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Abstract

This paper examines the chaSracteristics of the Vietnamese
word “ai” from a functional linguistics perspective, focusing
on its semantic features. It investigates the usage of “ai” in
T6 Hoai's The Adventures of a Cricket and compares it with

translated work. Employing contrastive analysis and
descriptive methods, this study aims to clarify the semantic
functions and cultural differences expressed in both
languages.

its translations into modern Chinese in the corresponding
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1. Introduction

In Vietnamese, the word “ai” typically functions as an interrogative pronoun used to ask about a person. Additionally, “ai” can
be used in rhetorical questions to emphasize an absolute meaning. To date, many Vietnamese linguists have researched this
word. Nguyén Pirc Dan (1987) Bl argued that “ai” is a multi-functional pronoun; depending on the context, it can be either an
interrogative or an indefinite pronoun. When “ai” is combined with words like “ciing” (also), “chéng” (not), or follows a
negative word like “khéng” (no) or “chwa” (not yet), it loses its interrogative function and takes on an indefinite role. Cao
Xuan Hao (2004) [ posited that “ai” is used to refer to an unspecified person, which is why it's also used to ask questions.
Thus, “ai” can have different functions depending on its position in a sentence and its illocutionary force. These explanations
show that the function of “ai” is not limited to questioning.

The classification of “ai” has continued to be a focus for researchers. In 2005, Di€p Quang Ban categorized “ai” as an
interrogative pronoun used to mark interrogative constructions. According to the author, it is a specialized pronoun for
generally asking about people. Furthermore, “ai” has been noted for its ability to express indefiniteness when acting as an
indefinite pronoun. The author suggests that because “ai” inherently means “person,” it does not require a preceding noun like
“ai d6” (someone) or “mot ai d6” (a certain someone). Nguyén Hong Con (2015) ) affirmed that the main semantic function
of “ai” is indefinite reference. He clarified its ability to form existential sentences and yes-no questions. He emphasized that
the form ““ai” looks interrogative but no longer has a questioning function when used for reference, which can easily confuse
learners of Vietnamese as a foreign language. Nguyén Van Phé (2018) [¥! classified “ai” as an indefinite pronoun, stating that
indefinite pronouns do not have a simple or complex number. “Ai” can independently form its own phrase or combine with
quantifiers like “méy” (a few) and “nhitng” (plural marker).

Thus, through the research of preceding Vietnamese linguists, we see that the semantic functions expressed by “ai” include: an
interrogative function—used to ask a question—and an indefinite reference function—used to refer to an unspecified
individual, group, or whole in a given context or discourse. Building on the achievements of these researchers, this paper
surveys the actual use of the word “ai” in a real-world context (the novel The Adventures of a Cricket) and its translation into
modern Chinese in the corresponding translated version, with the aim of clarifying their semantic aspects in both languages.
Here is the English translation of the research paper sections you provided, covering the methodology, findings, and
conclusion.

2. Research methodology
This paper employs a descriptive method combined with contrastive analysis. We describe the semantic-functional aspects of
the word “ai” based on data from T6 Hoai's The Adventures of a Cricket. We then analyze and evaluate the translation of “ai”
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into modern Chinese in the corresponding translated work
by translator Li Ying. From these findings, we aim to clarify
the semantic functions and cultural differences expressed in
both languages.

3. Findings

3.1 Characteristics of the word “ai” in vietnamese from a
semantic-functional perspective

3.1.1 interrogative function (expressing a question focus)
In this functional dimension, “ai” marks a missing piece of
information in a sentence and prompts the listener to answer
the question, “which person is being referred to?” This
requires a specific answer regarding an individual's identity.
This is the most important and common function of “ai” in
Vietnamese, especially in question-and-answer interactions.
Its question-focus function is clearly shown through its
placement in a sentence and the response it demands.
Consider the following examples:

(1) 4i ditng chép bu bon nay? (Who is the leader of this
group?) (2) Di lang thang that théu thi ai_o nha trong nom
phdn mé t6 tién, ai dén hwong cing gié cdc cu? (If you
wander aimlessly, who will stay home to tend to the
ancestral tombs, and who will light incense and offer
sacrifices to the ancestors?) (3) Bdy gio cdc vo si trong thién
ha da déng di ve day, ai lén ddu véi vé st Dé Triii? (Now
that all the martial artists have gathered here, who will step
up to fight the warrior Cricket Triii?)

In these utterances, each requires a definitive answer about
the identity of the person mentioned, such as: “The Spider
Lord is the leader of our group,” or “The eldest brother stays
home to tend to the ancestral tombs and light incense for the
ancestors,” etc. This clearly shows that “ai” in these cases is
not a general expression or representative of an indefinite
group, but a specific information-seeking expression.

3.1.2 Indefinite Reference Function: Referring to an
Unspecified Individual, Group, or Collective in a
Context or Discourse

Referring to an Unspecified Individual

When performing this function, “ai” refers to an entity of
the human type that has not been clearly identified within
the discourse or outside of the context. This function often
appears in existential sentences, yes-no questions, or
affirmative/negative sentences containing an indefinite
element. In such contexts, “ai”” does not require the listener
to provide specific information but merely suggests the
possible or hypothetical presence of someone. For example:
(4) M6 ldo dai hon nguweoi ldo va to dén néi trong giong nhuw
¢6 ai nghich dc dem dong ca mét chiéc coc tre géc vdo giita
mat ldo. (His snout was longer than his body and so big that
it looked as if some wicked person had driven a large
bamboo stake right into the middle of his face.) (5) Nam
nay, dan cad vung, nhan hoi hoa may, mo luén héi thi vo kén
ai tdi gioi nhat dé dimg ra coi séc viée chung trong ving.
(This year, the people of the whole area, taking advantage of
the flower festival, held a martial arts competition to choose
who was the most talented to oversee the common affairs of
the region.) (6) Chung t6i vao ddy, nghe loan xa, ma di mot
luc chwa gap ai. (We came here, heard a commotion, but
after walking for a while, hadn't met anyone.)

In these utterances, “ai” is used to represent an individual
whose identity is not specified but who is assumed to exist
or have the potential to exist in a given context. These
utterances are not questions and do not require a specific

answer; instead, “ai” is used as a semantic reference
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expression, helping the speaker convey a meaning with an
unspecified referent.
Referring to an Unspecified Group or Part of a Group
“Ai” can refer to an unspecified group, meaning a group of
people not specifically named in the context or discourse.
This function often appears in generalized statements, where
“ai” represents people in general, without distinguishing
individual characteristics. For example:
(7) Nay thik xem: khi chii chui vao t6, lung chii phdi lom com
dung sdt 1én tan mat dat, lam cho ai bén vé c6 nhin sang
ciing biét chii dwong di ditng ché nao trong té. (Now, try
this: when you crawl into your burrow, your back pokes up
so close to the surface that anyone on the grassy bank can
tell where you are in your burrow.) (8) Hoi dy, toi duwong
gitka tuéi thanh xudn, sirc lwc cwong trang, nhat la thém cdi
tinh kiéu, tinh hom chdng coi ai ra gi nén cir cang lam bé.
(At that time, I was in the prime of my youth, strong and
robust, and with an added haughty, arrogant nature, not
caring for anyone, so I just kept up my airs.) (9) Con mdt du
dwa twong nhw ai xung quanh chi con co viéc than phuc
nhin anh ta. (His eyes swayed as if he imagined that
everyone around him had nothing to do but admire him.)
In the above utterances, the word “ai” does not refer to a
specific individual but is used to encompass the entire group
of people within the referential scope defined by the context.
Specifically, in (7), “ai” implies “everyone standing on the
grassy bank”; in (8), ai” refers to “the people I met”; and in
(9), “ai” refers to “the people standing around. This
phenomenon reflects the characteristic of indefinite plural
reference, where “ai” loses its interrogative function and
shifts to a role of expressing a reference to an unspecified
but assumed real group.
Referring to an Entire Unspecified Collective
“Ai” has the ability to take on the function of referring to an
entire unspecified collective, meaning it represents a
generalized group of people without identifying each
individual in the context or discourse. This is an extension
of the indefinite function, where the scope of “ai”'s
reference covers an entire class of objects that can be
assumed or implied from the context, but do not need to be
specifically listed.
A prominent feature of this function is that “ai” often
appears in a structure containing the word “ciing” (also) or
“chang” (not) / “chwa” (not yet) / “khéng” (no). Consider
the following examples:
(10) Khi t6i to tiéng thi ai ciing nhin, khéng ai dap lai.
(When I raised my voice, everyone kept silent, and no one
responded.) (11) Béi vi quanh quédn ai ciing quen thudc
minh cd. (Because everyone around was familiar with me.)
In these utterances, “ai” is an expression referring to the
entire collective of people, including all individuals
belonging to a broad assumed group—such as “everyone” or
“the whole community.” Although the specific members of
the collective are not identified, the speaker implicitly
acknowledges the uniformity of the behavior or state to
which the clause refers. When “ai” refers to an unspecified
but real collective in the speaker's perception or assumption,
“ai” in this function not only carries indefinite
characteristics but also plays a role in expressing universal
truths or socialized experiences.
3.1.3 Emphasizing a Complete Denial or Dismissive
Attitude
In Vietnamese, when combined with negative adverbs such
s “khdong” (no), “chfmg” (not), “chwa” (not yet), along
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with particles like “ca” (all) or “hét” (completely), “ai” can
serve the function of expressing a rejection or denial with a
strong emphasis or dismissive attitude towards the existence
or possibility of a certain person in the mentioned context.
For example:

(12) Khong ai nghi ngo gi ca. (No one suspected anything.)
(13) Chdng ai c6 thé ¢ ron trén dong khéng dwge. (No one
could possibly live in a nest in the middle of a deserted
field.) (14) Con chuwa ai hét la ling thi cu Chdu Chdu cam
trich lai ra, trinh trong gio loa lén, ba lan, déu ddin, ho vang
vang xuéng ... (While no one had gotten over their
astonishment, old man Grasshopper, the referee, came out
again, solemnly raised his megaphone, and called out three
times, steadily and sonorously...)

In these utterances, “ai” no longer serves as an interrogative
or a simple reference pronoun but becomes the focal point
of a thorough act of negation. The negative meaning here is
not merely a denial of someone's presence but also contains
an emotional nuance or a dismissive attitude, intended to
emphasize impossibility or complete absence. The tone of
the utterance may lean towards revealing a feeling of
despair, helplessness, denial of expectation, or mild negative
emotions (such as complaining or lamenting).

3.2 Translation into Modern Chinese in Li Ying's
Version

The original work contains a total of 80 utterances with the
word “ai”. In the translation into modern Chinese by Li
Ying, “ai” is translated in various ways, with the most
common method being the use of the pronoun “H#E” [shéi].
Translating “ai” in its Interrogative Function

When translating the interrogative function of “ai”, the
translator uses the pronoun “#&” [shéi]. For example:

(15) “WERARMTH A2 ... ” (Ai dieng chép bu bon nay?)
In the example above, “ai” is directly translated as “¥E”,
retaining its interrogative function—querying a specific
subject. This is a relatively direct one-to-one translation, as
Chinese also uses “H#E” in similar questions.

(16) “..... . BRFIBARZ LRI, IEAH R Tk
FHHAEMBE, SHEMNEL EEF? ” (Di lang
thang thdt théu thi ai ¢ nha tréng nom phian mé té tién, ai
dén hirong ciing gié cdc cu?)

The word “ai” in example (16) has a rhetorical, rhetorical-
question nature, emphasizing that no one will be left at
home to perform the rituals. When translated into Chinese,
the translator chose the structure “IEH #E...... ” (who
else...), which preserves both the interrogative meaning and
the rhetorical nuance. Thus, “ai” here is not merely a simple
question but also implies a tone of complaint, expressed by
the phrase “3& #£” in Chinese.

A7)« AE, RNREF R, SA¥REEES
k5wt £ LS 2 (Bdy gio cdc vo si trong thién ha
da dong dii vé day, ai lén ddu véi vé si Dé Triti?)

“Ai” in example (17) is translated by the author as “J4 U
B...... ” (who else dares...), which has a challenging and
rhetorical nature, not a simple neutral question. Therefore, in
the Chinese translated text, the translator emphasized the
challenging implication of the utterance.

Translating “ai” in its Indefinite Reference Function
When translating the word “ai” in its function of referring to

[IPNIL]

an unspecified object, “ai” can be omitted, or it can be
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explicitly explained as an object or that no such object
exists.

(18) Al A8 SO SR8 R L bL Sy A, 5 ke Sk AT 1)
IR — L EA Y. (Mo ldo dai hon nguoi ldo va to dén
noi tréng giong nhir cé ai nghich dc dem déng ca mot chiéc
coc tre goc vao gitka mdt ldo.)

In the example above, “ai” functions as an unspecified
object, leaning towards a comparative-hypothetical style,
creating an image of “as if someone had intentionally done
it.” In the translation, the translator completely omitted the
element “ai”, replacing it with a direct description (“BEE...
FER... A PE” - the snout... looks... out of place). Thus,
the word “ai” in this case was translated by hiding it, to
make the sentence more concise and reduce the “personified
hypothetical” nature of the original text.

(19) FrAS4, X B JE RATFT HAE R R LRk & 4
e — A2 AL TS 1 58 2 O ST 9 I R 5 A . (Nam
nay, dan ca vang, nhdn héi hoa may, mo luén hoi thi vé kén
ai 1ai gici nhdt dé dimg ra coi séc viéc chung trong viing.)
In the original text, “ai” refers to an unspecified person to be
chosen, carrying an indirect interrogative and indefinite
nuance (to see who is the most talented). The utterance in
the translated text shifts to a more definitive structure: “FfEi%&
H—ARFE B L (to select an excellent warrior). Thus,
the translator shifted “ai” from indefinite to definite by
generalizing it, removing the interrogative nuance to
emphasize the outcome of the selection.

(20) FATR BT EREERG, HE, CLB 7iIF—2)L
s WAHALM YRGBT, (Ching téi vao ddy, nghe
logn xq, ma di mot luc chua gap ai.)

In the original text, “ai” refers indefinitely to someone, an
unspecified person. In the translation, “ai” is specified as “
{FEATBh%¥5” (any animal), which fits the context of a story
about animals. This is a way of translating from a vague
indefinite to a limited indefinite.

Translating “ai” in its Function of Referring to a Group
of Objects

QD &, BRI R, REEOX A%, BTtk
T JRREC R E, TR, IR R IAR
(R 2 Ho. (Nay thir xem: khi chii chui vao to, lung chii
phai 16m cém dung sat lén tdn mat dat, lam cho ai bén vé ¢6
nhin sang ciing biét chii dwong di dirng ché ndo trong 16.)

In the original text, “ai” has an indefinite meaning,
emphasizing that anyone on the grassy bank can see and
discover the location; it is combined with “ciing” to create a
general nature. The translation uses “JGRZH#E” (no matter
who), which expresses the subject clearly and
comprehensively. Thus, the translator shifted “ai” from an
indefinite pronoun with a rustic nuance to a more formal,
generalized structure.

(22) BEi, FLIEFE 5, &2 7 KR, EBEN
L, PR — @A — R T (Hoi dy, t6i dwong
gitka tudi thanh xudn, sirc lwc cuong trang, nhdt la thém cdi
tinh kiéu, tinh hom chdng coi ai ra gi nén cir cang lim bg.)
In the original sentence, “ai” is used for complete negation:
“ching coi ai ra gi” (not caring for anyone) with a
disdainful nuance. The Chinese translation shifts to the
standard structure “#EthFH A A2 (also not caring for
anyone), which retains both the absolute negative meaning
and the disdainful nuance. This is a case of an almost direct
equivalent translation, with no change in the level of nuance.
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(23) ...... BB LHIXUIR, AGRAE AL BT 30
YT, AR R AR — A . (Con mdt du dua
tuwong nhw ai xung quanh chi con co viéc than phuc nhin anh
ta.)

In the original sentence, “ai” refers indefinitely to a group of
objects but carries a subjective, imaginary nuance: the
character fantasizes that everyone around him only admires
him. Li Ying uses the word “KZK” (everyone) instead of
#E” (who), making the meaning more definite and objective.
Thus, the translator removed the vague, subjective part of
“ai” and replaced it with a generalization, making the
sentence less of a personal delusion compared to the
original.

Translating “ai” in its Function of Referring to an Entire
Collective

(24) HFRWBRMI, FAEFAIMKAES, BEAN
BRIBI N3 o (Khi t6i to tiéng thi ai ciing nhin, khéng ai dap
lai.)

In the example above, the phrase “ai ciing nhin” has a
complete indefinite meaning (anyone); the phrase “khéng ai
dap lai” has an absolute negative meaning (no one). The
translation uses “4B8 &> (all the neighbors) and “¥&H AN”
(no one), which means “ai” is translated into a specific
collective form. The general, complete nuance is preserved,
but the vagueness and indefiniteness of “ai” in Vietnamese
are lost.

(25) S A NER O & H I .
qudn ai ciing quen thudc minh cd.)

In this example, the translator translates “ai” as “frH A"
(everyone), which is a clear affirmation. Thus, in the
original, “ai” has a natural, general nuance, while the
translation has specified the object, emphasizing the
collective nature.

Emphasizing a Complete Denial or Dismissive Attitude
26) ...... WHERAEFEIRNIRE...... (Khong ai nghi
ngo gicd.)

In example (26), the phrase “khdng ai” carries an absolute
negative meaning, not a single individual. The translator
renders it as “HREEA " (not a single one), which preserves
the meaning of complete negation. However, there is a slight
change: Vietnamese emphasizes the nuance of “nghi ngo”
(suspecting), while the translation uses “YE® 2" (paying
attention to), which emphasizes perception/behavior.

(Boi vi quanh

(27) BB Naels M2 X 5 KRB EI’J%W, WIRFHR— A
ﬂ%%ﬁ%%ﬁ'ﬂ%‘ﬁﬁo (Chang ai ¢6 thé & rén trén dong khong

duoc.)
In example (27), the phrase “ching ai” has a complete
denial meaning, that no one could. The translator renders it
s “H AR A R...” (no one can endure...), so the
complete negative meaning is preserved. However,
Vietnamese focuses on “¢ rén trén dong khong” (living in
a nest in a deserted field - a specific, imagistic space), while
the translation expresses “iX%XJHI‘E IR (this bone-
chillingly cold weather). Thus, the translator changed the
image to suit the reception context in Chinese, making the
sentence easier to understand but reducing the figurative
nature of the space “d("ing khﬁng

&b, #H%Eméiww,ﬁT ...... (Con chwa

ai hét lg ling thi cu Chau Chdu cam trlch lai ra, trinh trong
gio loa lén, ba lan, déu din, hé vang vang xuong ...)

www.multiresearchjournal.com

In the example above, the phrase “chwa ai hét la lung” (no
one had gotten over their astonishment) refers to the crowd
still being surprised. In the translation, this detail is omitted,
with no trace of the word “ai”. This shows that the translator
chose to omit it to make the sentence more concise and
focus on the action of “old man Grasshopper.” However,
this omission reduces the nuance describing the atmosphere
of the still-surprised crowd, making the translation less vivid
than the original.

4. Conclusion

We can see that the semantic aspects of “ai” are clearly
expressed throughout The Adventures of a Cricket. When
translated into modern Chinese, the translator generally
preserved the basic meaning of “ai” in its interrogative,
negative, and indefinite roles. However, the indefinite
nuance of “ai” was often translated into more definite
structures, leading to a loss of the flexibility found in the
original language. In some cases, it was omitted entirely,
causing the semantic meaning to lose a layer of subtlety
compared to Vietnamese.

From a cultural perspective, the difference comes from
expressive habits: Vietnamese tends to use “ai” to convey
openness, emphasizing indefiniteness and lack of
specificity; Chinese, on the other hand, tends towards
specification, avoiding ambiguity. As a result, the translator
often “concretizes” or “omits” to make the translated text
feel more natural to Chinese readers, but at the cost of the
original's figurative nuance.

Thus, when compared to Vietnamese, “ai” in the modern
Chinese translation achieves a superficial semantic
equivalence, but a lower level of cultural and nuanced
equivalence due to the translation's tendency towards
specification and simplification.
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