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Abstract: Through the survey result of the word "a few" in different roles in the process of its functions, this paper
presents the semantic features of "a few" in Viethamese on the semantic aspect from the perspective of functional
linguistics. Also, compare the ways how to translate "a few" into English and modern Chinese rely on a corpus from To
Hoai's work "Diary of a Cricket". Based on the results, summarize translation methods of "a few" into the same and
different types of language, and propose recommendations and appropriate solutions to translation and related work.
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1. INTRODUCTION

"A few" is a word that frequently appears in Vietnamese and was introduced quite early in curriculums of
teaching Vietnamese to foreigners (2, Page 158; 4, Page 86). However, this explanation only stops at the annotation that
"a few" is the word used to ask for quantity, which is usually minor but does not help learners fully understand and use it
correctly. Although Hoang Phe's Vietnamese Dictionary — a very famous Vietnamese dictionary - has mentioned five
meanings, equivalent to 5 different uses of "a few", it is still general. It has not solved all the difficulties posed for users.
To solve this problem, in this article, we will consider how the word "a few" appears and is used, then surveys the status
of the translation from "a few" into English and modern Chinese through the work "Diary of A Cricket". The obtained
results will help us make appropriate recommendations for the translation of this word.

2. THEORETICAL BASIS
2.1 The role of functional linguistics in the study of Vietnamese semantics

From the early years of the twentieth century, the study of the functional aspect of language - the study of
language associated with its function began to be focused. According to M.A.K. Halliday (one of the prominent
representatives of functional linguistics), the ultimate explanation for linguistic phenomena lies in the use of language. In
Vietnam, from the 80s to the 90s of the twentieth century, the problems of functional grammar have been interested in by
several authors such as Hoang Phe, Cao Xuan Hao, Tran Ngoc Them, Do Huu Chau, etc. Seminars, specialized journals,
or doctoral dissertations also have many authors writing about this content.

In a monosyllabic language like Vietnamese, a word can only define its semantics clearly when it is stood in a
correlation with other words in the sentence. Therefore, a sentence/an utterance translated can be true in the event
meaning but not standard in terms of modality meaning, thematic meanings (Halliday's term), or both the event meaning
and the modality meaning are true, but the thematic meaning is not valid. What is true is the basis for creating a standard,
but it is not enough to become a standard. For what is true in the semantic category to become a standard, it is necessary
to consider that a sentence/an utterance in a specific communication context, in a specific functional style, with full
meanings: event, modality, and thematic meanings. In the next part, we will analyze these meanings for the word "a few"
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- the object of the article's research, and survey the situation of translating this word into modern English and Chinese
through the author's work "Diary of A Cricket".

2.2. About "'Diary of A Cricket" by writer To Hoai

This is the most famous and unique prose work of writer To Hoai about animals for children. The story was
originally titled "A Diary of A Cricket" (the first three chapters of the story) and published by Tan Dan Publishing
House, Hanoi, in 1941. After that, with the enthusiastic support of readers, To Hoai wrote more stories. "The Adventures
of A Cricket" (last seven chapters of the story). In 1955, he merged the two stories to form the story "Diary of A Cricket"
as it is today. The language in the story is the words of everyday speech, a layer of simple speech suitable for the spatial
context that the work refers to, the countryside. Since its inception, the work has been translated into many languages and
is present in nearly 40 countries worldwide.

Research Methods Descriptive method: Using the descriptive method to highlight "a few" characteristics on the
semantic aspect.

Survey method: Reviewing and evaluating the actual situation of translating the word "a few" in Vietnamese
into English and modern Chinese through the work "Diary of A Cricket" to test the suitability of the translation
technique. At the same time, through the survey results, compare the ways of translation method this word into an
agglutinative and isolated language.

In addition, based on semantic similarities, this article compares how to translate the word "a few" into English
and modern Chinese and summarizes the translation methods of "a few" into two languages of the same and different

types.

3. RESEARCH RESULTS
3.1. The semantics of the word "'a few"" in Viethamese

To facilitate the detail of presenting, we will review the semantic items of "a few" in turn in order of common to
uncommon: "a few" is used as pronouns, "a few" is used as quantifiers, numerals, and conjunction (dialect).

3.1.1. "Afew' as a pronoun

Vietnamese teaching books to foreigners emphasize the role of interrogative pronouns used to ask the quantity
of "a few". To ask about this issue, either "how many" or "how much" can be used in Vietnamese; The choice of which
word to use depends on many other factors. To put it simply, "a few" is a common colloquial word for a small humber,
usually less than ten, and neutral in nuance.

For example:
(1) Bi xa the d6 may hom thi vé dugc? (DMPLK)
(2) Hong! May hom nay dn com xong may di nhiing ddu? (NNTA)

Trong sinh hoat mua béan hang ngay, may con cé thé hoi cho gia tién: Vai hom nay ban may? (CP)
Pai tir “mAy” xuét hién trong cac cdu phan vén, dung dé nhin manh sb luong it.

(3) M4y ai c6 thé lam dugc nhu ba? (bao DT)

(4) Pét nay nao biét mdy ai ké tri am? (DMPLK)

In addition, "a few" is also a demonstrative pronoun, indicating a certain amount that is not clearly stated. This
quantity is usually not much.
(5) Nghia 1a chi c6 ba bén hém nita chir may ma ci rdi ca 1én. (vietlex)
(6) Cha may ma hét ba nam. (vietlex)

However, this problem will be very different if it is a phrase "how much" and the phrase is after the predicate.
Because then, it means a lot, even extremely a lot.
(7) Ngay ca céi tubi bén muoi ngay nao xa la va kho tin biét may ciing chi con lai nét muia dong nay. (NBCT)
(8) Vi lai, c6 nhitng cach au yém binh dan hon, ching cau véo hoic phat nhau... thiét thuc biét miy...(CP)

There are many cases where the pronoun "a few" is combined into phrases showing a small and short amount
(event, time, etc.), but this phrase is negative or affirmative form has the same meaning. For example, few — none/not
many; few people — none/not many people; rarely — rarely/not often; much — not much/not much; soon — not/soon, some
time (sometimes) — not/soon...
(9) Nguoi ché Xuén vo hoc, ngudi lai qua quyét rang vé hoc thirc cia Xuan thi miy ai di bang! (SP)
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(10) Theo théi quen & bai, va lai, dudng sa di lai diéu voi, moi nha trong cti lao khdng may ai ra ngoai, khéng ai nghe
biét tin tirc moi noi. (DMPLK)

(11) Can than dugc nhu anh da c6 may ngudi! (vietlex)

(12) Thoi gian gan day, trén mot s tuyén dudng ¢ ba Ning xuét hién nhiéu chiéc xe con, xe khach cii dwoc xép hang rao
ban trén via heé, dudi long dudng nhung ching miy ngwdi mua. (bdo DT)

(13) Ke chay trén c6 mdy khi la lang. (vietlex)

(14) Cha may khi ching dimg gitta duong nghénh ngang! (SD)

(15) Khong 0m khong dau, lam giau may chéc. (Tuc ngir)

(16) Cu véi da nay, ching may chéc ma Slim s& qua mat ca Chu tich tap doan phan mém Microsoft. (b4o DT)

(17) Budn ban ma chénh mang thé thi may lic ma v ctra hi¢u? (béo DT)

(18) Mai mét may con vit quy nay s& khodi chi, may hai... (CBBT)

(19) D2 t6i ciing phai tap thé thao méi duoc, khdng c6 cha may lic ma gia. (SP)

(20) Tiéu nhu pha may ndi ma hét nhin cua cai. (béo DT)

(21) Bung c¢6 mang than ra quan quat cha may ndi ma hoa tan nhuy héo. (bdo DT)

In Vietnamese, a negative sentence without using a negative word is called a reject negative sentence, in case a
negative word is used, it is called a descriptive negative sentence. Here, although the cases with and without the negative
words still have the same meaning, the negative - refutation sentence has a nuance (modal meaning) that emphasizes
more than the descriptive negative sentence.

3.1.2. “A few” as a quantifier - numeral

"A few" is classified in the category of quantifiers - an approximate numeral with grammatical characteristics:
that must be accompanied by unit nouns or some special block nouns by many authors such as Cao Xuan Hao, Nguyen
Van Pho, etc., In cases where "a few" is used as a quantifier - the numeral representing the quantity below, the
explanation is not too difficult, because "a few" has a neutral nuance. That means the developer language/writer does not
use implying more or less quantity, large or small size, sooner or later time...
(22) Bubi sang t6i dang dung ngoai ctra gam may nhanh c6 non an diém tam. (DMPLK)
(23) Miy lan bi mang danh nhau, t6i chi ding yén. (DMPLK)

Ngoai ra, sb tir “may” con biéu thi con sb dudi mudi; ngir doan may chuc, miy muwoi thi biéu thi con sé tron
chuc va duéi mot tram.
(24) Chd nay chic chi may can thdi. (béo DT)
(25) Ca dan miy chuc céc loai C4 dudi theo, chen nhau danh song va quiy dudi ngoap miéng ban nudc 1én day mat toi,
udt canh va wot ca bung t6i. (DMPLK)
(26) MAy muwoi nam rdi, t6i chua c6 dip an tét tai Viét Nam. (bao DT)

Numeral “a few” in the correlation with one, expressing "a lot"; is often found in literature, folk songs, and
proverbs.
(27) Su doi nghi ciing nuc cuoi
Mét con cé 16i, may ngudi budng cu. (Ca dao)
(28) N&i minh thém tirc ndi nha
Thém hoa mét budc, 16 hoa miy hang. (TK)

In case the quantifier - numeral "a few" is used to express the subjective idea of the speaker/writer is more or
less, other words must be added. Particles marked with "a few" have little meaning, including (only) have, just, only,...
Particles marked with "a few" have many meanings including several, these, already, all, even, too,...

(29) Dan cu chi cé vai nha Céc, miy anh em Enh Uong, Chiu Chang, Nhai Bén, mot Ech Coém va mot chi Rén Mong.
(DMPLK)

(30) N6i c6 miy cau thi dau dudi cau nao ciing "ngdy trudc ta..." va "biét roi, biét roi...". (DMPLK)

(31) Ldm khi em cling nghi ndi nha ctra nhu thé nay 1a nguy hiém, nhung em nghéo sirc qud, em da lo rong rd hang may
thang cting khong biét 1am thé nao. (DMPLK)

(32) Ay anh chang theo dubi t6i @G miy thang nay rdi day (Sb)

(33) Con dwong phan vén, biét c6 nén sang ra mit bac Xién Toc hay 1a lui di, thi bdng cd miy 4 Buém déu im bat tiéng.
(DMPLK)

When expressing the degree, the amount of difference in structure compared with the verbs/prepositions more,
less, equal, close, too, above, below, double ... then "a few" denotes a lot.
(34) Boi toi luc ludng to gdp may anh. (DMPLK)
(35) Ho rai voi trén nhitng hd chdn 16n bang may khau dia cong lai. (CDBT)
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In cases there are no accompanying modal particles/participles, it is necessary to consider the context, that is, to
consider the semantics of other accompanying words. For example:
- Dam la quang duong xa (so véi kha niang di cua lodi vat).
(36) Troi dong rét run canh run rdu thé ma ca lang Chau Chau nhay ra ngoai khe 1, 1i lugt doi gio tién toi may dam
dudng méi chiu tré lai. (DMPLK)
- Dong ra: lién tuc trong sudt mot thai gian bi coi la qua dai (Ter dién tiéng Viét - HP).
(37) Rong rd miy mua roi, khong nhé ma ciing khéng nghe dwgc mét tin tirc gi vé Triii. (DMPLK)
Therefore, in the examples above, “a few” denotes a lot.

3.1.3. “A few” means “with”

(38) Em hat may, anh...! (NBCT)

(39) Ha, doi anh may! (vietlex)

(40) May lai ram thang tam la gid dau cau may, mo may vé du sao ciing d& tai cho cau may, va may ciing phai ¢d ho, co
hang, ngudi ta hoi dén chir? (NNTA)

"A few" here is used as a conjunction or colloquial word, meaning to express the speaker's casual or intimate
emotional nuances.

3.1.4. Other cases

"A few" combined with the negative words (no, not, yet): means negative but not absolute negation. Between
the negative and "how many" there may or may not be other words. This is considered an understatement, a common
avoidance in Vietnamese conversational speech.
(41) Bam, trong ba chi c6 vé luong thién, ding ddn thoi chir khdng tan thoi miy a. (SP)
(42) Nhung chuyén ra di cua ma t6i khong may ly ky... (CDBT)
(43) Kién an udng c6 vé nhu nho nhe so véi Phuong, va thyc ra la anh chang an gi may, chi nhin Phuong, bang hoang.
(NBCT)
(44) Hu lau! Chua tién hoa may! (SP)

Céc truong hop tir ¢d, it gap trong giao tiép hién dai: may na (ching duoc bao 1au, bao nhiéu), may ti (it).
(45) Vai 4y thi dugc miy na thi rach. (vietlex)
(46) Méi quan thao vai hiép, t6i da rd sirc anh dé 1éu 140 kia, choi vdi t6i, khong dugc may na sirc. (DMPLK)
(47) Bam quan cha mdy ti, quan cho miy xu ciing dugc. (vietlex)
(48) Quan voi 40 ma dén thé thi cha con... che day gi dugc mdy ti. (SD)

3.2. The translation of ""how many"" into English
4.2. The translation of "a few"" into English

There are many different types of translation, such as Jakobson, Firth, and Catford, who are researchers who
view translation as a linguistic activity; Larson, Crystal, and Newmark consider translation not only from a linguistic
perspective but also from a cultural and social perspective. In 1988, Newmark introduced a translation model consisting
of 8 basic translation methods, including word-for-word, literal, faithful, and faithful. Semantic translation, adaptation,
free translation, idiomatic translation, and communicative translation. In "Diary of A Cricket", translator Dang The Binh
chose the method of free translation as the primary method in the translation process.

We have collected 79 sentences with the word "a few" appearing in the book "Diary of a Cricket" and compared
them with the English version. The data processing results show that, in 9 out of 79 sentences, "a few" is translated into
"(a) few" (accounting for 11.4%); there are 8 out of 79 sentences,” a few" is combined with accompanying nouns and
converted into a noun with the corresponding plural grammatical form in English (accounting for 10.1%); There are 9 out
of 79 sentences," a few" are translated into determiners indicating a small or large number (accounting for 11.4%) and in
53 out of 79 sentences, the author chooses to translate out of ideas (accounting for 1.4%). 67.1 %). Here are the four main
methods translators used to translate "a few "into English in "Diary of a Cricket".

(49) Bdng thay chi Cc tir mat nude bay 1én, dén dau gan hang toi, cach c6 may budc.
Translation: | suddenly noticed a cormorant who had just alighted a few steps from my place.
(50) M4y hom sau, vé téi qué nha.

Translation: A few days later, | arrived at my native place.

Second, the quantitative meaning of "a few" is combined with the noun and converted into a noun expressing
the plural form in English.
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For the cases where "a few" appears in the original sentence with the meaning of only an unknown quantity and
is considered to be relatively many, the translator chose the method of combining the quantitative meaning of "a few"
into it together with the following noun and translate it into a noun of the same meaning in the plural form as:

(51) Con viéc lut 19i va viéc ctia ngudi ta, khong nén twong ching toi xui may cd bé hoc tro lam ra mua gio.

Translation: Ants living there had not been washed away in the flood made by the little girls.

(52) Con duong phan vén, biét c6 nén sang ra mit bac Xién Toc hay 12 lui di, thi bdng ca may a Buém déu im bt tiéng.
Translation: | was still hesitating whether | should present myself before Mr. Longhorn when all of a sudden the
butterflies stopped their dancing and singing and took refuse in the neighbouring bushes.

Third, “a few” is translated into determiners of a small or large number depending on the context.

The main translation method used by translators in “Diary of a Cricket” is the free translation method.
Therefore, in some translated sentences, the author chooses to translate “a few” into determiners of a general quantity,
which may be less or maybe more depending on the context in English such as some, many, several, every... For
example, “a few” in (53) indicates a small number, the translator has chosen the equivalent word “a few” which means "a
few"; in (54), the translator did not choose to translate the word "entirely", but the way of translating “a few” into "many"
partly showed the meaning of a long time in the original sentence; or in (55), “a few” does not emphasize quantity, so the
author chooses a general translation “a few” which means "several"; while in (56), the translator chooses to translate “a
few” into "every" to emphasize the meaning "every time".

(53) Budi sang t6i dang ding ngoai cira gam mAy nhénh ¢é non an diém tam.

Translation: One morning, as | was nibbling at some young blades of grass...

(54) RONg r4 may mua rdi, khong nhé ma ciing khong nghe duge mot tin tirc gi vé Trili.

Translation: Many months passed. | was till without news of Mole-cricket.

(55) Lap tac, may céi bong 1om ngém vao hang hi huc dao, béi, cdy, khoét moi dit ra.

Translation: Through the small aperture, | saw several shadows crawl into the cave and start tearing at the brick wall.
(56) M4y lan bi mang danh nhau, t6i chi duing yén.

Translation: | became so sick that every time | was put in a fight, I just stood still.

Fourth, the “a few” in the source sentence is not translated into the receptor sentence.

“A few” is not translated into English when it means an interrogative pronoun as in (57), (58), and (59). Instead,
when “a few” appeared in the source sentence as an interrogative pronoun asking about time, the translator translated it
into a time question word such as "when" in (57) or by combined tenses (present perfect) in questions as in (58). Besides,
the source can also be omitted completely as in (59).

(57) Di xa thé ¢6 may hom thi vé dugc?

Translation: When could | be sure of returning home?
(58) My nim nay chu di dau?

Translation: So where have you been lately?

(59) Pat nay nao biét may ai ké tri am?

Translation: A true friend is difficult to find...

The rest, “a few” is completely omitted according to the free translation method chosen by the translator.

3.3. The translation of “a few” into modern Chinese

The translation of “a few” into modern Chinese was done by translator Li Ying (ZE%) and was first published in
China in January 2018. Up to now, it has had 2 more reprints. The original work has 79 sentences containing the word “a
few” (of which 1 sentence contains 2 words). In 80 cases appearing, there are 25 cases in which the translator did not
translate these words into Chinese, the other cases are shown in the table below:

Table 1: Summary of how to translate the word ""a few"" into modern Chinese
Expression in Modern Chinese | J1 | &6 | /1 | B | & | &7

Times 4014 |3 |1 |6 |1

Thus, “a few” means quantity expressed by many words of different classes in modern Chinese: word count,
word visualization, quantifier, adverb, and macro word. The most translation method is still through the number of words
“JL”, imagine the word “%” is used to translate when “a few” denotes a large quantity, a long time; the amount of the
word "£t" is used 4 times, used to represent a small amount, a short time; the pronoun “{/]” comes after the plural
pronoun. The amount of the word "#" is used to translate when referring to the fact that there are many similar
individuals and the same species; The adverb "#F" is used with the image of the word "iZ" to indicate a long period.
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Regarding the semantic translation of the word “a few” in this work into modern Chinese by translator Li Ying (%),
we have the following general assessments:

First, the word “a few” appears in the work in the narrative sentences, the vast majority of which mean
quantitative facts. Therefore, if this word is not translated, many situations will lose their verbatim meaning such as (60),
(61), (62). If it appears in a negative sentence (describe or refute), then "some" can be translated or translated according
to the meaning (63), (64).

(60) T6i don giong, vo dbi canh nho méi ngan dén nach, roi cao hing gay 1én may tiéng rd to.

Translation: B/& TERF, HITERKLORKES, FHBIRFE R 50T o R

Here, “a few” is a neutral quantity, without the nuance of more or less. However, in the sense that Vietnamese
people often understand (analyzed above), the number of words “a few” denotes will usually be less than ten. The
translator translated it to “begin to nape” (75 X#23k), which means to extend continuously.

(61) Ai ciing kéu 1a ghét hai thang lao léu, gia thiy mat bay gid thi phai danh cho chung may danh.
Translation: #1147 & EAEIRA TR T, FTBEHRTERA EAK.

In that bove case, the translator has switched from “beating a few hits” to “beating bones to shreds / dying and
coming back to life” (SEEIER). , , ’
(62) Dau sao, trong may ngay qua, toi ciing nay ra mot y nghi rat dep la da duoc thay mat dat nay bao la, khong phai chi
¢ cai bo rudng, cai dam nude cua qué minh.
Translation: BEAREZ TIUERIX —BRA I ALRLF, HERMEH A T —LEs, KR EAUIE K 2 Blham
HIBE, S8A ) R o R

Here, author To Hoai just wanted to mention the days when De Men spent a lot of time thinking about himself,
about everything that was happening around him, not the whole time from the time he was arrested until that time (iX —
R JIANZELUT). As for the two sentences below (e.g. 63, 64), “a few” appears in the negative sentence, so it can be
translated without losing the meaning that the ’author wanted to express. .

(63) Mdi quan thao vai hiép toi da rd anh dé 1éu lao kia, choi véi t6i, khéng duwgc may na sac.
Translation: Rt T JLHAIRALBUE T A0, BT RIS D )1/ , ’
(64) Theo thdi quen & bai, va lai, dudong sa di lai diéu voi, moi nha trong cu lao khéng may ai ra ngoai, khong nghe biét
tin tlrc moi noi.

Translation: REELHERMIER, REMZEIFEEET, oL, FENG ERERSHEEL, AT RE SN
Rt AR A AR T .

Second, recognizing the standard modal meaning of the word “a few” is a relatively complicated matter; In
addition to the cases where particles show more and less clearly, it is necessary to rely on sentiment to judge. According
to the translation, some sentences translated by the translator are not satisfactory with the modal meaning, such as:

(65) May ban Nhén di danh em. (MAy & ddy mang séc thai trung tinh, chi luvgng nho, tim dam ba 1an)
Translation: B NILE, fhiT TRIRZ K. (R% X 1arit nhiéu lan)

(66) Khong biét may hdm mai tinh. (MAy ¢ diy mang sic thai trung tinh, chi lugng thoi gian ngan, tam vai ngay)
Translation: EX TREX, —FFERiI K. (RZX larat nhicu ngay)

Third, some of the focal points (themes) associated with “a few” have been changed compared to the original
text. This is very important to avoid in translation work.
(67) Di xa thé ¢o may hom thi vé duoc?
Translation: =A% @I TT, A2 W5 E 5E IR e ?

The focus of the question is asking about the period (a few days - a very short period), but the translated
sentence has the focus of asking about the time (41 4. B % & B¢ [7] 5% when can you return).
(68) Cam dong qua, di miy ngy, lai di mAy ngay, roi di nhidu ngay nita ciing thiy dau dau déu ban tan cong viée cac
loai bay gid da thanh anh em.
Translation: EE3FERZ), ME—RRLE, CRE JRKEE, TREW%HE W& AL 10 AT LI B AR 5

R

Here, although the author used the period - going for a few days, the main point is to emphasize the place -
going for a few days to a new place. The translator translated to the meaning of time, so the previous and the following
translations become disconnected because the former is about time and the second is about location.
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4. DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Through the translation methods selected by translator Dang The Binh in “Diary of a Cricket”, we believe that
translating "a few" into "a few" is the most appropriate and satisfactory option, in order to ensure transmission, download
the complete message in the source language. In the Chinese translation, translator Ly Doanh has chosen many ways to
translate the word "a few" to suit the Chinese language and socio-cultural factors. However, this is a work that favors a
detailed description of the natural world of animals, so regardless of the language it is translated into, not translating
those descriptions verbatim will reduce the price value of the original.

The translation of Vietnamese into English - a language of different types and the translation of Vietnamese into
Chinese - a language of the same type has different difficulties and advantages. However, with the same type of
language, translators are more convenient in preserving the original meaning, less need to use escape translation. In the
cases where "a few" appear in negative or interrogative sentences to indicate a small, insignificant number, whether
translated into English or modern Chinese, 100% must use free translation.

5. CONCLUSION

Thus, "a few" in Vietnamese can hold different roles such as interrogative pronouns, demonstrative pronouns,
quantifiers - word numbers, and conjunctions. There are some special phrases such as: knowing how much indicates “a
lot” ; someone/mot many people, sometimes/rarely... emphasizing little; few, a few are from ancient times, rarely seen in
modern communication.

The article examines how to translate "a few" into modern English and Chinese through the work of De Men
adventure diary. The results show that there are many options for translating "a few" into these languages. However, the
current translation still exists in some cases where the translation of the word "a few" is not semantically satisfactory; and
in case "a few" appears in negative or interrogative sentences, it is imperative to use the escape translation method.
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