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Abstract

Affirmation and negation are the most basic forms of language in each language. Many things can be
expressed either in affirmative or in negative way. In the Vietnamese language system, using negative
expressions is more abundant than using affirmative ones. Because of this, the use of negatives in
spoken Vietnamese is relatively high. Double negative is a common language phenomenon in
Vietnamese spoken language, but there is not much research about double negative. The following is a
preliminary understanding of the grammar and semantics, as well as a study of double negative forms
in Vietnamese.
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1. Vietnamese Negative Sentences
1.1 Overview of Vietnamese Negative Sentences
Negation is an indispensable language expression in every language, and Vietnamese is no exception.
The traditional Vietnamese grammar divides the negative forms into three types. First, sentences with
negative and negative meanings are called “true negatives”, such as: Tdi qua, t6i khong di choi (I did
not go out to play last night). Second, there is a negative mark but no negative meaning, called “false
negative”, such as: Anh dy con khong t6t? (He is not a good person, isn’t he?). Third, there is no
negative mark but there is a negative meaning, such as: C6 bé 4y ma xinh! (She is beautiful!). The third
type of negation is generally uses modal words to express negative meanings. In addition to the above
traditional classification methods, there is another classification method that divides negative sentences
into all negative and partial negative types, e.g.,
N6 khong guhf (He does not go to school).

LI

- All negative.
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N6 hoc bai khong thudc (He was not prepared for the lesson).

—> All negative.

These two classifications are the two most commonly used.

In Vietnamese, the negative means of expression are complex and diverse. It is not just the use of
negative words to express negative meaning. Other expressions are also used. “khong”, “ching”, “cha”
and “chua” are the most common negative words in Vietnamese. Among them, “khéng” is a neutral
semantic color, “ching” has an emphasis color of “absolute” negation, “cha” is mostly used for spoken
language, and “chua” indicates that the speaker mentioned something or an event at the time of
speaking did not appear or did not happen. The four negative adverbs in Vietnamese can generally be
combined with all verbs and adjectives, and it seems that they are not subject to any semantic
restrictions. The first three are interchangeable in any structure. But if arranged according to semantic
colors, then the arrangement of these three words: khong<ching<cha. In addition, position, voice,
intonation, and rhetorical tone are also used by Vietnamese to express negation. In Vietnamese, this
form is called an unmarked negative sentence. The Vietnamese negative sentence is also unique in that
it can use animal names to express negative meanings. In addition to the four above-mentioned
frequency of use, the negative words in Vietnamese have a “coc” (frog) with coarse tone in the spoken
language. The negative degree of “coc” is far greater than the negative words such as “khong”, “chang”,
“cha” and “chua”. “Ché” (dog) and “khi” (monkey) are also common negative words. In terms of
emotional  color, these negative words are arranged in the following order:
khong<chwa<chang<cha<céc<khi<cho. It can be seen that the animal name “ch6” (the dog) expresses
the strongest emotional color. Compared with “ch¢” (dog) and “khi” (monkey), the expression of “coc”
expresses more euphemistically. In addition, using modal words in Chinese language to express
negative meaning is also a very common phenomenon.

1.2 A Review of Research Vietnamese Negative Sentences

The negative question in Vietnamese was put forward very early. In 1977, Nguyén Dtic Dan published
“Logic va sy phi dinh trong tiéng Viét”, mainly discussing the logic of negation. In 1983, in the study
of “Phu dinh va bac bo”, the linguist divided negative sentences into two types of negation: description
and refutation, and analyzed two forms again deeply. In 2004, Di¢p Quang Ban “Ngir phap tiéng Viét”
divided the negative phenomenon in Vietnamese into six categories, mainly based on the negative
adverb component as a classification criterion. In addition, many Vietnamese linguists studied the
negative phenomena from a pragmatic perspective in the past few years, such as: Nguyén Thi Nhi
(2001) of “Hanh dong tir chdi trong tiéng Viét”, Nguyén Thi Mai (2005) “Cach thé hién hanh vi tir chbi
10i cau khién bang cac phat ngon lang tranh”, Nguyén Quang Ngoan “Mot s chién lugc phan bac
thuong dung trong tiéng Viét”, Luu Quy Khuong (2008) “Nghi thirc 16i tir chdi mot d& nghi giap d&
trén co so 1y thuyét hanh vi ngon ngir”. It can be seen that although there have been many studies on

negative phenomena, there has been little mention of double negative sentences. Only the earliest
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linguists in Hoang Trong Phién mentioned this problem in “Ngit phap tiéng Viét”: double negation is
negative negation, and double negation is equivalent to affirmative form. In addition, in his own
research he also proposed several methods of expression of double negatives, which mainly include:
S+khoéng thé khong (can not not) V

S+khong khoi khong (Not unavoidable) V

S+khong phai la khong (is not no) V

Khong (not) S+khong (not) V

Khong phai (not) S+khong (not) V

2. Vietnamese Double Negative Sentence

In simple terms, double negation is negative twice, meaning that there are two negative words in a
sentence, and affirmative semantics is expressed in the form of negation plus negation. In Vietnamese
spoken language, double negation is a very common phenomenon.

2.1 Negative Subject

In this structure, a set of double negative words is combined into the subject:

Khong (phai)+X+phiém dinh+khong+S=>X+S

Negative Word+X+General Negative Word+S

Example:

(1) Khong ngay nao khong c6 mot cu dan bi dua dén don canh sat.

(There is no day a resident was taken to a police station).

Subject:

Khong+ngay-+nao+khong co+mot cu dan

Negative Word+X+General Negative Word+S

=>Ngay nao cling c6 mdt cu dan.

In Vietnamese, if the subject has a double negative phenomenon, modal words such as “ma/lai” will
appear between the two negative words. The role of these modal words is to allow the hearer to quickly
determine that the two negative words “khong” (not) mean the equivalent of “déu/ciing” (all/also).

2.2 Negative Predicates

First we look at these examples:

(2) T6i ctia bd con chi khdng phai khéng to.

Your sins Negative words Negative words Large

(Your sins are not big).

(3) Y ciing khong thé khéng an.

He also negative words negative words to eat

(He can’t stop eating).

(4) Cb gigo khdng hé nghi rang t6i khéng hoc bai.

Teacher negative words think of my negative words review
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(The teacher never thought [ wouldn’t review).

From the example, it can be seen that Vietnamese negative predicate phenomenon has two modes:
“khéng  (phai/thé)/chua/chang+khong/chua/ching+V”  (like example 2, 3) and “khong
(phai/Thé)+X+khong/chua/ching+V” (Example 4). In the perception of Vietnamese, this double
negative is equivalent to strengthening affirmative meaning. For example, in Example 3 above, the
phrase “khong thé khong+an” (can’t be eaten) would mean “reluctant to eat”. In Example 4, “khong hé
nghi rang t6i khong hoc bai” has a meaning that I always review.

2.3 Negative Subject+Negative Predicate

“Negative subject+negative predicate” is the most common double negative phenomenon. Its basic
mode is:

Khong (phai) S khong V

Negative words S Negative words V

From a semantic perspective, this negative semantic color is slightly lighter than the corresponding
affirmative sentence. This is contrary to the negative predicate phenomenon, e.g.:

(5) Khéong phai t6i khéng biét thé 1 hay.

Negative words negative words

(Not that I don’t know if that’s good).

T6i biét thé 1a hay

(I know that’s good).

(6) Khéng phai t6i khéng chap nhan.

Negative words negative words

(It’s not that I don’t accept it).

T6i chdp nhan

(T accept).

In some cases, this pattern will produce ambiguity, e.g.:

(7) Khong phai Lan khong di hoc.

Negative words negative words

(It’s not that Lan doesn’t have off class).

Example 7 will have two meanings: First, it is not because of absence of class, but Xiaoming is not in
class; Second, Lan is not in class, but she is late. In other words, the first negative word “Khong phai”
in the example may be the main “Lan” or the second negative word “Khong”.

Let’s look at another example:

(8) Ca ring cay khong cay nao khong bi thuong.

Negative words General reference words negative words

(There is no tree in the deep forest was not injured).

Cay nao cling bi thuong

(So the trees were all injured).
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(9) Thir tinh cam 4y khéng ngudi nao khéng co.

Negative words General reference words negative words

(No one does not have that feeling).

Thir tinh cam 4y ai ciing c6

(Everybody has that feeling).

From examples 8 and 9, we can propose another double negative formula: “khong+X+General
reference+khong+V”. In fact, the general position of Vietnamese is very flexible.

(10) Khéng bao gid n6 khéng nhic dén may.

Negative words General reference words Negative words

(There was no time he didn’t mention you).

From examples 8, 9, and 10, we can draw the formula: “khong+generalized word+X+generalized word
+khong+V”. The flexible position of the generalized word and the negative word “khong” combine to
give the subject part an absolute negative meaning. The appearance of generalized words makes the
negation color of sentences of negative subjects+negative predicates more absolute.

2.4 Clause of Negative Complex Sentence

In Vietnamese, there are some conjunctions, adverbs, or pronouns in the two clauses of a complex
sentence, €.g.:

(11) Khéng ai khéng 1am ma tuéng minh dang dimg trudc canh tuong do.

Negative words negative words conjunction

(Everyone thought they were still standing there).

(12) Pdng tién di vao tay ma khong dinh mot chut thi khéng hop dao 1y.

Conjunction negative words negative words

(The money is in the hand, it’s not reasonable to take a little).

(13) Khéng phai vi thé ma ngai khéng thay mat dan nia.

Negative words conjunction negative words

(Not because you don’t represent the people).

In the above compound sentence, “khong” can be used to negate the first sentence (11) and can be used
to deny the latter half (12). When “khong” is also distributed in two clauses, it can deny the entire
sentence (13). If the conjunction “ma” appears in a double-negative complex sentence, then the entire
sentence will be pejorative. The self-conjunction “ma” has no derogatory meaning, but it has a turning
direction.

2.5 Other Double Negative Forms

In addition to the above typical double-negative forms, there are other forms in the Vietnamese
language system, such as the negative word “khong”+the negative meaning Hanyin negative word
“phi/v6/bat” (non/none/no), e.g.:

(14) Khéng c6 diéu gi bt hop li ca.

Negative words Han Yue Yin negative words
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(Nothing is unreasonable).

(15) Khong phai la phi li.

Negative words Han Yue Yin negative words

(It’s not unreasonable).

The combination of negative words “khong” and some modal words “naoco, dauphai, daucé” is also a
double negative of Vietnamese.

(16) Lan déu c6 khong dén.

Lan modal words negative words come

(Lan is not not coming).

(17) Pau phai n6 khéng hoc hanh gi.

Modal Words He Negative Word Learning

(Not that he didn’t study hard).

In the general case, a sentence with two negative words will be considered as a double negative
sentence. But in fact, not all sentences with two negative words are double negative sentences.

(18) N6 khong gay ma ciing khéng béo.

Negative words thin negative words fat

(He is neither thin nor fat).

(19) Séng khéng ra séng, chét khong ra chét.

Negative words live Negative words dead

(Neither dead nor live).

(20) Ca ngay n6 ching ndi ching ring.

Negative words speak negative words speak

(He never speaks all day).

(21) No tir nho da khéng cha khong me.

Negative words father negative words mother

(He had no parents since he was a child).

Examples 18, 19, 20, and 21 are not double-negative sentences, but simply deny two opposites
“gay/béo; sdng/chét” or the same factor “ndi/rang; cha/me”. These examples do not have a positive
meaning. In addition, the interrogative word “khonglé/ changld” (negative) with a negative element
combined with a negative word does not belong to the double negative category, e.g.:

(22) Khéng 1& n6 dén rdi ma lai khéng tham thay ?

Question words Negative words

(Does he come and do not come to see you?).

2.6 Double Negation and Affirmative Form

In the general case, the double negative form is equal to the affirmative form. But will there be a
difference between the two expression methods? Let’s take a look at an example:

(23) Bira an d6 chac chan s€ lam t6i nén mua
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(The meal will definitely make me sick).

*Bita dn d6 khong thé khong s& 1am t6i non mura.

Bita an d6 khong thé khong 1am t6i nén mura.

(That meal can’t not make me feel sick)

(24) Viéc d6 chic chin s& anh huong dén viée hoc cua chau

(It will definitely affect your learning).

*Viéc d6 khong thé khong s& anh hudng dén viée hoc cua chau.

Viéc d6 khong thé khong anh huong dén viée hoc cua chau

(It can not affect your study).

(25) Toi phai dén d6 mot lan

(I must to go over there).

T6i khong thé khéng dén d6 mot lan

(I can’t not going there).

From the example, we can conclude that the double negative “khong thé khong” is equivalent to the
affirmative word “chac chan/phai” (certain). But there will be a little difference between them. The
Vietnamese double negative sentence cannot bring the “s€” (will/will) time word behind, and the
affirmative “chic chin” does.

In Vietnamese, “khong thé quén” (can not be forgotten)=“khéng thé khéng nhé™” (can not not
remember). The difference between these two statements is that “quén X” X has already occurred, and
“khong nhé X does not have this assumption.

2.7 The Semantic Nuances of Double Negative Sentences

In general, the semantic color of a double-negative sentence is more objective and more euphemistic
than an affirmative sentence. It can bring more effects and can persuade the listener. According to the
semantic color, affirmative sentence and double negative sentence will have the following order: phai V
(certain V)>khong thé khong V (cannot not V)>khéng Vkhoéngduge (not V cannot)>khong thé nio
khong (cannot not)>khong thé khong+X (cannot be X). Although the negative words of double
negative sentences are basically composed of negative words of “khong”, when this negative word is
combined with each modal word, it will produce different color phrases. This makes the double

negative format an interesting phenomenon in Vietnamese.

3. Conclusion

The above is a preliminary study of the double negative structure in Vietnamese. As a typical isolated
language, Vietnamese vocabulary system is more developed. The double negative structure of
Vietnamese is a common phenomenon because each pair of negative words can be combined with each
modal or generalized word to create a different semantic color. Therefore, in Vietnamese, the double
negative format has multi-level semantic color functions. Of course, there are many issues that need to

be studied in relation to the double-negation format. For example, why do we affirm that forms can be
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followed by words that represent the future and double-negation forms cannot? In which case, a
sentence with two negative words cannot be regarded as a double negative sentence? These problems

also need to be studied more deeply.
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