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The Influence of Chinese on Vietnamese in the 20th and 21st
Centuries: A Study of the “Tonkin Free School” Movement and the
Reports of Chinese Communist Party Congress

The linguistic contact between the Vietnamese language and the Chinese language has a
long history. Chinese has played an important role in the history of Vietnam, as Chinese was the
administrative and national language of Vietnam for nearly 2000 years. As a result, Vietnamese
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words and terminology that have a Chinese origin are numerous and can be found in various areas.
They have become an inseparable part of the Vietnamese language and still contribute to the

creation of new words even in contemporary Vietnamese.

In this essay I will explore the influence of Chinese on Vietnamese by closely examining
two sources: The first consists of Chinese works produced at the Tonkin Free School, a short-lived
but historically significant reformist school in Hanoi. The history of Chinese-Vietnamese contact
entered a new phase in 1919, when Chinese ceased to be the administrative and national language
of Vietnam in the wake of colonization by France. However, throughout the early 20th century,
Chinese continued to be used in Vietnam as a tool to acquire knowledge from China, Japan, and
the. By surveying the Chinese works of the Tonkin Free School Movement, I will analyze the
impact of Chinese on Vietnamese in the early 20th century.

The second source I will examine consists of political reports of the 12th to 18th Chinese
Communist Party Congress which corresponds to the year 1982 to 2012. As China has experienced
a process of reform and opening for the past 30 years, it has launched many policies which were
accompanied by a new socio-political terminology. Almost simultaneously, Vietnam began to
implement its reforms. Although in 1945, Vietnam started to use the Latin script, Vietnam still
continued to borrow socio-political terms from China and has continued to absorb them into

modern Vietnamese.
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