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[FOREIGN LANGUAGES AND VIETNAMESE|

A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE SYNTACTIC
FUNCTIONALITY OF VIETNAMESE ADJECTIVES
AND ENGLISH ADJECTIVES

PHAM HONG HATI* - TRAN TIN NGHI**

ABSTRACT: This paper compares the syntactic functionality of Vietnamese adjectives with
English adjectives to identify their similarities and differences in terms of: (i) Regarding the ability to
act as predicates in sentences: Most Vietnamese adjectives can function independently as intransitive
predicator, and can stand alone as predicates. English adjectives can be the main component of
predicates but must be connected to the subject by linking verbs. (ii) Regarding the ability to function as
transitive predicator: Vietnamese adjectives can function like transitive predicator. Most intransitive
adjectives can be used transitively. English adjectives also express transitivity, but not as clearly as
Vietnamese adjectives do. This study presents a deeper understanding of the nature of adjectives in
general, and the functional role of adjectives in two typologically different languages. The paper also
aims to help learners understand how to properly use sentences with adjectives as the nucleus of the
predicate in English and Vietnamese, and how to effectively translate these sentence patterns between
the two languages.
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1. Introduction

The functional activity of Vietnamese adjectives and English adjectives on the syntactic plane has
been discussed quite a lot by the authors in aspects such as: adjectives as determiners modifying nouns,
adjectives as predicates in sentences, etc. In a typical inflected language like English, the function of
adjectives has basically been determined. However, in a typical non-inflected language like
Vietnamese, the function of adjective still has many issues that need to be discussed.

Semantically, adjectives often share broad conceptual domains across languages, such as property,
quality, dimension, color, and state. However, their morphosyntactic behavior varies considerably from
one language to another. In terms of form and syntactic function, adjectives may differ in how they are
structured, how they combine with other sentence elements, and how they function within the predicate.
These differences make the syntactic behavior of adjectives a complex issue that requires further
analysis and discussion. The syntactic aspect of Vietnamese sentences and English sentences has many
similarities, and comparing the functional ability of adjectives in the two languages on this aspect is
expected to lead to valuable conclusions.

In English and inflected languages, the verb is traditionally understood as the word class that plays
the central role in forming the predicate. In Vietnamese, a typical uninflected language, the syntactic
functioning of word classes is very different. The common word classes that play the central role of the
predicate are verbs and adjectives. In many cases, nouns and other word classes can also play the
central role of the predicate. To establish a word class that can play the central role of the predicate in
many languages, many functionalists have discussed a word class identified as predicator. We use the
term predicator with the understanding that this is the word class that plays the central role of the
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predicate in English sentences and in Vietnamese sentences. In English, a predicator can function like a
verb. In Vietnamese sentences, the term predicator has a broader coverage in terms of word class.

This article extends previous work by focusing specifically on the contrast between predicate-
nucleus function and adjectival transitivity in Vietnamese and English.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Typical research on adjectives worldwide

There have been many direct and indirect studies on the syntactical activities of adjectives in
languages by many authors around the world. Among them, there are many works on the issue of
objects of adjectives. Objects of adjectives are discussed and determined from many different angles, in
typological linguistics.

Ikeya (1995) indirectly mentioned the object of adjectives, noting that in English there are some
adjectives that must be combined with prepositional phrases, with That - clause, or with To verb
Phrase, such as: fond of (like), worthy of (worthy of...), desirous of (desirable),...

Borjars and Vincent (2010, p. 1), in “Complements of adjectives: a diachronic approach”, discussed
the issue of object of adjectives (“Can an adjective have an object?”). These two authors argued that,
"[h]owever, from the semantic point of view there is in fact good reason to expect that the range of
complements available to adjectives is the same as for verbs, as evidenced by such near-synonymous
pairs as fear/be afraid of, love/be fond of, regret/be regretful of. In practice grammarians have been
happy to assign adjectives subcategorizations for COMP (certain that S), XCOMP (keen to VP), OBL
(similar to NP). The question we ask in this paper therefore is whether an adjective can also take an
OBJ".

Dixon (2004, p.35) discussed the copula construction in English and its influence on the
intransitive/transitive nature of adjectives in each language: “Not all languages have a copula
construction. One might expect a correlation: languages in which adjectives can be intransitive
predicate might be thought likely to lack a copula construction, with languages for which adjectives
cannot function as intransitive predicate being likely to have a copula construction. From examination
of a range of languages, it appears that there is in fact no correlation. That is, whether or not a
language has a copula construction is quite independent of whether or not adjectives can be
intransitive predicates".

Park (2001) raised the issue of whether “Transitive Adjectives” really exist? The author has very
remarkable explanation about the transitivity of adjectives and the direct object of adjectives.

In addition to these studies, related issues concerning adjectival complementation, predicative
adjectives, and the boundary between adjectives and verbs have been examined from a range of
theoretical and typological perspectives. For example, Bolinger (1967) and Ferris (1993) discuss the
attributive and predicative functions of English adjectives; Backhouse (1984), Kuno (1973), Xu (1988),
and Matasovi¢ (2000) address adjective-like categories in languages such as Japanese, Chinese, and
Croatian; while Maling (1983) and Wetzer (1992) consider adjectival predication and transitivity from
broader grammatical and typological viewpoints. These studies provide a useful background for
examining whether adjectives may license complements comparable to verbal objects, although the
present article focuses specifically on Vietnamese and English.

2.2. Typical research on adjectives in Vietnam

Vietnamese linguists have determined the functional activity of Vietnamese adjectives on the
syntactic plane in many aspects. Diép Quang Ban and Hoang Vin Thung (1991), Nguyén Tai Can
(1975), Binh Van Puc (1986), and Cao Xuan Hao (1998) agreed that Vietnamese adjectives can stand
alone as predicates, and when describing the arguments of adjectives as subsidiary members (before
and after the adjective), these authors discussed more deeply the objective role of the subsidiary
members following the adjective.

Nguyén Tai Can (1975, p.334) presented examples of the similarity of adjective phrases and verb
phrases, in which subsidiary members behind the center refers to the object of the verb and adjective,
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such as gan quan chiing (be close to the people), xa ban (be far from friends), khdc nguéi (be different
from people) (p.334). In his monograph "Ngit phap tiéng Viét" (Vietnamese Grammar), Dinh Vin Duc
(1986) observed that: Due to the way of reflection of native speakers, a characteristic of the
communication relationship can be visualized as a state; furthermore, Dinh Van DPuc (1986) suggests
that some states denoted by Vietnamese adjectives may be construed as involving or affecting another
entity. This provides a semantic basis for the emergence of post-adjectival complements, often
described as “objects of adjectives” in Vietnamese.

Regarding the following subsidiary members as objects in adjective phrases, Di€p Quang Ban and
Hoang Van Thung (1991) divided subsidiary members into several types: (i) The Objects of adjectives
of quantity (e.g., dong/crowded, day/full, vang/empty, thura/sparse, mau/fast, nhiéu/many, it/few);

(i1) The Objects comprising nouns that are the subject of the semantic content stated in the adjective
(e.g., Cay nay vang la | This tree - yellow- leaves, meaning “This tree has yellow leaves”.

(iii) The Objects indicate a spatial or temporal point in a positioning relationship with the element at
the beginning of the sentence (e.g., Nha t6i xa trwong | My house — far - from the school, meaning “My
house is far from school”; Hom nay da gan Tét roi" | Today — near — Tet, meaning “Tet is around the
corner”);

(iv) The Objects requires clarifying an aspect of the adjective's semantic content (e.g., 7ot g6 hon tot
nuwdc son | good - wood - better than - good - paint, literally referring to the idea that it is better to have
good wood than good paint (of the wood), meaning “Beauty is only skin deep”) (Diép Quang Ban &
Hoang Van Thung, 1991, pp. 101-105).

Cao Xudn Hao (1998) mainly relied on the criteria [+/- dynamic], [+/-controlled] to classify
predicators into five basic types (action predicators, process predicators, posture predicators, stative
predicators, and modal predicators). Among these five types of predicators, stative predicators contains
the majority of the Vietnamese adjective set (conceptualized according to traditional grammar). More
specifically, he continued to use the criteria [+permanent] (property) and [-permanent] (state) to classify
the group of stative predicators into four subtypes:

(1) predicators of temperament: (e.g., dc/cruel, buong/stubborn, dgi/foolish, gan /brave,
hién/gentle, liéu /reckless, ngoan/obedient, and wong/obstinate).

(2) predicators of mentality: (e.g., du /worried, bdn/busy, cdu/angry, cham/diligent, déi/sulky,
ganh/ envious, hon/rude, khodi/delighted, thich/interested, thiong/love, and yéu/love).

(3) predicators of animate physical state: (e.g., béo/fat, cdm/dumb, com/emaciated, dau/painful,
dui/blind, khde/healthy, [ld/exhausted, mdp/plump, nghen/choked, ngong/stammering, rém/sore,
séng/alive, thirc/awake, vung/clumsy, and xiu/faint).

(4) predicators of inanimate physical state: (e.g., dofillusory, bang/flat, cao/high, chéol/cross,
déo/flexible, dot/leaky, dac/dense, do/red, hoi/smelly, mé/chipped/broken, ngcfn/short, nhay/sensitive,
rdn/hard, sdc/sharp, that/true, and xdu/bad).

Cao Xuan Hao’s statistics includes 1661 stative predicators. The data has a significant overlap with
our statistical data of monosyllabic adjective (1612 monosyllabic adjectives) based on Hoang Phé’s
dictionary (2006). Identifying the group of state predicators and dividing this group of predicators into
subtypes based on criteria tested by Cao Xuan Hao has created an important basis for discussing the
ability of the Vietnamese adjective group to act as verbs.

Pham Hdng Hai (2019) identified great similarities between the argument structure and syntactic
structure of adjectives and verbs in Vietnamese. This further strengthens the assertion that "adjective"
and "verb" in Vietnamese are two subtypes of one word class - predicators. For the first time,
intransitive/transitive adjectives are clearly established in the following aspects:

(i) Intransitive adjectives

Intransitive adjectives are those that can stand alone as predicates (possibly combined with modals).
They are also closely related to the subject both semantically and syntactically to form a complete
sentence. Intransitive adjectives can be followed by an indirect object (with a preposition). Examples
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include vui (happy), buon (sad), cao (tall), thap (short), ngdn (short), dai (long), den (black), trdng
(white), etc.
(1) al.Co a ay buéon (She — sad; She is sad)
a2. Cé dy buodn vé chuyén gia dinh (She - sad — about — matters — family; She is sad about
(her) family matters)
bl. Quyen sach da son (Book - already - worn out; The book is worn out.)
b2. Quyén sdch di som cd gdy (Book - already - worn our — spine; The book is worn out,
including the spine.) (Hoang Phé, 2006)

In examples of 1al and 1bl, the adjectives buon (sad) and son (worn out) can independently serve
as predicates. In other words, these adjectives act as verbs in the argument structure of adjectives with
an actant (obligatory argument) functioning as the subject. In examples of 1a2 and 1b2, buon (sad) and
son (worn out) are followed by an indirect object (vé chuyén gia dinhlabout family matters, cd
gay/including the spine). The possibility of Vietnamese adjectives to independently function as
predicates has been recognized in Vietnamese linguistics research.

(i1) Transitive adjectives

Adjectives that, in addition to having an actant serving as the subject in the syntactic plane, require a
direct object actant (the direct object can be underlying) are considered transitive adjectives. Examples
include biét/disappeared, ham/desirous of, giong/similar, xa/far, thiéu/short of. s ximg/justified or
commendable, etc.

(2) a. Anh dy xa nha. (He - far away — home; He is far away from his home)
b. Nha anh dy xa. (House - he — far; His house/home is far away.)
(Hoang Phé, 2006)

In sentence 2a, xa/far is not a characteristic or state of the subject - ankh dy/he. In other words, anh
ay/he is not the subject experiencing the state (far), but rather ke is described in relation to another
object (home). Similarly, in sentence 2b, nha anh dy/his home is described in relation to an implicit
object (workplace, etc.). In this case, xa/far is a typical transitive adjective because it requires the
presence of another object besides the subject. The nha/home in sentence 2a is an obligatory direct
object. In sentence 2b, the direct object (workplace, etc.) is implicit. Xa/far is an adjective describing
the subject in relation to another object and is considered a transitive adjective.

In Vietnamese, the phenomenon of adjectives with transitive nature is uncommon and relatively
difficult to identify. We have compiled a list of 40 typical adjectives with transitive nature: bang, bé,
biét, bot, chanh, chéch, chéch, chung, chuyén, cém, dat, é, gan, giap, hai, hao, hét, hoen, hon, hop, hut,
kém, khudt, lai, ldm, 16i, quen, sanh, sdt, than, thao, thau, thiéu, thira, tréi, vin, ving. xa, xirng, xudm.

In Vietnamese, there are many examples of adjectives that can function as transitive verbs: (Within
the scope of this article, we have not translated the following Vietnamese examples into English
because they are idioms, proverbs, and poems in Vietnamese. Translating each Vietnamese example
into English with an equivalent sentence would not guarantee semantic equivalence).

+ “Chanh long thwong ké xa x6i.”; “Ong qua buedm lai da thira xdu xa.”; “Nghé choi ciing lim cong
phu.” (Nguyén Du, 2022)

+ ... Han rat hdo danh vong, dia vi” (Bon Nhan Van Giai Phim Trudc Toa An Du Luan, 1959)

+ “Gidy mo hoen vét muc” (Thién Nién Ky, 2022)

+ “Tinh hinh khan trwong ma éng dy cir binh chan nhw vai.” (Nguyén Khai, 1959)

(ii1) Adjectives with two usages

Regarding the relationship between the argument structure and the semantic structure of Vietnamese
adjectives, we have clarified from various perspectives: both the correspondence and the discrepancy
between these two aspects. This also leads to the flexible usage of Vietnamese adjectives.

The adjectives are transitive but are used as intransitive adjectives (i.e., syntactically, they do not
require a direct object or they are followed by an indirect object). For example:
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(3) al. Ho rdt thén (nhau). (They - very - close (to each other); They are very close (to each
other).)

a2. Ho rdt than véi nhau. (They - very - close - to - each other; They are very close to each
other.)

(Hoang Phé, 2006)

In the native speaker's intuition, the adjective thdn/close is always associated with an object (which
can be implicit: each other), so essentially, thdn/close is still a typical transitive adjective (3al). In
sentence 3a2, thdn/close is followed by an indirect object (véi nhau - with each other), and is a
transitive adjective used as an intransitive adjective. This is a typical example of the discrepancy
between syntactic structure and semantic structure.

Intransitive Adjectives used as Transitive Adjectives: These are adjectives that are inherently
intransitive but can be used as transitive adjectives (i.e., followed by a direct object in the syntactic
plane).

(4) al. Cé dy buon. (She — sad; She is sad.)

a2. Chuyén tinh ciia ¢6 dy rat buén. (Love story - of - she - very sad; Her love story is very
sad.)
a3. Cé dy buon tinh. (She - sad — love; She is sad about her love / She is lovesick.

(Hoang Phé, 2006)

In sentences 4al and 4a2, buon/sad clearly shows its intransitive nature — even when the actant
acting as the subject changes. In sentence 4a3, buon/sad is used as a transitive adjective because it is
followed by a direct object. However, semantically, for intransitive adjectives used as transitive, the
actant acting as the object (¢#inh) usually indicates a range, an aspect, or a characteristic of the subject
that the adjective expresses. This semantic distinction is essential to supplement the syntactic distinction
between intransitive and transitive adjectives.

In Vietnamese, the phenomenon of intransitive adjectives being used as transitive predicator is
common. We have compiled a list of 300 intransitive adjectives used as transitive predicators: dc, dm,
am, an, ang, ap, au, bac, bam, ban, ban, ban, ban, banh, bao, bat, bay, beé, béch, bén, bén, béo, bep, b,
bzeng, binh, bo, bo, bon, bong, bot, bu, bu, buc, bui, buom, buon, buong, buot, cdam, cdn, can, cang,
cao, cay, chdc, chai, cham, chan, chat, chat, chat, chén, chénh, chét, choang, choi, chon, chong, chét,
chuong, coc, coi, cong, cuc, cung, cung, cu(;ng, cut, ddac, dai, dai, dai, dam, dam, dam, dam, dan, dang,
danh, ddit, dat, dau, day, day, dé, doi, dep, déu, diéc, dién, diéng, diu, do, do, do, do, déc, dom, du, dif,
diing, dudi, diwom, gai, gid, gid, giau, g6, hiém, hiéu, ho, hoi, hong, hong, hot, huw, hué, himg, hip, hit,
inh, 1t, ket, khac, khai, khan, khan, khan khanh, khe khéo, kin, kinh, la, lam, lam, lang, lanh, lanh, Iat
lep, lo, loan loi, Ion, long, long, man, man, man mat, me mu, mugn, ndc, ngng, nao, ndao, nat mau,
ngdn, ngdt, ngoz nhan nhat, nhat, nhe, nho, no, non, nong, nong, nire, nic, nung, phdi, rac, rdn, ran,
rang, ranh, rédo, rdt, rau, ré, ron, rong, rong, ruc, sach, sai, sdi, sam, sam san, sang, sdu, say, se, sé,
som, suong, suong, Sttt thang, tham thap, tinh, tinh, to, t0 16i, tot, trdi, tram, trang, tré, tro, uot, vang,
vui, xanh, xdu, xo, xom, xong, xop, xot, xwdéc, xudi, yén, yéu,.

The phenomenon of intransitive adjectives being used as transitive adjectives is common in
Vietnamese. The central adjective is printed in bold in each of the following sentences:

- “Huong gdy mui nho tra khan giong tinh.”; “Cang treo gid ngoc cang cao phdm nguoi.”; “Mat
sao day gio dan swong”; “Ddu may cudi mdt ‘cang nong tam yéu.” ; “Thé hoa chira rdo chén vang.”
“Thdp co thua tri dan ba.” ; “Théng minh von san tw troi.” ; “Tzeng sen sé dong gidc hoe.” ; “Ong qua
bueom lai da thiva xdu xa.” (Nguyén Du, 2022)

- “Troi ndng chéng triea, troi mua chong t6i.”; “Mua thang tw hw dat.”; “Ao ai kin bung nguoi dy’;
“Sdng 1ot do, truea rdo théc”; (Tt dién Thanh ngir va Tuc ngit Viét Nam, 2023)

- “Bdy gio anh em déu bam gan tim rudt, dau dén tram phan nhwng biét lam sao.” (L& Van Hién,
2018)

- “Man tinh trang gio, nhat tinh lva huwong” (Bich Cau ki ngo, 1964)

2
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- “Ngay xua gié mdt dém hé. Tir ban tay me ém say gidc nong.” (Bui My Hanh, 2010)

- “M¢t tiéng chim kéu sdng ca rimg.” (Khuong Hiru Dung, 1996)

- “Ndng tir ma em thdm nira swon doi” (Tran Lé Vin, 2010)

- “Chung no con tré nguoi non da, da trong ro long nguoi dau ma kén chon cho sanh.” (Hoang
Ngoc Phach, 2022)

-...0ng ron toc gay lén, goi doc théi ndam bay tiéng nita” (Kim Lan, 2022)

3. Methodology

In this study, a combination of analytical and descriptive methods was employed to examine the
syntactic behavior of adjectives in both Vietnamese and English. The descriptive method was used to
identify and outline the structural and functional properties of adjectives within each language, focusing
particularly on their ability to function as predicates and their potential for transitivity. The analytical
method enabled a more in-depth examination of how these adjectives interact with other sentence
elements and what this reveals about the grammatical systems of the respective languages.

To enhance the comparative dimension of the research, the contrastive method was applied. This
approach made it possible to systematically compare and contrast the syntactic structures involving
adjectives in Vietnamese and English, thereby identifying key similarities and differences. These
findings not only serve to clarify the unique syntactic features of Vietnamese adjectives but also
provide insight into the broader typological distinctions between an inflectional language like English
and an isolating language like Vietnamese.

English data were compiled from five reference works that explicitly discuss adjective predication,
complement selection, or the question of adjectival transitivity: Ikeya (1995), Dixon (2004), Borjars and
Vincent (2010), Park (2001), and Huddleston and Pullum (2002). From these sources, the study
selected representative English adjectives illustrating the main complement types relevant to the
analysis, namely prepositional phrases, infinitival clauses, finite clauses, and zero-complement
predicative uses. An English item was retained in the core dataset only if (a) its pattern was explicitly
described in the literature, (b) it illustrated one of the four diagnostics used in this article, or (c) it
provided a stable comparison with a Vietnamese adjective pattern discussed in the analysis. The
English side of the study is thus based on qualitative grammatical evidence and illustrative
constructions, not on corpus frequency or statistical generalisation.

4. Results and Discussion

On the syntactic level, Vietnamese adjectives show similarities with Vietnamese verbs in terms of
their role as the predicate nucleus and their ability to express intransitivity/transitivity.

4.1. Adjectives as the nucleus of the predicate

Vietnamese adjectives can independently act as predicates without needing copula or linking verbs.
The predicate function is relevant for both verbs and adjectives in Vietnamese. In contrast, English
adjectives can be an important part of the predicate, but cannot independently act as predicates. Instead,
they must be connected to the subject by linking verbs. The predicate function is not a relevant function
of English adjectives.

Vietnamese adjectives can independently act as predicates like intransitive verbs, whereas English
adjectives cannot. In terms of syntax, the function of Vietnamese adjectives is also very different. In
English, adjectives are considered part of the predicate but always require a linking verb. Consider the
following typical examples:

(5) al. She is sad. (Co 4y budn / she - sad)
a2. She looks sad. (Nhin c¢6 ay budn / Look — she - sad) (C6 4y nhin buén / She — look - sad)
a3. She feels sad. (C6 iy cam thiy budn / She - feel - sad)
a4. She becomes sad. (C6 Ay tré nén budn / She - become - sad)
a5. She seems sad. (CO ay c6 vé budn / She - seem - sad)

In the example 5 above, the adjective sad functions as a predicative complement within the predicate

headed by the linking verb, describing the subject she. Semantically, these sentences have subtle
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differences but all describe the subject’s sadness, collectively meaning "She is sad." Syntactically, these
sentences belong to one of the basic English sentence structures (S + V + C). The verb in these
sentences is a linking verb (is, looks, feels, becomes, seems), and the complement is an adjective (sad).
These adjectives function as complements of the linking verbs. Here, the relationship between the
subject and the adjective as the complement is direct in semantics but indirect in syntax.

In the Vietnamese version (in parentheses), syntactically, the adjectives can also follow verbs such
as nhin/look, cé vélseem, tré nén/become, and cam thay/feel to co-predicate. In the Vietnamese
examples 5al, the adjectives buon/sad can serve as predicates independently, without any intermediary
elements.

The following examples illustrate the similarity between adjectives and verbs in English in their
function as predicates:

(6) a. This film is very boring.
a’. B phim nay rat chdn.
b. I am bored.
b’. Toi chan qua.
c. [ am bored with this film.
¢’. Toi chan bo phim nay.
d. Teaching is very boring.
d’. Day hoc (thi) rdt chdn.
e. Teaching is learning.
e’’ Day (ciing) la hoc. (Vién Ngon ngir hoc, 1993)

Each pair of examples consists of an English and a Vietnamese sentence with the same meaning.
Comparing sentences 6.a and 6.b, there is a difference as follows: boring (active meaning) is expressed
as a present participle, while bored (passive meaning) is expressed as a past participle, but the
Vietnamese word chdn does not have such a distinction. In sentence 6.c, the Vietnamese word "chan" is
used as a verb and does not distinguish between active or passive meaning, while in English, the phrase
am bored with is used to express a passive meaning (the film makes me bored). In sentences 6.d,
teaching and boring have the same form (verb + ing), but teaching is considered a gerund in the subject
role, and "boring" is considered a participle in the predicate role.

This notable characteristic shows the close relationship between verbs and adjectives in English, and
the difficulties in distinguishing these two word classes. This characteristic is more evident in examples
6d and 6e, where the functional elements have the same form. The word boring in 6.d describes the
subject’s feature and thus is a present participle, while learning in 6e also describes the subject but
remains a gerund because it denotes an activity like the subject (teaching, learning). This demonstrates
that, despite being an inflectional language, when functioning, especially in the predicate function,
English adjectives also show complexity and overlapping with other word classes on semantic scales.

In the syntactic structure containing adjectives in both English and Vietnamese sentences, there are
similarities and differences:

(7) a. John is good (at tennis). (John gi6i (vé mon quan vot).)

S. vV C
b. John is blind (of one eye). (John mu (mot mét).)
S V C 2 r ~
c. This book is veryeasy (toread). (Quyén sach nay rat de (doc).)
S \Y% C
d. Tosayit was difficult (for Mona). (N6i didu do6 that kho (dbi v6i Mona).
S v C

(Ikeya, 1995, p.153). .
e. I am tired (ofsitting around the house). (T61 chan (ng6i khong & nha).)
S v C
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We can see that the English sentences in the examples 7 above all share the same basic English
sentence structure (SVC). In this case, the complement is an adjective describing the subject. The core
of these sentences can stand independently, apart from the modifying elements (in parentheses). Ikeya
(1995) had a basis for stating that the phrases at tennis, of one eye, to read, for Mona, and of sitting
around the house are complements for the predicate or act as adverbs. They only clarify the predicate
and are supplementary elements of the core sentence (SVC).

However, considering the corresponding Vietnamese sentences, we see that if we separate the
phrases in parentheses, the adjectives can entirely act as predicates independently, making these
sentences monovalent structures (one actant) of intransitive adjectives (giéi/good, mi/blind, dé/easy,
kho/difficult, chan/bored). 1If we do not separate the phrases in parentheses, these sentences become
bivalent structures (two-actant) of intransitive adjectives used as transitive ones. Vietnamese adjectives
can directly combine with the subject and participate in more argument structures. English adjectives
can only act as predicates when combined with linking verbs. When English adjectives combine with
the following phrases (complements, adverbs), a marker (preposition, etc.) is required, whereas
Vietnamese adjectives can directly combine with the following phrases as objects or adverbs.

Regarding the ability to act as the nuclear predicate in relative clauses and clauses, Vietnamese and
English adjectives also show noteworthy similarities and differences:

In an inflectional language like English, adjectives show clear distinctions in morphology,
semantics, and syntactic function compared to other word classes.. English adjectives and verbs do not
have a clear resemblance compared to the relationship between Vietnamese adjectives and verbs.
However, in many cases, there is no clear boundary between adjectives and verbs in English. For
instance, morphologically, present participles or past participles show the close relationship between
adjectives and verbs. Consider the example in the structure of relative clauses:

(8) a. “The Tale of Kiéu”, which was written by Nguyen Du, is a famous work.(Truyén Kiéu [ma]
duogc viét boi Nguyén Du 1a mot tic pham nbi tiéng)
a’. “The Tale of Kiéu”, written by Nguyen Du, is a famous work.
b. The man who came here yesterday is my brother.(Nguoi dan éng [ma] dén day hém qua la
anh trai t01)
b’. The man coming here yesterday is my brother.
c. Ann is the woman who is responsible for preparing the budget.(Ann la nguoi c6 trach nhiém
chuén bi ngan sach)
c’. Ann is the woman responsible for preparing the budget.
(Vién Ngodn ngit hoc, 1993)

Sentences 8a and 8a’ have the same meaning. The adjective clause which was written by Nguyen Du
in 8a carries a passive meaning and is reduced to the past participle written by Nguyen Du. Sentence 8b
and 8b’ are similarly reduced, with the adjective clause who came here yesterday (active meaning)
reduced to the present participle coming here yesterday. Semantically, written and coming emphasize
the verb’s quality. In terms of syntactic forms, they strongly show the adjective feature - modifying the
subject (Kieu story, the man). Sentence 8c is a special case, where the adjective acts as the nuclear
predicate of the relative clause after reduction.

The close relationship between verbs and adjectives in example 8 is limited to the framework of the
adjective clause as a clause with a modifying function. To fully understand the nature of English
adjectives and their similarity to English verbs, it is necessary to examine their function as predicates in
sentences concerning arguments.

4.2. Transitivity/Intransitivity of Adjectives

Vietnamese adjectives have the ability to function as predicates, requiring a phrase as an object
(either directly or indirectly) - a distinctive feature of Vietnamese adjectives compared to adjectives in
other languages. In contrast, English adjectives function differently in the predicate role. However, to
some extent, many cases show that English adjectives possess the characteristic of
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transitivity/intransitivity. The following examples illustrate the role of English adjectives as predicates
in syntax plane, specifically the ability to show transitivity/intransitivity and the ability to have objects.
It shows that there is a certain compatibility of adjectives in Vietnamese and English.
Let us compare the following English and Vietnamese sentences:
(9) al. Are you afraid of snakes? (Cu so rin (khong)?)

a2. Don’t be afraid! (Pung sg!)

a3. There’s nothing to be afiraid of. (Cha c6 gi phai sg.)

ad4. Have we missed the train? I'm afiaid so. (Ching ta 15 tau? T6i s vay.)

bl. Be brave! (Hay diing cam lén!)

b2. He was very brave about his operation. (Anh 4y rat diing cam trong ca md.

b3. She was brave to go into the burning building. (Co 4y diing cam xoéng vao tdoa nha dang

chay.)

(Vién Ngodn ngit hoc, 1993)

In example 9al, the noun phrase snakes is not a direct object of the adjective afraid, but the
complement of the preposition of in the prepositional phrase of snakes. This prepositional phrase
functions as a complement licensed by the adjective afraid, specifying the source or object of fear. In
9a2, Don’t be afraid!, the adjective occurs without an overt complement; the source of fear is
recoverable from the context rather than syntactically expressed. Similarly, in 9a3, There’s nothing to
be afraid of, the complement is realized through the pronoun nothing, while the preposition of is
stranded. In 9a4, I'm afraid so, afraid is used in a fixed epistemic or discourse expression, in which it
no longer denotes fear toward a concrete object but expresses the speaker’s reluctant belief or
expectation. These examples show that afraid can license different types of complements, especially of-
prepositional phrases and clausal or propositional complements. Therefore, it should not be treated as a
transitive adjective in the same sense as a transitive verb. Rather, afraid is an adjective with strong
complement-taking potential, whose semantic relation to an object of fear is usually mediated by a
preposition or recovered from context. In the corresponding Vietnamese sentences, the Vietnamese
adjective s¢ has similar syntactic characteristics to the English adjective afraid, except that it can
function independently as a predicate. In 9bl, the adjective brave does not require an object, showing
intransitivity. In sentences 9b2, 3, brave requires objects (his operation, to go into the burning
building), indicating transitivity.

Ikeya (1995) also noted that in English, there are some adjectives that must combine with a
prepositional phrase, with a clause starting with that, or with a verb phrase (to VP), such as fond
(of)/thich, worthy (of)/dang dé, desirous (of)/mong mudn, etc.

Let us examine the following examples.

(10) a. He is fond of children.(Anh 4y thich tré con.)

b. His behavior is worthy of reverence. (Hanh vi cia anh ay [that] dang kinh trong.)

c. The incident is worthy to be remembered. (Su viéc do [that] dang nh¢.)

d. We are desirous of such result. (Ching t6i mong mudn két qua nhu thé.)

e. He is desirous that I should go there to help the needy. (Anh 4y mong [rang] t6i nén dén d6 dé
giup nhiing nguoi ngheo.)

(Ikeya, 1995, p.155)

The sentences in examples 10 show that the adjectives express characteristics of bivalent verb. 7o
be fond of can be replaced by the transitive verb like - a typical bivalent verb. However, relying solely
on this substitutability makes it difficult to determine whether the phrase following the adjective is an
actant or circumstant. Fond of, worthy of, and desirous of can be considered equivalent to transitive
verbs, but not all such structures (adjective + PP) can be replaced by corresponding transitive verbs.
Therefore, the phrases following these adjectives (to PP, to VP, that clause) are still considered
complements for the adjectives. Moreover, it is not always easy to distinguish the semantic roles of verb
phrases (to VP) in easy to read and worthy to be remembered, so both verb phrases are viewed by Ikeya
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as complements for the adjectives. He considers these adjectives as monovalent verb, not bivalent verb.
In corresponding Vietnamese sentences, the nucleus predicate can be a verb (thich/like, love;, mong
muon/hope, want) or an adjective (ddng/worthy), and the phrases following the verb or adjective can be
direct objects in the form of a noun (¢ con/kids, children), a verb (kinh trong/respect, nho/miss,
remember), or a clause (t6i nén dén dé dé givip nhitng nguwoi nghéo / I should go there to help the poor).

Borjars and Vincent (2010, p. 1) stated that “... from a semantic perspective, there is a reason to
discuss a range of complements available to adjectives similar to those for verbs, as evidenced by near-
synonymous pairs: fear/be afraid of, love/be fond of, regret/be regretful of ”. Semantically, Vietnamese
and English adjectives are quite similar in their ability to govern objective elements. The primary
syntactic difference is that Vietnamese adjectives may or may not require a preposition before the
object, whereas most English adjectives must have a preposition before the object (with rare exceptions
like near: The supermarket is near the station | Siéu thi (thi) gan nha ga).

5. Conclusions

Comparing the syntactic functioning of Vietnamese and English adjectives, the study has found that
there exist both similarities and differences in several aspects. Regarding the ability to act as predicates
in sentences, most Vietnamese adjectives can independently function as predicates like intransitive
verbs. In contrast, English adjectives cannot do this. English adjectives can be the main component of
predicates but must be connected to the subject by linking verbs. This is a fundamental difference in the
syntactic form of adjectives in the two languages from typologically different languages. Regarding the
ability to function as transitive verbs: Vietnamese adjectives can function like transitive verbs, and most
intransitive adjectives can be used transitively. English adjectives also express transitivity, but not as
clearly as Vietnamese adjectives do. In terms of similarities to verbs: Vietnamese adjectives have a high
degree of similarity to Vietnamese verbs, which is an important basis for many Vietnamese linguists to
classify these two groups into one word class (predicator). In contrast, English adjectives and verbs are
very clearly independent, both morphologically and syntactically.
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Mot nghién ctru dbi chiéu chirc niing ct phap
ciia tinh tir tiéng Viét va tinh tir tiéng Anh

Tém tit: Bai bao nay so sanh chirc nang ca phap cua tinh tur tiéng Viét voi tinh tir tiéng Anh dé xac
dinh nhimg diém tuong ddng va khac biét giira chiing vé: (i) Vé kha nang dong vai tro vi ngi trong cau:
hau hét cac tinh tir tiéng Viét c6 thé hoat dong doc 1ap 1am vi ngit giong nhu vi tr ndi dong. Tinh tir
tleng Anh c6 thé 1a thanh phéan chinh ciia vi ngit nhung phai dugc nodi voi chu ngir bang dong tir lién
két. (i) V& kha nang hoat dong nhu vi tir ngoai dong: Tinh tir tiéng Viét c6 thé hoat dong nhu vi tir
ngoai dong mot cach kha linh hoat. Hau hét céc tinh tir ndi dong déu co thé chuyén sang hoat dong nhu
vi tir ngoai dong; Tinh tir tiéng Anh ciing thé hién tinh ngoai dong, nhung khong rd rang nhu tinh tir
tiéng Viét. Nghién ciru nay mang dén sy hiéu biét sau sic hon vé ban chat cta tinh tir ndi chung, va
chirc nang cua tinh tir trong hai ngén ngir ¢ loai hinh khac nhau. Bai bao cling nham muc dlch giap
ngudi hoc hiéu cach sir dung ding céu c6 tinh tir la hat nhan cua vi ngir trong tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét,
va cach chuyén dich hiéu qua cic miu ciu nay giita hai ngon ngi.

Tir khoa: Tinh tur; vi tir; vi ngit hat nhan; tinh tir ndi dong; tinh tir ngoai dong.

Appendix

Sources of Illustrative Data

The Vietnamese examples discussed in this article are drawn from the following literary,
lexicographic, and other written sources:

1. Nguyén Du. Truyén Kiéu. NXB Vin hoc, 2022.

2. Nhiéu tic gid. Bon Nhén Van Giai Pham Truée Toa An Du Ludn. NXB Sy that, 1959.

3. Thién Nién Ky. Goi bong dém hoa néi nhé. CAYBUTTRE.VN, 2022.

4. Nguyén Dinh Chiéu. Luc Vin Tién. NXB Pai hoc Su pham, 2025.

5. Nguyén Khai. Hoa Vang. NXB Vin hoc, 1959.

6. Nguyén Du. Truyén Kiéu. NXB Vin hoc, 2022.

7. Nhiéu tac gia. Tir dién Thanh ngit va Tuc ngit Viét Nam. NXB Vin hoc, 2023.

8. Lé Van Hién. Nguc Kon Tum. NXB Hoi Nha van, 2018.

9. Khuyét danh. Bich Cdu ki ngé. NXB Dai hoc Hué, 1964.

10. Bui My Hanh. Tuyén tdp tho chon. NXB Vin hoc, 2010.

11. Khuong Hiru Dung. Tir dém muwoi chin. NXB Da Nang, 1996.

12. Tran L& Van. Tuyén tdp tho van, 2010.

13. Hoang Ngoc Phach. 76 Tdam. NXB Hoi Nha van, 2022.

14. Kim Lan. Con ché xdu xi. NXB Vin hoc, 2022.



