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Abstract

This study explores the cognitive mechanisms underlying spatial conceptualization in
Vietnamese, focusing on the directional markers ra (‘out’) and vao (‘into’) in contrast
with their English equivalents. Using a cognitive linguistic framework and bilingual
corpus analysis, the study reveals that, unlike English, which primarily employs
goal-oriented prepositions, Vietnamese conceptualizes spatial relations through
containment schemas and hierarchical reference frames. Vietnamese conceptualizes
motion based on interior/exterior contrasts, narrow/wide spaces, and regional axes
(e.g., vao Nam ‘into the South, ra Bdc ‘out to the North’), while English focuses on
endpoints with prepositions like into or to. The findings highlight key differences in
spatial cognition, particularly in directional conceptualization and sociocultural
influences. This study contributes to cognitive linguistics, cross-linguistic spatial
representation, and translation studies, offering insights into how language-specific
structures shape conceptualization and influence meaning construction across
different linguistic systems.
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2 TRAN VAN DUONG
1 Introduction

Spatial orientations and directions are fundamental to human cognition and
are systematically expressed through language. However, different languages
conceptualize and encode spatial motion in distinct ways, influenced by fac-
tors such as “viewpoint’, “reference frames” (Levinson, 2003: 39—50), cognitive
“salience”, and “focus of attention” (Talmy, 2000: 76). This variation aligns with
Langacker’s (2008: 43-44) theory of “conceptual content” and “construal’,
where different languages impose different perspectives on the same spa-
tial scene. Similarly, Aurnague et al. (2007: 6) highlight the “categorization of
spatial relations”, showing how languages differ in this regard, particularly in
terms of containment and path-based motion.

Vietnamese provides a compelling case where the directional markers ra
and vao encode both spatial containment and directional perspective, unlike
English, which primarily relies on goal-oriented prepositions (Talmy, 2000).
More significantly, Vietnamese spatial encoding reveals patterns that challenge
existing theoretical frameworks in cognitive linguistics, necessitating new the-
oretical models to account for hierarchical spatial organization and culturally-
embedded spatial schemas. Consider the following Vietnamese sentences:

(1)  Co 4y tui trong nha lao ra sdn.
She rushed out of the house and into the yard.

(2) Anh 4y tit ngoai ngo vao sdn.
He went into the yard from the alley.

Both sentences describe movement toward the same destination—the yard—
but are encoded differently depending on the reference frame and perceived
spatial configuration. ‘Ra sdn’ (‘out to the yard’) emphasizes motion away from
an enclosed space (the house), while vao san’(‘into the yard’) highlights move-
ment into a contained area from an open exterior (the alley). This contrast
reveals that Vietnamese employs a hierarchical spatial organization where the
same destination can be construed as either interior or exterior depending on
the source of motion and cultural spatial schemas—a phenomenon that exist-
ing containment theories cannot adequately explain.

In contrast, English encodes both scenarios using the preposition into,
reflecting a goal-oriented approach to spatial relationships (Talmy, 2000;
Tyler & Evans, 2003). Jackendoff (1983) and Geeraerts (2010) further argue
that lexical semantics plays a key role in shaping spatial interpretation. While
English spatial prepositions categorize movement based on goal-orientation,
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SPATIAL CONCEPTUALIZATION IN VIETNAMESE 3

Vietnamese motion encoding suggests a system that foregrounds spatial “con-
tainment” and “reference frames” (Levinson, 2003: 39—50). The semantic con-
trast between ra and vao exemplifies this difference, reinforcing Aurnague et
al’s (2007) categorization of spatial motion as either containment-based or
path-based. Whereas Vietnamese employs directionally specific containment
schemas, English focuses on the endpoint of motion, often collapsing distinc-
tions that other languages maintain (Talmy, 2000; Tyler & Evans, 2003).

This study aims to explore how Vietnamese and English speakers concep-
tualize and linguistically encode spatial relations, with particular attention to
the semantics of the directional markers ra and vao. Building on prior work in
cognitive semantics and cross-linguistic variation, the study has three primary
objectives: (i) to analyze the semantic network of ra and vao in Vietnamese,
comparing them with their English counterparts; (ii) to examine the cognitive
processes that underlie spatial conceptualization in Vietnamese and English,
focusing on reference frames, containment schemas, and directionality; and (iii)
to investigate the linguistic, cultural, and social influences that shape the expres-
sion of spatial motion encoded by ra and vao and their English counterparts,
with implications for translation and second language learning. Unlike studies
that explore non-spatial meaning extensions of ra and vao, such as their use in
abstract domains like knowing or support (Trin Van Duong, 2021), this study
focuses exclusively on their role in spatial conceptualization and encoding.

To address these objectives, the study is guided by the following research
questions: (i) How are the spatial meanings of ra and vao conceptualized and
encoded by Vietnamese speakers, and how do these compare with English
expressions of similar motion events? (ii) What cognitive differences exist
between Vietnamese and English speakers in terms of spatial conceptualiza-
tion, particularly regarding containment, path, and directionality? (iii) In what
ways do cultural and linguistic norms shape the expression of spatial relations
encoded by ra and vao in Vietnamese and their English counterparts, and how
might these insights inform cross-linguistic research, translation practices,
and pedagogical approaches in second language acquisition?

2 Theoretical Background

The interplay between spatial motion, its conceptualization, and its lin-
guistic encoding offers a window into how human cognition interfaces with
language. This study examines the Vietnamese directional markers ra and
vao alongside their English counterparts, situating the analysis within the
cognitive linguistic paradigm. Drawing on theories of spatial cognition,

COGNITIVE SEMANTICS 11 (2025) 1-33



4 TRAN VAN DUONG

conceptual construal, and cross-linguistic variation, it explores how these
markers reflect both universal embodied experiences and language-specific
cultural and historical influences (Talmy, 2000; Levinson, 2003). This sec-
tion outlines the theoretical foundations guiding the study, including cog-
nitive semantics, frames of reference, image schemas, and mental spaces,
while establishing their relevance to a contrastive analysis of spatial encod-
ing in Vietnamese and English. However, existing theories prove insufficient
to account for the hierarchical and culturally-embedded patterns found in
Vietnamese, necessitating theoretical innovation.

2.1 Cognitive Semantics and Spatial Conceptualization

Cognitive linguistics views language as an extension of embodied cognition,
where spatial relations emerge from conceptual structures grounded in bod-
ily experience (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Evans & Green, 2006). Langacker’s
(2008: 43-44) theory of conceptual construal provides a pivotal framework,
positing that languages profile spatial scenes through distinct lexical and
grammatical lenses. Central to this is the dynamic interplay of a trajector (the
moving entity) and a landmark (the reference point), which together delineate
a trajectory or path.

However, Langacker’s framework, while valuable, operates primarily on
binary trajector-landmark relationships and does not account for hierarchi-
cal spatial organization where multiple landmarks interact in culturally-
determined ways. As illustrated in example (1), Vietnamese expressions like
ra san and vao san reveal how ra and vao construe motion in terms of con-
tainment and directionality. English, by contrast, often foregrounds the goal
via prepositions like into, highlighting a divergence in construal: Vietnamese
emphasizes relational transitions, while English privileges endpoints.

Talmy’s (2000: 9) typology of “motion events” further enriches this analy-
sis. He distinguishes verb-framed languages, which encode path in the verb,
from satellite-framed languages, where path is expressed through satellites
like prepositions or particles. However, Vietnamese challenges this binary
typology in three fundamental ways. First, ra and vao can function both
as satellites and as main verbs within the same linguistic system. As satel-
lites, they pattern like English: Cé dy chay ra sdn (‘She ran out to the yard),
where PATH is encoded in ra and MANNER in chay. But they also function as
motion verbs: Cé dy ra Ha N§i (‘She went to Hanoi’), where PATH is encoded
in the main verb ra itself. Second, and most significantly, ra and vao encode
cultural-spatial schemas rather than purely geometric PATH relationships.
The same destination can be encoded differently depending on hierarchical
containment: ra san (‘out to the yard’) from inside the house versus vao san
(‘into the yard’) from the alley, demonstrating that cultural reference frames
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SPATIAL CONCEPTUALIZATION IN VIETNAMESE 5

override geometric relationships. This multifunctional behavior suggests
the need for a third typological category: schema-based motion encoding,
where cultural and spatial schemas determine encoding patterns rather than
purely syntactic constraints.

2.2 Frames of Reference in Spatial Cognition
Levinson’s (2003: 39-50) typology of spatial “reference frames"—intrinsic,
relative, and absolute—provides a foundational framework for analyzing cross-
linguistic variation in spatial orientation. However, Vietnamese spatial encod-
ing reveals a fourth type that Levinson’s framework cannot accommodate:
hierarchical-cultural frames. In this model, intrinsic frames rely on object-
internal features, relative frames depend on the speaker’s viewpoint, and abso-
lute frames draw on fixed external coordinates (Ly Toan Thang, 2005, 2012).
Vietnamese makes use of all three systems, but the directional markers ra and
vao frequently operate within a hierarchical-cultural frame that combines
containment-based intrinsic features with socio-cultural and geographic con-
ventions. For instance, expressions such as vao Nam (‘into the South’) and ra Bdc
(‘out to the North’) exemplify this hybrid frame, where spatial encoding reflects
historical and cultural conceptions of containment versus openness rather than
mere cardinal directionality (Nguyén Tai C4n, 1991). This challenges Levinson’s
tripartite system and suggests that spatial reference frames must account for
cultural-historical embedding, not just geometric or deictic relationships.
English, conversely, leans toward relative and absolute frames, with preposi-
tions like to or into emphasizing goal-directed motion without foregrounding
containment contrasts. Levinson’s framework helps explain an important dif-
ference: Vietnamese spatial cognition integrates hierarchical reference points
such as the house, yard, or regional divisions, while English favors a linear,
endpoint-oriented trajectory. This aligns with Hickmann’s (2006) findings on
motion relativity, suggesting that spatial encoding mirrors culturally salient
distinctions—a lens this study applies to the socio-cultural dimensions of ra
and vao. This challenges Levinson’s tripartite system and suggests that spa-
tial reference frames must account for cultural-historical embedding, not just
geometric or deictic relationships.

2.3 Image Schemas and Mental Spaces

The role of image schemas, as proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), pro-
vides a deeper cognitive basis for analyzing ra and vao. Image schemas are
recurring, embodied patterns of experiences (e.g., containment, path, source-
goal) that structure spatial language. In Vietnamese, the containment schema
is central: ra encodes motion from an interior to an exterior space, while
vao marks the reverse, reflecting a bodily experience of boundaries akin to
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6 TRAN VAN DUONG

inhaling and exhaling (Johnson, 1987). This schema extends metaphorically, as
in ra toa (‘out to court’) or vao tu (‘into prison’), where social and legal domains
are conceptualized as spatial containers. English, however, often collapses
these distinctions into a single schema of goal-orientation (to court, to prison),
underscoring a divergence in metaphorical extension.

Fauconnier’s (1994) theory of mental spaces and Fillmore’s (2006) theory
of frame semantics complement this analysis by framing spatial expressions
as dynamic cognitive constructs. Mental spaces and frames are temporary
conceptual domains activated during discourse, allowing speakers to shift per-
spectives. In Vietnamese, ra and vao activate distinct mental spaces based on
whether motion traverses an open or enclosed trajectory, as seen in the contrast
between ra sdn and vao sdn. English, by contrast, tends to unify these spaces
under a single preposition (into), reflecting a less differentiated cognitive map-
ping. This interplay of schemas and mental spaces underscores the study’s
focus on how language-specific structures shape spatial conceptualization.

2.4 Cross-Linguistic Variation and Cultural Influence

Building on Aurnague et al. (2007), who argue that languages categorize spa-
tial relations through containment or path-based systems, this study hypothe-
sizes that Vietnamese prioritizes containment and hierarchical frames, while
English emphasizes path and goal. This aligns with Jackendoff’s (1983) and
Geeraerts’ (2010) emphasis on lexical semantics as a driver of spatial interpre-
tation. Vietnamese ra and vao carry rich semantic networks, extending beyond
physical motion to encode dispersion (dd tée ra ‘spill out’), concentration (xim
vao ‘huddle together’), and regional movement (vao Nam, ra Bdc). English
equivalents, such as out, into, or to, lack this polysemy, reflecting a more uni-
form spatial lexicon.

Cultural and historical factors further shape these differences. Vietnam’s lin-
ear geography and historical north-south division (Nguyén Lai, 2001; Ly Toan
Théang, 2005) imbue ra and vao with socio-spatial meanings absent in English.
For instance, the vao Nam~-ra Bdc schema reflects a containment metaphor
rooted in 15th-century territorial perceptions, not merely a directional conven-
tion. English, lacking such a culturally specific spatial axis, relies on abstract or
topographic markers (north, south), highlighting a contrast in how linguistic
systems embed socio-cultural cognition.

3 Data and Methodology

This study employs a corpus-based cognitive approach to examine how ra and
vao in Vietnamese, along with their English equivalents, are conceptualized
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and encoded in spatial representation. The analysis is based on bilingual
Vietnamese-English textual data, allowing for a contrastive examination of
spatial cognition and encoding strategies across the two languages.

The dataset consists of 275 instances of ra and 355 instances of vao, along
with their corresponding English translations. These instances were extracted
from the bilingual corpus including H6 Anh Thai’s (2004) Tinh yéu sau chién
tranh: Tuyén tdp truyén ngan Viét Nam duong dai and its English translation Love
after War: Contemporary Fiction from Viet Nam (Karlin & H6 Anh Théi, 2003).
The Vietnamese collection features short stories by 45 Vietnamese authors,
while the English version was translated by Wayne Karlin and a team of transla-
tors. Additional data were obtained from the Vietlex Corpus, developed by the
Vietnam Lexicography Center, which provides extensive Vietnamese language
data. Furthermore, the Corpus of Contemporary American English (coca), a
widely used reference for modern English usage, was utilized to validate the
English equivalents of ra and vao. All numbered examples in this study (e.g.,
(1), (2)) are drawn from the bilingual corpus Tinh yéu sau chién tranh: Tuyén
tdp truyén ngan Viét Nam duong dai and its English translation by a consistent
team of translators. Since all examples come from the same bilingual corpus,
individual source citations are not provided. The Corpus of Contemporary
American English (coca) was used only to verify the typicality and frequency
of English spatial expressions, particularly to confirm translated equivalents
when needed. The data were selected to ensure linguistic representativeness,
encompassing a range of spatial contexts where these markers occur.

The collected data were categorized using VietCorpus, a bilingual corpus
analysis platform, to systematically classify instances of ra and vao based on:
spatial configurations (e.g., containment, path, directionality); cognitive sche-
mas (e.g., source-path-goal, trajector-landmark alignments); and linguistic
and cultural contexts. The dataset was also analyzed to classify ra and vao as
verbs, prepositions, adverbs/particles, or serial verb constructions, reflecting
their varied syntactic behaviors across contexts. Each instance was analyzed
within its context to identify its cognitive components and functional roles in
different “proto-scenes” (Tyler & Evans, 2003: 50-53). The analysis focused on
key cognitive components, including source (starting point of motion), path
(trajectory of motion), goal (endpoint of motion), trajector (moving entity),
and landmark (reference point).

To achieve the research objectives, the study employed a descriptive
and interpretative analytical approach, integrating theories from cognitive
semantics and spatial cognition. The framework was guided by: image-
schema theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), examining containment and motion
schemas; trajector-landmark alignment (Langacker, 1987, 2008), analyzing
spatial relationships in Vietnamese and English; frames of reference in spatial
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8 TRAN VAN DUONG

cognition (Levinson, 2003), considering intrinsic, relative, and absolute refer-
ence systems; cross-linguistic motion encoding typology (Talmy, 2000), iden-
tifying differences between Vietnamese and English spatial representation
strategies.

This methodological approach allows for a comprehensive contrastive
analysis, highlighting the cognitive and cultural influences on spatial encod-
ing in Vietnamese and English. The findings contribute to cognitive linguistic
research, translation studies, and second language acquisition, particularly in
understanding how Vietnamese and English speakers conceptualize and lin-
guistically encode spatial motion.

4 Findings and Discussion

The data analysis reveals that the semantic network of the spatial directional
markers ra and vao in Vietnamese is multifaceted. Beyond their core meaning
related to the spatial configuration of containment, these markers also denote
movements across various spatial dimensions, including movements between
narrow and wide or closed and open areas. Additionally, they encode centrif-
ugal and radial movements, as well as movements between regions along the
country derived from the concepts vao Nam and ra Bdc, which reflects the lin-
guistic and cultural particularities of Vietnamese spatial cognition.

41 Ra—Vao Involving a Configuration of Containment

The spatial configuration of containment, including an interior space, an
exterior space, and a boundary, forms the fundamental distinction between
the directions vao and ra. This conceptualization is likely rooted in human
bodily experience, where the skin functions as a natural boundary sepa-
rating the interior from the exterior (Tyler & Evans, 2003). Daily activities,
such as inhaling and exhaling, serve as foundational experiences that inform
the cognitive representation of vao and ra as motion inward and outward,
respectively.

Containment configurations in Vietnamese are organized radially, with
three-dimensional containers serving as the prototype at the center of this
conceptual category (Tyler & Evans, 2003). For example, nha (‘house’) repre-
sents a prototypical three-dimensional container, while sdn (‘yard’) extends
this schema as a less bounded, two-dimensional instance. Surrounding the
prototype are less typical configurations, including two-dimensional entities
such as trong khu ddt (‘in an area of land’), trong vuon (‘in the garden’); weather
phenomena such as trong mua (‘in the rain’), trong bdo (‘in the storm’), trong
suong (‘in the mist’), trong gio (‘in the wind’); and liquids such as trong nudc
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(‘in the water’). These examples illustrate the diverse applications of contain-
ment as a spatial schema in Vietnamese.

4.1.1 Three-Dimensional Containers

The proto-scene of ra and vao can be visualized as a three-dimensional con-
tainer, as illustrated in Figure 1. In this configuration, ra denotes the motion of
a trajector from the interior to the exterior of the boundary (Figure 1A), while
vao represents motion in the opposite direction, from the exterior to the inte-
rior (Figure 1B).

Analysis of corpus data indicates that motion from the interior space to
the exterior, as illustrated in Figure 1A, is predominantly encoded by ra, either
independently or with auxiliary specifiers such as ra ti (out from) or other
analogous constructs. In contrast, English employs a broader array of linguistic
expressions to encode such motion, including out, out of, outside, from, out into,
and off. Consider the following examples:

(3)  Anh budc ra véi qua bau dung nuéc.
He walked out with wa dried pumpkin gourd filled with water.

(4)  Via ndi Bién vita mg hom ldy ra bo quan 4o ctia Ma.
As he spoke, Bien opened a chest and pulled out one of Mo’s old outfits.

(5)  Co gi ldy ra ti trong tii mdt phong bi dén kin, dua cho Tan.
The girl pulled a sealed envelope out of her bag and handed it to Tan.

(6) B mic vg ding nhu troi trong, Poan budc voi ra khdéi nha.
Leaving his wife standing motionless and alone, Poan walked briskly
out of the house.

o L

(A) (B)
FIGURE 1  Spatial Construal of Ra and Vao in Vietnamese:

Proto-Scene Involving a Three-Dimensional
Container
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In Vietnamese, two distinct patterns emerge in the use of ra to encode spa-
tial motion. In the first pattern, the containing element is de-emphasized or
relegated to the background, as seen in examples (3) and (4); this is typically
expressed through the simple [verb + ra] construction. In the second pattern, the
enclosing element is foregrounded, as illustrated in examples (5) and (6); this is
commonly conveyed using more complex structures such as [verb + ra tit trong +
x|, [verb + tittrong + x + ra], or [verb + ra khdi + x], where x denotes the container.

Statistical analysis of bilingual English texts shows that out and out of are
the most frequent lexical items for encoding motion from an inner to an outer
space, occurring at rates of 15.7% and 14.8%, respectively. Structurally, English
mirrors Vietnamese through two main constructions: [verb + out], as seen in
examples (3) and (4), and [verb + out of + x (container)], as observed in exam-
ples (5) and (6). These parallels reveal structural similarities in how the two
languages encode spatial motion, despite their differences in lexical choices
and grammatical frameworks.

The encoding of motion in Vietnamese with ra and vao reflects variations
in attentional focus and the cognitive salience of spatial components, such as
source, path, goal, trajector, and landmark (Lee, 2001; Tyler & Evans, 2003). For
example, in Xe dang ra (‘The car is coming out’) and Xe dang chay vao (‘The
car is coming in’), the goal is often backgrounded but recoverable from con-
text or optionally expressed, as in Xe dang ra ngé (‘The car is coming out into
the alley’) and Xe dang chay vao sdn (‘The car is coming into the yard’). These
contrasts demonstrate how Vietnamese flexibly encodes motion based on the
prominence of the goal. In Xe dang ra, the outward direction from a container
is foregrounded, with the goal implied, whereas Xe dang ra ngé explicitly spec-
ifies the alley as the endpoint. Similarly, Xe dang chay vao emphasizes inward
motion, while Xe dang chay vao san highlights the yard as the goal. Such
syntactic variations demonstrate a shared containment schema, where the
speaker’s cognitive focus shapes whether the goal is linguistically articulated,
reinforcing the role of conceptual structure in Vietnamese spatial cognition.
The syntactic dimension of this issue will be discussed in detail in section 4.5.

English encodes spatial relations and motion not only through particles
and prepositions but also via sentence components, particularly predicates. To
represent the directional movement illustrated in Figure 1A, English employs
constructions such as [verb + outside] and [verb + from + x], as shown in the
following examples.

(7)  Lan nay thi moi ngudi budc ra ngoai, ngudc nhin theo hudng tay toi chi.

This time, everyone stepped outside, turning to look in the direction I
was pointing.
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(8)  Ba bat tay thit nhiét tinh, hoi t6i uéng gi roi mé xéc ldy ra mot bic thu.
She shook my hand warmly and asked me what I'd like to drink. Then
she took a letter from her bag and handed it to me.

In (7), outside functions as a locative adverb. When combined with the verb
stepped, it encodes the direction of motion, emphasizing the destination—
the space outside the house. In (8), from highlights the starting point of the
movement, originating inside the container (the bag), and moving outward.
Both examples demonstrate movement from an inner space to an outer space.
However, in (7), the focus is on the destination, whereas in (8), the focus shifts
to the starting point.

In the opposite direction, movement directed from the exterior of a
boundary to its interior, as illustrated in Figure 1B, is typically encoded with
the lexical item vao. Common constructions include [verb + vao + x] and
[verb + sth + vdo + x], as demonstrated in examples (9) and (10). Additionally,
vao can function independently as a lexical verb encoding inward motion
in the construction [vao + x| as in vao nha (‘go into the house’), without a
preceding motion verb, as will be presented in detail in section 4.5.1. In these
instances, the spatial configuration of containment emerges as the primary
determinant in encoding the directionality of the motion. Similarly, in English
parallel texts, the two constructions most used to encode these directions are
[verb + into + x] and [verb + sth + in + x]. The former occurs in 131 out of 354
instances, accounting for 37.1% of the cases, while the latter appears in 39 out
of 354 instances, corresponding to 11%. This distribution highlights a prefer-
ence for the [verb + into + x] construction when expressing movement from
the exterior to the interior of a boundary.

(9) Mot c6 gdi nhé nhén ua vao nha téi nhu mét con gio.
The little girl rushed into the house like a sudden gust of wind.

(10) Mot tang vat toi gitt lam ky niém. Ngay mai phai nhé cho né vao va ly.
It was a gift which I kept to remember the giver. Tomorrow I must
remember to put it in my suitcase.

Interestingly, the Vietnamese data extracted from Vietlex corpus shows that in
some contexts, the direction of movement from the exterior to the interior of a
boundary is encoded using ra. Consider the following situations:

(1)  Chilap cap di ra phong ngoai.

She hurriedly went to the front room.
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12 TRAN VAN DUONG

(12)  Céc hanh khach déu ra phong dn.
The passengers all went to the dining room.

In these situations, the spatial configuration of a house appears to be the dom-
inant factor influencing how motion is conceptualized and encoded. Although
the direction of movement is toward the interior of a room’s boundary, it is
conceptualized within the broader spatial framework of a house, which con-
sists of back rooms and front rooms. In the Vietnamese cognitive framework,
movement from a back room to a front room within a house is conceptualized
as movement from the inside to the outside. This suggests that the encoding
of motion in Vietnamese is shaped not only by the notion of containment but
also by the specific spatial configuration of a house. In contrast, native English
speakers tend to conceptualize movement from one room to another within
a house as motion between two distinct locations. As a result, the directional
preposition commonly used in this context is ‘to.

As shown above, in Vietnamese, the direction of movement entering the
interior of a boundary as diagrammed in Figure 1B, is commonly encoded
with vao, as illustrated in (9); however, it is sometimes encoded by ra, as in
(1) and (12), depending on the perspective with different dominant factors. In
Vietnamese, there is also the phenomenon where the direction of movement
from one container to another is encoded using the pair ra—vao. Consider the
following situations:

(13)  Com cho ché nao nhiing thit nhiing mién nhiing nim, him lai dé' ra
bdt cén than.
The dog’s food consists of meat, noodles and mushrooms, re-warmed
and put into a bowl.

(14)  Anh ngoi xich gan t6i bdo d¢ thém nuéce tir qua bau vao ghe.
He shifted closer to me and asked me to pour more water from the
pumpkin shell into the jar.

In Vietnamese, the encoding of motion between containers reveals a sub-
tle interplay of spatial conceptualization, as seen in examples (13) and
(14). In (13), the motion is directed into the bounded space of a bowl, yet
it is encoded as ‘ra bat’ (‘out a bowl’) rather than ‘vao bdt’ (‘into a bowl’).
This occurs when the motion originates from a larger container and moves
toward a smaller one. Here, the larger container serves as the primary spatial
frame of reference, foregrounded in the conceptualization, while the smaller
container—the bowl—is backgrounded within the trajectory. Conversely, in
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SPATIAL CONCEPTUALIZATION IN VIETNAMESE 13

(14), the movement of water from a pumpkin shell into a jar aligns with a
containment schema and is encoded using vao, reflecting motion entering
the interior of a bounded space, consistent with a more straightforward spa-
tial orientation.

Analysis of Vietnamese textual data highlights that the relative size of con-
tainers significantly influences how motion is conceptualized and linguisti-
cally expressed in cases like (13) and (14). When movement occurs between
containers, the larger one typically dominates as the reference point, shaping
the choice of directional terms, while the smaller container plays a secondary
role in the spatial narrative.

In contrast, English exhibits a different conceptualization. Regardless of
whether motion occurs from a larger container to a smaller one, as in (13), or
from a smaller to a larger one, as in (14), English consistently encodes it as
entering a bounded space, using constructions like [verb + into/in]. The rela-
tive size of the containers does not affect the spatial framing; instead, English
relies uniformly on a containment-based schema. This results in a stable lin-
guistic pattern where the direction of motion—into a bounded area—remains
the focal point, unaffected by container size disparities, highlighting a key dif-
ference from the Vietnamese system.

4.1.2 Two-Dimensional Containers

In Vietnamese, when a container is conceptualized as a two-dimensional
spatial entity, movement between its external and internal spaces is typically
encoded using ra (outward) and vao (inward). This encoding reflects distinc-
tive patterns of spatial conceptualization, particularly evident in the context
of a traditional Vietnamese house’s spatial configuration. For example, motion
from the house to the yard, as in ‘tlt nha ra san’ (from the house to the yard) in
(15), or from the yard to the street, as in ‘tlt san ra dudng’ (from the yard to the
street) in (16), is consistently marked with ra.

Conversely, movement in the opposite direction, such as ‘tit dudng vao ngd’
(from the street to the alley) in (17) or ‘tl ngd vao san’ (from the alley to the
yard) in (18), employs vao. These examples illustrate how Vietnamese encodes
motion based on a hierarchical spatial framework rather than a strict notion
of bounded containment.

(15)  Co vung day lao ra sin, gao thét kéu ctu.
She jumped up and ran into the courtyard, crying for help.

(16)  Trinh lao theo nguoi dan ba ra dudng.
Trinh bolted into the street right behind the woman.
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(17)  Bién ddn t6i ngodt vao mot ngd ving.
Bien led me into an empty alley.

(18) Mot nguoi dan ong lao vit vao san.
A man drives his motorcycle into the yard.

In these cases, the concept of bounded containment is less prominent than
the spatial configuration of the house and its surrounding areas. The house
serves as the innermost space, followed by the yard, then the alley, and finally
the street or road. Movements outward through this hierarchy—such as
from the house to the yard or from the yard to the street (motions 1 and 2 in
Figure 2)—are systematically encoded with ra, even though the yard, street,
and alley might otherwise be seen as two-dimensional containers. In contrast,
English typically relies on a containment schema, encoding such motions with
constructions like [verb + into/in], as seen in the translations of (15) and (16).
Meanwhile, inward movements toward the house, such as from the street to
the alley or from the alley to the yard (motion 3 in Figure 2), are marked with
vao, aligning with the same hierarchical structure.

The encoding of motion events in Vietnamese, as seen in examples (15)
and (18), exemplifies Langacker’s (2008:43—44) theory of conceptual construal,
where speakers impose different perspectives on the same spatial scene based
on reference frames and spatial configurations. In Cé vang day lao ra san (‘She
jumped up and ran into the courtyard’), the yard is construed as an exterior
space relative to the house, the innermost reference point in the hierarchical
structure (house—yard-alley-street). The use of ra profiles the motion as out-
ward, emphasizing the transition from an enclosed container (the house) to
a less bounded area (the yard). Conversely, in Mgt nguoi dan 6ng lao vit vao
san (‘A man drove his motorcycle into the yard’), the yard is construed as an
interior space relative to the alley, an open exterior reference point. Here, vao
profiles the motion as inward, highlighting entry into a contained area within
the hierarchy. Despite both motions targeting the same destination (the yard),
the contrasting use of ra and vao reflects distinct conceptual construals driven
by the source of motion and the relational dynamics of the spatial configu-
ration. This highlights how Vietnamese motion encoding prioritizes cognitive
perspective over a uniform containment schema, unlike English, which con-
sistently uses into for both scenarios.

In Vietnamese motion events, the encoding of ra and vao prioritizes source-
path-goal schemas over deictic, speaker-centric reference frames, unlike static
spatial relations where deixis may influence positioning (Talmy, 2000). For
example, in static contexts, a speaker inside the house might describe a chick-
en’s location as con ga ¢ ngoai san (‘the chicken is outside the yard’), while
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a speaker on the street might say con ga ¢ trong san (‘the chicken is in the
yard’), reflecting the speaker’s perspective. In contrast, motion events such as
con ga chay vao san (‘the chicken ran into the yard’) from the street or con ga
chay ra san (‘the chicken ran out into the yard’) from the house are encoded
based on the source of motion (street or house) and the spatial configuration
of the yard within the hierarchical structure (house-yard—alley—street). This
highlights that ra and vao in motion contexts are anchored to spatial schemas
rather than the speaker’s position.

The hierarchical structuring of space in Vietnamese can also lead to contex-
tual distinctions in motion encoding, as seen in the contrast between 7a san’
and ‘ra khéi san’. Consider the following example:

(19)  Thé roi bat ngd ngusi dan ba budng dia tré ra, di tht nhanh ra khdi
bai cét xe ting hong, dudi theo lio dan ong.
Suddenly the woman released him, walked swiftly out of the field of
tanks and then ran after the man.

It is crucial to note the difference between ra sdn, as in (15), and ra khdi san, as
in (19). While ra sdn encodes movement toward the interior of the yard’s spa-
tial boundary, ra khdi sdn encodes movement away from the interior, crossing
the boundary into an exterior space. This distinction demonstrates the role
of spatial configuration in Vietnamese motion encoding, where ra does not
inherently indicate outward movement but instead aligns with hierarchical
spatial structuring. Consequently, ra sdn corresponds to into the yard, while ra
khdéi san corresponds to out of the yard/field.

D

g

5

G
10— 20 0
house | yard 3

FIGURE 2  Hierarchical Direction of Ra and Vao in
Vietnamese Based on the Spatial Configuration of
a Traditional House
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4.1.3 Weather, Light, and Darkness as Spatial Containers

In Vietnamese, weather phenomena such as rain and sunshine, as well as light
and darkness, are frequently conceptualized as spatial containers—bounded
regions that entities can move into or out of. This conceptual framework influ-
ences the use of directional particles like ra and vao to encode motion, with
the choice of particle determined by the spatial configuration of these phe-
nomena. The following examples illustrate this pattern:

(20)  Chiéc thuyén vo be lai hién ra trong lan suong s6m ctia mot budi mai.
The boat appeared again, moving out of the morning mist.

(21)  Muo6n 0m mét chay ra ngoai tréi mua.
Muon put her hands to her face and ran out into the rain.

The directional marker ra in (20) and (21) encodes distinct conceptualizations
of motion. In (20), ra in hién ra trong lan suong (appear from within the mist)
marks the emergence of a trajector into the speaker’s visual field. The phrase
suggests movement away from a spatially bounded region covered by the mist,
conceptualizing the mist as a container. Thus, ra encodes motion from an inte-
rior to an exterior space.

In contrast, in (21), ra in chay ra ngoai troi mua (run out into the rain)
does not indicate movement away from the rain but rather movement into
the rain. Here, the dominant reference frame is the house, which structures
the conceptualization of motion. Although the movement ultimately enters
a rain-covered space, it is primarily framed as exiting the house, reinforc-
ing the hierarchical structuring of space in Vietnamese motion encoding.
Consequently, ra is still used, emphasizing movement from an interior to an
exterior space.

A comparison with English reveals notable differences in motion encod-
ing. In (20), the English equivalent moving out of the morning mist mirrors the
Vietnamese conceptualization, treating mist as a container. However, in (21),
English employs a different strategy, using the construction run out into the
rain. This structure encodes both the starting point (run out the house) and
the endpoint (into the rain), mapping the entire trajectory within a single con-
struction. In contrast, Vietnamese prioritizes the reference frame of the house,
while English highlights the endpoint of motion (the rain).

Like weather and light, darkness is also conceptualized as a spatial container
in Vietnamese. Darkness possesses the key characteristics of a bounded space,
allowing motion into or out of it to be encoded using vao and ra, respectively.
This conceptualization aligns with the containment schema, where darkness
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is perceived as an enclosed space within which entities can move. The follow-
ing examples illustrate this pattern:

(22)  Cb budc ra khdi béng t6i ctia ngdi nha.
She walked out of the darkness of the house.

(23) Sau d6 chung t6i im ldng khi xe di vao dém tdi.
After that, we were quiet as the car drove into the night.

The movements in (22) and (23) demonstrate how Vietnamese systematically
applies the containment schema to non-physical entities that lack fixed, tan-
gible boundaries but are still conceptualized as bounded spaces. This pattern
extends beyond darkness to other intangible yet spatially conceptualized phe-
nomena, such as smoke and fog. Motion into these spaces is encoded using
vao, while motion out of them is expressed with ra or ra khdi.

This pattern reflects the hierarchical structuring of space in Vietnamese,
where movement between different spatial zones is encoded based on per-
ceived containment rather than strictly defined physical boundaries. In this
sense, the conceptualization and encoding of motion in these cases closely
parallel the three-dimensional container schema discussed earlier, reinforcing
the consistency of Vietnamese in encoding spatial directions.

The findings in this section challenge binary containment theories by demon-
strating that Vietnamese employs hierarchical spatial organization where motion
encoding depends on hierarchical positioning rather than simple boundary rela-
tionships. As demonstrated in examples (15) and (18), movement to the yard
(san) is encoded differently—ra sdn (‘out to the yard’) when moving outward
through the spatial hierarchy from house to yard, and vao sdn (‘into the yard’)
when moving inward through the hierarchy from alley to yard—reflecting the
hierarchical spatial configuration of a traditional Vietnamese house. This sup-
ports the hierarchical containment model’s principle of source-dependent con-
strual, where motion encoding depends on the trajector’s position within the
spatial hierarchy rather than absolute boundary relationships. This extends
cognitive linguistics theory by showing that containment schemas are not fixed
geometric relationships but flexible, hierarchically-organized cognitive struc-
tures that accommodate culturally-determined spatial configurations.

4.2 RA—Vao Based on the Configuration of Narrow-Wide, Closed-Open
Space

Unlike Section 4.U's focus on boundary-based containment, this section

examines ra and vao in unboundaried narrow-wide and closed-open spatial
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transitions. In Vietnamese, movement from a narrow or enclosed space to a
larger, more open space is consistently conceptualized and encoded using
ra, as illustrated in (24), (25), and (26). Conversely, movement from a wide or
open space to a more restricted or enclosed space is encoded using vao, as
seen in (27). This distinction highlights a cognitive organization of space that
prioritizes spatial containment and openness as defining factors in motion
encoding.

In Vietnamese, movement from a narrow or enclosed space to a larger, more
open space is consistently conceptualized and encoded using ra, as illustrated
in (24), (25), and (26). Conversely, movement from a wide or open space to a
more restricted or enclosed space is encoded using vao, as seen in (27). This
distinction highlights a cognitive organization of space that prioritizes spatial
containment and openness as defining factors in motion encoding. The follow-
ing examples illustrate this pattern:

(24) Dén dém, ld0 Hta xua 1é 4p dén, tréi nghién ong toi kéo ra dinh.
That night Hua sent the policemen, who tied my grandfather upside
down and dragged him to the meeting hall.

(25) Con dudng i cdng nha may ra dén qudc [9 chi dai khoang tdm trdm
mét.
The road from the factory gate to the highway was about 8oo meters
long.

(26) Sang hém sau, chiing t6i mang hai bao tai ning ra ga, theo tau ngugc
1én pho nui.
The next morning, we carried two heavy sacks to the station and
caught the train going back up toward the mountain village.

In these examples, the movement away from enclosed or private spaces (e.g., a
home, factory) into larger, more public spaces (e.g., a meeting hall, a highway,
or a train station) is consistently encoded using ra. This pattern reflects a sche-
matic organization in which ra signifies movement toward more open, socially
shared spaces, particularly those associated with community activities (24),
public infrastructure (25), and transportation hubs (26).

In contrast, English conceptualizes such movement as standard destination-
based motion, where the emphasis is on the endpoint rather than the spatial
transition. Consequently, English predominantly encodes these movements
using the preposition to, as seen in (27).
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(27)  O16iré tir dudng cai vao nha mdy & moc 1én mét ngdi dén do so.
There, next to the road which ran from the highway to the factory,
stood an enormous temple.

In (27), the movement from the highway (a broad public space) into the fac-
tory gate (a smaller, enclosed space) is encoded using vao, reinforcing the
hierarchical spatial structuring in Vietnamese. Motion from a wider to a nar-
rower or from an open to an enclosed space follows a consistent encoding
pattern, further highlighting the systematic nature of Vietnamese spatial
conceptualization.

Beyond physical spaces, the semantic scope of ra and vao extends into met-
aphorical domains, particularly in legal and institutional contexts. Vietnamese
conceptualizes structured social spaces similarly to physical spaces, with ra
signifying movement into judicial or public processes and vao encoding move-
ment into spaces of restriction or confinement.

(28)  Lo6ind ra toa an ton gido.
Drag him ¢o the religious court.

(29) Hanvao tu thi té dua com.
If he went to prison, I would bring him food every day.

In (28), ra is used in expressions like ra toa (take someone to court) and ra
trudc cong ly (bring someone to justice), reinforcing the conceptualization of
the courtroom as an open, public forum where cases are presented and judg-
ments issued. This aligns with the physical movement pattern of transitioning
from an enclosed to an open space.

Conversely, in (29), vao is used in vao tu (into prison), illustrating how pris-
ons are conceptualized as enclosed, restrictive spaces where individuals lose
autonomy. This mirrors physical movement from an open space into a con-
fined one.

In English, these opposing movements are typically conceptualized as
movement fo a location, with both directions being encoded using the prepo-
sition o (e.g., to court and to prison). Unlike Vietnamese, which emphasizes the
spatial transition between spaces, English neutralizes the directional contrast,
framing both movements as simple destination-based events.

These findings extend the hierarchical containment model to include
cultural-spatial dimensions beyond physical boundaries. The systematic
encoding of narrow-to-wide and closed-to-open movements demonstrates
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that spatial hierarchies incorporate cultural concepts of openness, privacy, and
social space. This challenges purely geometric approaches to spatial cognition
and provides evidence for cultural schema dominance, where culturally-salient
spatial distinctions override purely physical or geometric relationships in
motion encoding.

4.3 Ra—Vao Encoding Motion of Dispersion and Concentration

In Vietnamese, the spatial particles ra and vao are commonly combined with
verbs to indicate the motion of dispersion and concentration. Specifically, ra
encodes motion away from a central point, representing distribution or cen-
trifugal movement. Conversely, vao encodes motion toward a central point,
representing concentration or centripetal movement. These opposing motion
patterns can be further divided into two subtypes each: (1) dispersion: Entities
move outward from a central location in a straight-line trajectory, encoded
using ra (Figure 3A); and centrifugal movement: Entities move outward radi-
ally from a central point of origin, encoded using ra (Figure 3B); (2) concentra-
tion: Entities move inward toward a central point in a straight-line trajectory,
encoded using vao (Figure 3A); and centripetal movement: Entities move inward
radially toward a central focal point, encoded using vao (Figure 3B).

The proto-scene of dispersion movement, as shown in Figure 3A, consists
of a trajector (the moving entity) departing from an origin along a linear path
away from the starting point. In contrast, the centrifugal motion pattern, as
illustrated in Figure 3B, consists of a trajector originating from the center of
concentric circles, moving outward in a radial direction. In Vietnamese, these
motion patterns are typically encoded using the [verb + ra] construction, as
illustrated below:

(30) DOt nhién, chan 6ng vuéng phai mot tAm gb. N6 roi xuéng hop dinh
va toan bo s6 dinh d6 tde ra nén dat.
Suddenly, his foot caught against a board and knocked it over. It fell
on a box of nails which spilled out on the ground.

(31)  CO trting mat nhin y roi ngoi xich ra c6 vé bt binh.
She glared at him and, indignant, moved away.

In (30), “dinh d6 tée ra nén ddt” (nails spilled out on the ground) represents
a scattered motion of multiple entities, where the point of origin is the posi-
tion where the box hits the ground. This follows the dispersion motion schema
(Figure 3A). In (31), the phrase “cd tricng mat nhiny réi ngdi xich ra” (She glared
at him and moved away) describes motion between two individual entities,
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where one moves away from the other, which remains stationary. This fol-
lows the centrifugal motion schema (Figure 3B). Both cases exemplify how
ra encodes outward movement from a reference point, reinforcing its role in
motion conceptualization in Vietnamese.

In English, dispersion and centrifugal movements are encoded using
multiple lexical constructions rather than a single prepositional system like
Vietnamese. In the translations above, the RA-construction in Vietnamese cor-
responds to different expressions in English, such as: ‘spilled out’ (denoting dis-
persed motion), ‘moved away’ (denoting centrifugal motion).

The findings from collected data suggests that dispersion motion in English
is primarily encoded using the particles ‘out’ or ‘out from’, while centrifugal
motion is often encoded using ‘away’ or ‘away from’, with additional lexical
options such as ‘apart’ and ‘aside’, as seen in the following examples:

(32)  Chgt mot tiéng ga trong lang vong dén. C6 giat minh ddy Tué ra.
Suddenly the cock’s crow echoed from the village. Startled, she
pushed him away.

(33)  Toi choang tinh, x4 bin nang ra.
I released her and pushed her away from me violently.

(34)  Théla tran bom da xé ho ra, bd lai Tan gitta mt ving hoang vang.
The bombs had torn them apart and he was left alone in a deserted
wasteland.

(35)  Xéra, hoilam thé.
Step aside! Why do you ask so many questions?

In these cases, English employs different prepositions and adverbs: away and
away from in (32) and (33) encode movement from a landmark in a straight
trajectory; apart in (34) encodes separating movement in two distributed
directions; aside in (35) encodes movement within a three-entity spatial con-
figuration (speaker, listener, and passage space).

According to Talmy (2000: 196), English encodes dispersion motion
through different lexical constructions, where away from represents motion
in a straight-line path, while out from represents centrifugal motion origi-
nating from the center of a circle. The results from collected data supports
this distinction: out or out from expresses centrifugal motion (Figure 3B);
away, away from, apart, and aside express dispersion motion in a straight
path (Figure 3A).
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ra
ra
® o vao
(A)  Vao (B)

FIGURE 3  Cognitive Schemas of Ra and Vao in Vietnamese:
Encoding Dispersion and Concentration

While ra signifies dispersion, vao indicates concentration and centripetal
motion. Notably, lai often serves as an alternate to vao in these contexts. This
interchangeability is evident in the Vietlex corpus, where constructions like
xum vao or xum lgi (huddle together), gom vao or gom lai (gather), and tu vao
or tu lai (concentrate) frequently appear. For instance, Cd ddm xim lai ngam
nghia, ai ndy déu cho la dugc (The whole group huddled together to examine it,
and everyone thought it was good) demonstrates the use of /gi. Similarly, Moi
nguoi xim vao mdang cho con me mot trgn (Everyone ganged up on the woman,
scolding her severely) illustrates the use of vao in a comparable context, high-
lighting their functional equivalence.

The spatial particle vao not only encodes movement into physical spaces
but also extends to scenarios involving forceful or intentional movement
toward a target or a central reference point. This pattern is evident in interac-
tions that involve combat, restraint, or intense physical engagement, as seen in
the following examples:

(36) Hai con vat phong vao nhau béing tit ca niém cidm thu by lau bi don ép.
The two beasts threw themselves at each other with all their long
pent-up hatred.

(37) Dan quéan xom tréi 6ng vao mét cdi coc, phdi ning ntia ngay roi maéi
cho di.
The village militia tied him to a stake and left him out in the sun for
half a day before letting him go.

In (36) and (37), Vietnamese encodes inward concentration movement using
vao, while English encodes it with collocational expressions like at each other
and preposition to. This reflects a fundamental difference in spatial encoding
between the two languages: Vietnamese employs spatial particles (ra, vao) in
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verb constructions to express motion, while English relies more on lexical col-
locations and prepositional constructions.

4.4 Vao Nam—Ra Bac: A Cognitive Perspective on Motion Encoding
Vietnamese conceptualizes motion along the North-South axis through a
unique cognitive framework, diverging from a purely compass-based orienta-
tion. While both Vietnamese and English utilize an up-down schema related to
Earth’s poles (e.g., [én phuong Bdc ‘up to the North'—xudng phuong Nam ‘down
to the South’), Vietnamese also employs a ra—vao schema, exemplified by vao
Nam (‘into the South’) and ra Bdc (‘out to the North’). This ra-vao schema is
primarily applied to movement along the dominant north-south highway axis,
reflecting the country’s linear geographic configuration.

The vao Nam-ra Bdc schema might initially suggest a linguistic reflection
of Vietnam'’s historical political divisions, particularly the 17th-century Trinh—
Nguyén War, which split the country at the Gianh River into Pang Ngodi
(‘Outer Region, the North, ruled by the Trinh Lords) and Pang Trong (‘Inner
Region, the South, governed by the Nguyén Lords). However, historical evi-
dence challenges this assumption. Nguyén Tai C4n (1991) demonstrates that
this spatial orientation predates the Trinh—Nguyén conflict by two centuries,
tracing it back to the 15th century when Vietnam’s territory consisted primarily
of the expansive Northern Delta and a narrower stretch from Thanh Hoéa to
Thuia Thién. At that time, movement between these regions was conceptual-
ized as vao noi hep (‘into a narrow area’) for travel southward and ra noi réng
(‘out to a wide area’) for travel northward.

This early distinction between wide and narrow spaces gradually evolved
into the modern vao Nam-ra Bdc schema, reinforced by historical and socio-
political developments. This pattern reflects a containment-based metaphor
rather than a strict reliance on compass directions, shaped by two cognitive
factors identified by Nguyén Tai Can (1991): the salience of the North-South
division in Vietnamese spatial perception and the dominance of this contrast
over other geographic or topographic features. For instance:

(38)  Gidi phdng roi, 6ng dugc ra mién Bic vdi vg con 6ng.
After liberation, you got to return to the North, to be with your wife

and children.

(39)  Cau hdy béo la sdng mai t6i mai bay vao mién Nam.
Tell them I'm taking a flight ¢o the South tomorrow morning

The vao-ra schema primarily applies to movement between Vietnam’s three
main regions along the dominant North-South traffic axis. Specifically, vao
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indicates movement from the North to the Central or Southern regions, or
from the Central region to the South. Conversely, ra indicates movement from
the South to the Central or Northern regions, or from the Central region to the
North. Examples include:

(40)  Anh dy vita m6i ra Ha Noi hop.
He has just gone to Hanoi for a meeting

(41)  Ddy la tau Thong Nhat chay sudt vao Sai Gon.
This was the Unification Train on an express run to Saigon.

However, this schema is not applied rigidly. It often allows for alternative con-
struals based on elevation or lateral movement, depending on the speaker’s
mental representation of topographic features. For instance, elevation-based
contrasts may prompt the use of /én ‘up) as in ti Sai Gon lén Da Lat (‘from
Saigon up to Da Lat’), or xudng ‘down, as in ti Pa Lat xudng Sai Gon (‘from Da
Lat down to Saigon’). Similarly, lateral movement may be expressed with sang
‘over to’ or qua ‘through’, as in tw’ Nam Dinh sang Thdi Binh or tu Nam Dinh
qua Thdi Binh (‘from Nam Dinh over to/through Thai Binh'). In other words,
when other geographic contrasts—such as altitude (high vs. low), river cross-
ings, or mountain ranges—become more salient, the vao—ra system gives way
to alternative encodings like /én (up), xuéng (down), sang (over to), and qua
(through). For example:

(42) Nhiéu chi em xung phong /én Sa Pa.
Many women volunteered to go to Sa Pa.

(43) Tu ba Lat xuéng Nha Trang mit khodng 4 tiéng.
It takes about 4 hours to go from Da Lat to Nha Trang,

(44) Anh dy di xe dap tit Nam DPinh gua Thai Binh.
He rode his bicycle from Nam Dinh to Thai Binh.

(45) Péam thg ho tit Thai Binh sang Nam Dinh tim viéc.
The construction workers came from Thai Binh to Nam Dinh looking
for work.

Within a single region, these alternative encodings often take precedence,

as local topographic features outweigh the broader North-South schema. In
contrast, English conceptualizes inter-regional movement as motion-to-goal,
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emphasizing the destination. Vietnamese, however, highlights relational and
containment aspects of motion, offering a distinct cognitive lens.

Ultimately, the vao Nam—ra Bdc schema reveals a uniquely Vietnamese
approach to spatial cognition, where motion is framed not just as a journey
across a landscape but as a dynamic interplay of containment and expanse
rooted in historical and geographic realities. Unlike the English focus on
directional endpoints, this ra—vao framework encodes the North and South
as relational spaces—wide versus narrow, outer versus inner—shaped
by centuries of territorial evolution and reinforced by the prominence of
Vietnam’s tripartite regional structure. While flexible enough to yield to local
topographic cues like altitude or barriers, the schema’s persistence highlights
a cultural lens that prioritizes the experiential and socio-historical dimen-
sions of space over abstract cardinal alignment. This distinct conceptualiza-
tion underscores how language can reflect a people’s collective perception
of their world, blending physical geography with a narrative of identity and
movement.

4.5 Encoding Spatial Motion: Syntactic Functions of Ra and Vao

To elucidate the linguistic versatility of ra and vao, this section examines their
syntactic statuses and semantic roles in motion constructions, addressing the
need for specificity in their multifunctional behavior (Talmy, 2000; Langacker,
2008). Based on an analysis of 275 instances of ra and 355 instances of vao
collected from the corpus, these markers are classified into four functional
categories: motion verbs, directional prepositions, directional particles, and
components of serial verb constructions. The findings highlight their gram-
maticalization and syntactic flexibility, demonstrating how Vietnamese
encodes motion events through a hybrid verb-satellite system in contrast to
English’s reliance on prepositions.

4.5.1 Ra and Vao as Motion Verbs

As motion verbs, ra and vao independently encode movement toward or away
from a landmark, functioning as predicates with clear directional semantics
(Nguyén Lai, 2001). From the collected data, 20 out of 275 instances of ra
(7.3%) and 31 out of 355 instances of vao (8.7%) function as motion verbs.
These cases typically appear in expressions such as ra phong dn as in (12), vao
tu as in (29), ra mién Bdc as in (38), and ra Ha Nji as in (40). Consider the fol-
lowing examples:

(46)  Badyra HaNoi.
She went to Hanoi.
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(47)  Ong &y vao Sai Gon.
He went to Sai Gon.

In these examples, ra and vao encode both path and goal, with (46) and (47)
aligning with the conceptual schema of vao Nam—ra Bdc discussed in section
4.4. These verbs contrast with English constructions, where similar meanings
are expressed via motion verbs combined with prepositions like to (Talmy,
2000). Through the process of grammaticalization, however, ra and vao often
undergo functional shifts, which are discussed in the sections that follow.

4.5.2 Ra and Vao as Directional Prepositions

When paired with a verb and followed by a noun, ra and vao can function as
directional prepositions, forming prepositional phrases (Cao Xudn Hao, 2005;
Nguyén Van Phé, 2018), as in:

(48)  Ong 4y buéc ra vuon.
He stepped into the garden.

(49) Bady budc vao nha.
She stepped into the house.

However, in certain contexts, the noun following ra or vao, such as vuon in (48)
or nha in (49), can be omitted without rendering the sentence ungrammatical:

(50) Chung tdi vita thao ludn xong thi 6ng dy budc ra.

(51) Chung tdi vira thao ludn xong thi 6ng dy budc vao.

In examples (50) and (51), ra and vao occur without a following noun phrase,
thus they do not function as prepositions in these contexts. Some scholars
argue that in such cases, ra and vao behave as directional particles, serving
as secondary components in verb phrases such as chay ra, di vao, budc ra, and
budc vao (Hoang Phé, 2016; Binh Van Dic, 2015). This interpretation is further
supported by the possibility of inserting locative elements between ra/vao and
the noun, such as trudc, sau, trén, dudi, trong, and ngoai:

(52) Ong 4y bubc ra ngoai san.

(53) Ba &y budc vao giita sin.
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Here, the locative words ngoai in (52) and géiia in (53) establish spatial relations
with the noun sdn, resembling the function of prepositions. In such cases, ra
and vao act as particles that accompany the verb, while the spatial relationship
is primarily carried by the locative element.

The prepositional function of ra and vao is most evident when the verb
takes a direct object, as in the following examples:

(54)  Treo caido vao ta.
(55)  Cho quén 40 vao va ly.

In (54) and (55), the presence of direct objects (cdi do, qudn do) followed by
vao + noun phrase (ti, va ly) confirms that vao functions as a true directional
preposition. It introduces the goal of the motion and governs the following
noun phrase, forming a canonical prepositional phrase.

4.5.3 Ra and Vao as Directional Particles
When ra and vao are used in verb constructions such as cdi ra, md ra, thdo
ra, or buéng ra without any following noun phrase, they are best analysed
as directional particles (Hoang Phé, 2016; DPinh Van Dtic, 2015). Following
these scholars, the current study adopts the term “directional particle” for
consistency, although some linguistic frameworks might categorize them as
adverbs.

According to the collected data, 116 out of 275 instances of ra (42.2%) and
24 out of 355 instances of vao (6.8%) function as directional particles. Typical
examples include (3), (4), (5), (7), (8), (30)—(35). Consider the following case:

(56)  Sudt ngay khic khich ¢di ra mdc vao tong héng gitia pho xa.
All day long they were putting things on, taking things off; standing
half-naked in front of the shop.

In this construction, ra and vao act as directional particles within the verbal
expressions c¢di ra and mdc vao, serving as dependent elements of the verb.
Even when a noun phrase intervenes between the verb and the directional ele-
ment, the particle status remains unchanged, as seen in:

(32)  Chgt mot tiéng ga trong lang vong dén. C6 gidt minh ddy Tué ra.

Suddenly the cock’s crow echoed from the village. Startled, she
pushed him away.
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(33)  Toi choang tinh, xé ban nang ra.
I released her and pushed her away from me violently.

In these examples, ra continues to function as a directional particle despite the
object intervening between the main verb and the directional element. This
reinforces the interpretation of ra and vao as post-verbal particles contributing
to the motion semantics of the clause rather than serving as prepositions.

4.5.4 Ra and Vao in Serial Verb Constructions

Although infrequent, ra and vao can co-occur in serial verb constructions
(sves) in Vietnamese, functioning together as a single predicate to represent
aunified motion event, in line with Talmy’s (2000) typology of motion encod-
ing. According to Aikhenvald (2006), a serial verb construction involves a
sequence of verbs that form a single clause without coordination or subordi-
nation, collectively expressing one conceptual event. Following this defini-
tion, ra and vao may form a serial verb construction when they jointly denote
a continuous, bidirectional motion path, such as “going out and in,” rather
than two separate events. Data from the present study provides two relevant
examples:

(57) Tuhom vé, toi da thoang thdy mot ga dién trai thi thut ra vao nha chi.
Since my return, I noticed a guy going into and out of her house.

(58)  Ong ravao. Thiing thd. Ban than.
He walked in and out. Aimlessly. Absent-mindedly.

In both cases, ra and vao form a compact verb sequence that expresses a single
macro-event of repetitive, bidirectional movement involving the same agent
and spatial reference. These verbs are not connected by coordinators such as
va ‘and’ or roi ‘then, which would indicate a temporal sequence of distinct
actions and thus disqualify the structure as an svc (Aikhenvald, 2006; Bisang,
2009). Instead, the ra vao constructions in (57) and (58) exhibit the core prop-
erties of svcs: (i) They constitute a single predicate, (ii) represent one inte-
grated conceptual event, (iii) occur within a monoclausal structure, and (iv)
share the same subject and grammatical features.

It is important to distinguish these svcs from coordinated verb sequences.
For instance, if a coordinator were inserted (ra roi vao or ra va vao), the two
motion components would be interpreted as temporally separate actions,
rather than one unified event. The prosodic and semantic cohesion of the ra
vao sequence thus reinforces its analysis as a serial verb construction.
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Therefore, while serial verb constructions withra and vao are relatively rare in
Vietnamese, the data supports their existence as monoclausal, event-integrated
expressions of complex motion, aligning with cross-linguistic patterns of svcs
described in Aikhenvald (2006), Bisang (2009), and Sebba (2001).

4.5.5 Syntactic Distribution of Ra and Vao
To synthesise the findings from the previous subsections, Table 1 presents the
overall syntactic distribution of ra and vao in the collected data.

The data reveal distinct distributional tendencies between ra and vao. Vao
overwhelmingly functions as a directional preposition (84.5%), reflecting its
semantic association with containment, enclosure, and goal-oriented motion
(see section 4.1). In contrast, ra is more evenly distributed across functions,
with substantial occurrences as both a directional preposition (50.5%) and a
directional particle (42.2%), in line with its prototypical role in outward and
dispersive motion (see section 4.3).

The rarity of serial verb constructions involving ra and vao—represented
by only two instances in the corpus—highlights their specialized but legiti-
mate status within Vietnamese syntax. These constructions demonstrate how
Vietnamese can encode dynamic motion events without resorting to coordina-
tion, leveraging a compact verbal architecture that contrasts sharply with the
preposition-heavy structure of English.

Furthermore, the multifunctionality of ra and vao highlights both the gram-
matical complexity and cognitive load associated with their acquisition in sec-
ond language (L2) learning contexts. Learners of Vietnamese may struggle to
distinguish when vao serves as a preposition, a verb, or a particle—differences
that are not always marked morphologically. Likewise, serial structures like ra
vao have no direct equivalents in English and may pose interpretive challenges
in translation or pedagogical settings.

TABLE 1 Syntactic Distribution of Ra and Vao
RA VAO
Frequency % Frequency %
Directional particle 16 42.2 24 6.8
Directional preposition 139 50.5 300 84.5
Motion verb 20 7.3 31 8.7
TOTAL 275 100% 355 100%
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Taken together, these findings support a cognitive and functional account
of Vietnamese motion expressions. The highly flexible yet semantically moti-
vated behavior of ra and vao contributes to a complex system of spatial concep-
tualization, shaped by the interaction of lexical, syntactic, and event-structural
constraints.

5 Conclusions

This study examined the spatial conceptualization and encoding of the
Vietnamese directional markers ra and vao, comparing them with their
English equivalents. The findings highlight key differences in spatial encoding
between the two languages. Vietnamese systematically differentiates motion
based on containment and directionality, employing ra for outward movement
and vao for inward movement, while English relies primarily on goal-oriented
prepositions (into, out of). The study also revealed that Vietnamese extends
these markers beyond physical motion to metaphorical and cultural domains,
as seen in expressions like vao Nam and ra Bdc, which reflect historical and
geographic conceptualization. Additionally, motion encoding in Vietnamese
is influenced by spatial hierarchy (narrow-to-wide vs. wide-to-narrow spaces)
and specific cognitive schemas of dispersion and concentration.

The findings contribute to cognitive semantic research by demonstrating
that spatial conceptualization varies significantly across languages, shaped by
cultural and historical contexts. For translation studies, the contrast in spatial
encoding between Vietnamese and English suggests potential challenges in
translating directional expressions, as English does not always mark motion in
the same way. In second language acquisition, understanding how Vietnamese
speakers conceptualize space differently from English speakers can aid in
designing instructional strategies that address negative transfer effects.
Additionally, this research provides insights into cross-linguistic differences in
spatial cognition, reinforcing the need to account for language-specific spatial
schemas in comparative linguistics and linguistic relativity studies.

Future research can explore several areas to expand on these findings.
First, a broader cross-linguistic analysis involving other typologically diverse
languages may further illuminate how spatial motion is encoded across
linguistic families. Second, psycholinguistic experiments, such as reaction
-time studies or eye-tracking analyses, could provide empirical evidence
of how native speakers of Vietnamese and English conceptualize spatial
motion differently. Third, investigating the acquisition of ra and vao among
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Vietnamese children or L2 learners of Vietnamese could reveal how these
directional markers develop cognitively and how they are learned in contrast
with English prepositions. Fourth, a comprehensive syntactic analysis of the
grammaticalization processes and functional roles of ra and vao could be a
valuable direction for future research, complementing the current study’s
focus on their cognitive and semantic conceptualization. Fifth, exploring the
non-spatial meaning extensions of ra and vao, such as their use in abstract
domains like knowing, appearance, or support (Tran Vian Duong, 2021), could
further elucidate their semantic versatility beyond spatial conceptualiza-
tion. Finally, a diachronic analysis of the evolution of ra and vdo in histor-
ical Vietnamese texts may shed light on how spatial conceptualization has
changed over time.

This study highlights the importance of cognitive linguistics in understand-
ing language-specific spatial conceptualization. The distinct ways in which
Vietnamese and English encode spatial motion reflect deeper cognitive
structures shaped by cultural, historical, and linguistic factors. By investigat-
ing the conceptual schemas underlying directional markers, this research
enhances our understanding of cross-linguistic variation and contributes to
applied fields such as translation, language teaching, and cognitive seman-
tics. Further interdisciplinary research integrating corpus linguistics, psycho-
linguistics, and cross-cultural cognition is essential to deepen our knowledge
of how humans conceptualize and communicate spatial relationships across
languages.

Data Availability Statement

The dataset supporting the findings of this study, including 630 bilingual
instances of the Vietnamese directional words “RA” (275 occurrences) and
“VAO” (355 occurrences) extracted from contemporary Vietnamese fiction, is
openly available in Figshare at https://doi.org/10.6084/mg.figshare.29526191.
The dataset includes raw examples with original Vietnamese sentences, their
English translations, and author attributions, sourced from two anthologies:
Tinh yéu sau chién tranh: Tuyén tdp truyén ngan Viét Nam dvuong dai (H6 Anh
Thai, 2004) and Love after War: Contemporary Fiction from Viet Nam (Karlin
& HO Anh Thai, 2003). Detailed analyses, including frequency counts and
grammatical categorizations, are conducted on the VietCorpus platform and
described in the article. The dataset is licensed under Creative Commons cc-
BY 4.0, allowing reuse with appropriate attribution.
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