said to be synonymous
idioms if they have different components
belonging to different fields of meaning, but
their contents are the same. For example, the
base form as drunk as has its own synonymous
idioms such as as drunk as a fish, as drunk as a
lord and as drunk as a skunk.

Like in English, in Vietnamese, the base
forms of idioms also have their own
synonymous idioms. For example, the base
form nhanh nhu has its own synonymous
idioms such as nhanh nhw séc, nhanh nhu an
cuop, nhanh nhw ccft, nhanh nhw chép, nhanh
nhw gié and nhanh nhu dién. However, each of

these idioms has its own meaning specifying
different nuances of its common root meaning.

Words and synonymous idioms can make a
clear distinction between them about their
meaning nuances. For example, in Vietnamese
den (black) normally means “the color of coal”
or “the color of Indian ink”. They can be used
for all objects. However, it has different
meaning nuances in the idioms relating to the
colors of complexion.

Each of synonymous idioms has its own
meaning nuance. It is easy to realize that the
meaning nuance of each synonymous idiom
comes from the images originally creating
idioms. Therefore, we can regard idioms and
their ~ synonymous words as  notional
synonymous units. It means that units
expressing the same notion or the same fact do
not only have different figurative styles but also
different meaning nuances. For example, the
idiom muwéc do dau vit has negative meaning
nuance and informal style, but its synonymous
idiom nuwéc do ld khoai has neutral meaning
nuance and formal style.

2.3. Forms of idiom variants in English and
Vietnamese

As we know, idioms are regarded as
variants of each other when they have the same
contents, grammatical structures and different
components belonging to the same field of
meaning. Due to these criteria, we can realize
idiom variants through their forms as follows:

i) Phonetic variants

In English, it seems that there are no
phonetic variants because English articulate
system is very close and fixed. However, in
Vietnamese, it is not difficult to find out
phonetic variants such as tro/ gio- mdat nhw ban
tay, an/ on sdau nghia ngng, buon nhw chau/
trau cdn, chon raw/ nhau cdt rén, ga trong/
song nudi con, gio cao ddnh sé/ khé, truong/
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trang giang dai hai, ddt/ nhdt nhw cdy, etc. It is
clear that the meanings of phonetic variants in
Vietnamese are the same and they also have the
same meaning nuances. Nevertheless, they have
different style nuances. For example, nhdt nhu
cdy is neutral and formal, but ddt nhw cdy is
negative and informal.

ii) Idiom variants basing on the change of
their component orders

This kind of variants is very rare in English
(e.g. off and on/ on and off), but it is quite
common in Vietnamese. These idiom variants
have their own different forms:

Form 1: ABCD = CDAB

These idiom variants consist of four
syllables. It means that they are phrases
consisting of two disyllabic coordinate
compound words: chén thit chén tac/ chén tac
chén thin, chitc trong quyén cao/ quyén cao
chitc trong, chay nguoc chay xudi/ chay xudi
chay nguoc, etc.

Semantically, disyllabic compound words
in the idiom variants above refer to phenomena
which wusually go together. When these
phenomena are used together, they become
idioms having general meanings.

Although these idiom variants have
different forms, they have the same meaning
and style nuances as their base idioms.
However, how often they are used is sometimes
different. For example, the idiom variants such
as chia loan ré phirong and cira Khong san
Trinh are more popular whereas chia phuwong ré
loan and san Trinh cira Khong are not very
often used.

Form 2: AxBy = AyBx

These idiom variants consist of four
syllables. In other words, they are phrases
consisting two disyllabic compound words.
Form 2 is different from form 1 because only
one component in form 2 changes its position:
long cd da chim/ long chim da cd, dan gio day
swong/ day gio dan swong, xa chay cao bay/
cao chay xa bay, etc.

Form 3: AxAy = AyAx

As can be seen from form 3, these idiom
variants also consist of four syllables. They are
phrases in which a single word is twice used
with a disyllabic coordinate word: ndi vuon néi
hwou/ noi hwou noi vieon, no' mdt no' may/ no
may né mdt, ké khoan ké nhat/ ké nhat ké
khoan, chét dé song do/ song dé chét de, etc.

In addition, beside the forms above, idiom
variants in Vietnamese have three special forms
as follows:

- Four syllables idioms coming from Sino
are Vietnamized and become Vietnamese
idioms: Ha Pong su tu/ sw tir Ha Pong.

- Idioms having subject - predicate -
complement forms changed into complement -
predicate - subject ones are also considered as
1diom variants: xuong boc da/ da boc xuong.

- Idioms having “nhu X véi Y” forms
changed into “nhu Y véi X” ones are idiom
variants: nhu nuwéc voi lia/ nhu lvra voi nuoc.

iii) Contractive variants and the contrary

In English this kind of idiom variants is
rare. It sometimes appears on the mass media.
They no longer keep the full form of the idiom
but add some more components to make it more
vivid, particularly effective when writing
articles.

There are two kinds of contractive variants
in Vietnamese:

- Idiom variants are contractions of their
base idioms: treo dau dé bdn thit cho/ treo dé
bdn ché, lon lanh chita thanh lon qué/ lon lanh
thanh lon que, lilng biing nhw ngdm hot thi/ nhw
ngdam hot thi, etc.

- Idiom variants come from their contractive
base idioms: dai nhw dia/ dai nhw dia doi, doi
troi dap dat/ dau dgi troi chan dap dat, lén nhuwr
diéu/ 1én nhur diéu gap gio, etc.

These variants are usually used in specific
contexts; therefore, they are easy to understand
and restore their base idioms.

iv) Idiom variants coming from idioms of
other languages
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English idioms can be formed by using
borrowings as their components. The idiom
Saigon moment is an example in which Saigon
is a borrowing coming from Vietnamese.
However, idiom variants coming from idioms
of other languages are not available in English.

In Vietnamese, there are a lot of idiom
variants coming from idioms of other
languages, especially Sino. In order to make it
easy to understand, Sino idioms are
Vietnamized and have Vietnamese meaning
nuances: binh dia ba dao/ dat bang néi song,
quoc sdc thién huong/ sdc nuede hirong troi, etc.

In general, the meanings of these idiom
variants are similar to those of their Sino idioms
Vietnamized. However, Sino idioms
Vietnamized are more general and formal than
their variants. This is the reason why Sino
idioms Vietnamized are usually used in books.

v) Idiom variants with their components
replaced by synonyms

In both English and Vietnamese, these
idiom variants are available. However, they are
more common in Vietnamese. In English the
components of idioms are usually replaced by
others whose meanings are close. Meanwhile,
the components of Vietnamese idioms can be
replaced by synonyms or others whose contents
are close: to come apart/ to come asunder, to
have a great mind to/ to have a good mind to, to
get wise to someone/ something, etc in English;
mdt long mdt da/ mdt 1ong mdt rudt, nam dang
cdn/ nam dcing chudi, bay muu tinh ké/ bay muru
lap ké, etc in Vietnamese.

The contents of these idiom variants are
similar to those of their idioms. Nevertheless,
their style nuances and frequencies of using are
sometimes different. It is clear that base idioms
are more used and common than their variants.

vi) Idiom variants with their components
replaced by words or expressions having the
same lexical-semantic field

When the components of idioms are
replaced by other words or expressions
belonging to the same lexical-semantic field,
they are considered as idiom variants. These
variants are available in both English and
Vietnamese: there is no stopping someone/
there is no holding someone, to get a share of
the cake/ to get a slice of the cake, to give it to
someone — to hand it to someone, etc in
English; long lang da thii/ long lang da soi, an
no vdc nang/ an no gdanh ngng, chiém khé mua
thoi/ chiém khé mia iing, etc in Vietnamese.

In general, the frequencies of using idiom
variants and their base idioms in English are the
same. In addition, the contents and style
nuances of idiom variants in English are similar
to those of their base idioms. However, these
are not the same in Vietnamese. It means that
their pragmatic meanings are different. For
example, that we can say nang nhw do lira,
ndng nhiw ham, or ndng nhw thiéu depends on
how hot it is.

Due to the contents and the forms of idiom
variants and their base idioms with their
components replaced by words or expressions
having the same lexical-semantic field, we can
consider this kind of idiom variants as an
intermediary between variation and synonymy.

2.4. Forms of synonymous idioms in English
and Vietnamese

Idioms are said to be synonymous when
they have the same contents but different
structures or have the same structures but
different components belonging to different
fields of meaning. In order to realize
synonymous idioms, we focus on two criteria:
contents and grammatical structures. Contents
are based on the same or different images.
Grammatical structures are based on the same
or different structures. These two criteria also
help us realize synonymous idioms in both
English and Vietnamese as follows:
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i) Figurative and literal synonymous idioms

These synonymous idioms are quite
common in Vietnamese but not available in
English. Two idioms are said to be synonymous
when they have the same contents (this one is
figurative, and the other is literal): an thira noi
thiéu/ an gian noi doi, an dom néi dat/ an
khéng noi co, an song noi gio/ an to noi lon,
etc.

ii) Synonymous idioms having the same
figurative contents due to different images

These synonymous idioms are available in
both English and Vietnamese. Idioms having
different grammatical structures or different
components basing on different images, but the
contents are said to be synonymous: fo have a
head on one’s shoulders/ to have one’s head
screwed on the right way, as busy as a heaver/
as busy as a bee, etc in English; méo mit vo cd
rdn/ an may gap chiéu manh, chay nhw co long
cong/ chay nguoc chay xudi, rdn sanh ra mo/
vdt ¢é chay ra nude, ete. in Vietnamese.

3. Conclusion
3.1. The similarities

- Idiom variants and synonymous idioms in
both English and Vietnamese are quite
common. They can be distinguished by two
criteria: contents and grammatical structures.
Contents are based on the same or different
images. Grammatical structures are based on
the same or different structures.

- It can be said that idiom variants and
synonymous idioms in both English and
Vietnamese have the same meaning nuances but
different figurative style nuances.

- In English and Vietnamese, the idiom
components which can be replaced by others to
make their variants and synonymous ones are
mainly verbs and nouns.

- Signs of idiom variants in both languages
can be realized by the components belonging to
the same field of meaning. And synonymous
idioms have their own signs through the
components belonging to different field of
meaning.

- Like English, the base forms of
Vietnamese idioms also have their own
synonymous idioms, and they have meanings
specifying different nuances of their common
root meanings.

- Idiom variants have their own forms such
as idiom variants basing on the change of their
component orders, contractive variants and the
contrary, idiom variants with their components
replaced by synonyms, and idiom variants with
their components replaced by words or
expressions having the same lexical-semantic
field which are available in both English and
Vietnamese.

- Synonymous idioms having the same
figurative contents due to different images is
the form which is also available in both English
and Vietnamese.

3.2. The differences

- It seems that idiom variants and
synonymous idioms in Vietnamese are more
common, more complex and more multiform
than those in English because the English
idioms are more stable and closer.

- Some forms of idiom variants such as
phonetic variants, idiom variants basing on the
change of their component orders, contractive
variants and the contrary, and idiom variants
coming from idioms of other languages are very
common in Vietnamese, but they are very rare
or not available in English.

- The frequencies of using idiom variants
and their base idioms in English are the same.
In addition, the contents and style nuances of
idiom variants in English are similar to those of
their base idioms. However, these are not the
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same in Vietnamese. It means that their
pragmatic meanings are different.
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Bién thé thanh ngit va thanh ngir dong nghia trong tiéng Anh
va tieng Viét: nhitng diém tuong dong va khac biét

bang Nguyén Giang

Khoa Ngoai ngit, Truong Dai hoc Tdy Bic, Son La, Viét Nam

Tém tit. Thanh ngit trong tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét 1 nhitng don vi ngdn ngit ddc biét ludn mang
nhitng dic tinh ¢b dinh dién hinh. Tuy nhién, trong thuc té ngdn ngit, ching ta vin bit gip nhiing
thanh ngit vi pham nhitng déc tinh cd dinh dién hinh nay. Ching 1a cdc bién thé thanh ngit va thanh
ngit dong nghia. Bai viét nay ban vé nhiing ddu hi¢u va hinh thdi cta hai kiéu dang thanh ngir trén
cling nhu sy tuong dong va khéc biét ciia cdc don vi hitu quan trong tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét.

Tir khéa: bién thé thanh ngi, thanh ngit dong nghia, hinh thdi, don vi ngdn ngit, ddc tinh cb dinh.



