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​Introduction
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I love the Vietnamese language. And while I've studied and learned formal and literary Vietnamese, what most excites me is street Vietnamese, the language you hear on the streets of Saigon. It's colorful and fun, and I don't know of any reference for it, not even in Vietnamese language. You just have to know it if you know it, or collect it from overheard conversations in person or online. I wrote this book to collect and present to you colloquial slang Vietnamese, as spoken in Saigon in 2025. 

Whether you are a traveler to Vietnam, a scholar or student of Vietnamese, a Vietkieu (ethnically Vietnamese person living outside Vietnam), or even a native speaker of Vietnamese, this book will give you deep knowledge of contemporary Vietnamese slang. Most Vietnamese native speakers don't know all the slang in this guide, and my friends and I have had fun learning and using some of the expressions in this guide that are novel to us.  They are amazingly colorful and evocative, and often tell stories in themselves. Vietnamese culture has a natural love of wordplay, and touchy subjects are often discussed in creatively metaphorical ways. 

But be careful. using slang can be a touchy matter. Even if the expression is not in itself offensive, in Vietnamese culture, as you might already know, using an informal expression in a formal setting can cause offense. This is true in any culture, but most likely much more true in Vietnamese culture than in Western cultures. I know that in the US you don't say "what's up man" to a court judge sitting in front of you, but doing so would not be completely unheard of, nor bring the likely grave consequences it would bring in Vietnam. So the point here is be careful when you use any terms you're not careful about, and ask your Vietnamese friends for additional context-specific guidance to supplement what I've provided in this book.

This book assumes that you can pronounce Vietnamese words without my assistance. If you can't, there are plentiful online (or human) resources to teach you how to do that. I don't want to bog this book down (hey, there's some American slang!) with basic Vietnamese phonography. Similarly, this book assumes that you have some source to go to for standard office or school Vietnamese. Please don't let this book be your only source of the Vietnamese language, because you'll end up sounding like a parrot who hung out on the wrong side of the tracks!

About tones: most Vietnamese language courses emphasize that you learn the tones first. That is absolutely correct if your goal is fluency or proficiency. Without tones, you'll be speaking broken, pidgin-ish Vietnamese.  But the key thing those other courses forget to tell you is: people will still almost always understand you. In most contexts, it's clear which tone you mean, even if you said the wrong one. Tone-learning advocates point out that the word "pho," with a tone that does not correspond to the expected meaning of noodle soup, can carry the literal meaning of, for example, town. Fine. But how likely is it that a restaurant waiter will be perplexed about why you just ordered a bowl of town, and stand staring at you in incomprehension? Similarly, a Vietnamese person who goes to the United States may go to a McDonalds and order a chi bu ga, and the McDonalds employee will not stand there wondering what in the world a chi bu ga is.

So if you don't mind sounding like Ms. "Chi bu ga" in Vietnam—say if you are only a short-term visitor—then I'm going to tell you what almost no other Vietnamese language guide will tell you, and I will advise you not to worry about the tones, at least not for now. They require too much effort to master, and can be a turn-off for someone new to the language. 

Additionally to this, street Vietnamese, like colloquial street language in any country, is often slurred, misspoken, mispronounced, ungrammatical, and given and received over the din of clinking coffee glasses and starting motorcycles. It's meant to be understood perfectly well even without correct pronunciation. To go back to our imaginary Vietnamese tourist in the United States, if this Vietnamese tourist is angry at you for overcharging her for a chi bu ga, and yells that you are a fokker (which is in fact how Vietnamese people tend to say that word) would you stand there wondering, "Why does she think I am a Dutch aerospace firm?"

So there. Tones are important for achieving proficient Vietnamese pronunciation, but if you're just a beginner or just a visitor, it's better to be having fun with the language rather than worrying about tones—and as you become more familiar with your first attempts at the language, the tones will likely come to you naturally as part of the pronunciation.
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​Safety warning
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I've alluded to this already, and I'm going to put it very plainly right here:

BE CAREFUL when using any of the terms in this book with people who aren't trusted friends of yours.

I've intentionally separated the really bad profanity into its own chapter, but still, be careful using anything from this book when you're not certain of the situation.

Street language can often have wildly different meanings and contexts, and saying something with the wrong look, even if it's normally only a "mild" profanity, might lead to very bad consequences. That's true in Vietnam only as much as it's true anywhere else in the world. But I'm pointing this out to you because this is really a no-holds-barred book of Vietnamese slang. My friends advised me to leave out the really rude stuff, because it might get my foreign readers into trouble, but I want to bring you all the Vietnamese that's out there—even if I really don't advise you to try using it with random strangers until you're very familiar with it.

Vietnamese and American children are both taught this as a Chinese proverb, but I like to think that it's a Vietnamese insight: when the word is in your mouth, it is your slave, but once it is out of your mouth, you are its slave.

Be careful.

Building blocks of Vietnamese context: terms of address

You may already know that regular Vietnamese, of the kind you might use in an office or school, doesn't really use a first-person or second-person. In normal speech, we use third-person terms, based on familial relationships, where other languages use the first-person or second-person. So for example instead of saying "I like you," you would say something in Vietnamese that parsed by word-for-word translation would come out to (for example) "Younger sibling likes older brother" (if you're speaking to a man about your age or slightly older). And so on with all pronouns. They are replaced by generally rather polite terms corresponding to family relationships. The most frequently used are "anh," "chị," and "em"—for, respectively, older brother, older sister, and younger sibling. There is a vast trove of other terms of address, including some used only in literary or ancient (royal) contexts, and what is important for you to know is that these terms of address are the most important signifiers of tone, attitude, and respect in Vietnamese language. 

While office and school Vietnamese uses a set of respectful familial kinship-related pronouns, street Vietnamese doesn't always do so. Yes, even in the roughest street situations, you can use the regular, "office Vietnamese" terms. But you don't have to. The street equivalents are a lot more direct. They closely correspond to the idea of first-person, second-person, and generic third-person in other languages, because they don't differentiate by status and age. But in Vietnamese, ignoring status and age is in itself already either rude or very familiar. In general, using these terms, rather than the textbook kinship terms, is seen
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