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Abstract

Education and Enlightenment
Activities for Cultivating
Nations by Dong Kinh Free

School in Vietnam

CHAE PRUNY

History Education Major,
Department of Social Education
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study considers the education and enlightenment activities of
the Tonkin(Dong Kinh) Free School(Pong Kinh nghia Thuc, H 5i3%
#4). Research drew from primary source documents written by the
school’s staff members who engaged with the theory of cultivating
nations. This study focus on the faculty’s mantra “to review the old

”

and learn the new(dn cd tri tan A& %0H7)” within the context of
defining citizenship and female citizenship.
The Tonkin Free School was established in Hanoi in 1907 as the

first modern, private educational institution in North Vietnam.

- 78 - ; 'f L



Although the school was disbanded 9 months later by colonial
authorities, it made a significant contribution by spearheading modern
education and a modern perspective on national consciousness for
the Vietnamese people.

The Tonkin Free School conducted vigorous educational activities
with the goal of providing the foundation for a Westernized
nation-state through mass civil education. The teachers engaged
directly in publishing textbooks and the students studied both
traditional and modern disciplines. In addition to academic courses,
the school fomented enlightenment activities by  publishing
newspapers, organizing new-books translation meetings, and holding
topical lectures. The Tonkin Free School adapted "Dai Nam dong van
nhat baoCKF A H¥#)”, which was written in Chinese characters,
into "Pang 8 tung bao(EZEHH)” printed in Chinese and
Vietnamese.

The textbooks and newspapers of the Tonkin Free School offered a
path for modernizing a civilization and providing the intellectual
foundation for constructing a modern nation-state. The faculty
favored constitutional monarchy as the form of government for the
new nation-state. They accepted the role of the traditional
Vietnamese dynasties and recognized the value of monarchy as a
patriotic symbol, within the confines of a constitutional monarchy.
Because the Nguyén(t) Dynasty and its administrative organizations
were nominally politically left-leaning, the traditional monarchy lasted
for a while.

The faculty did not lay down a clear political plan or model. It was
a reaction to the specific circumstances of colonial rule in Vietnam
rather than a reaction to Western interference as occurred in China

and elsewhere in East Asia. Under the close watch of the colonial

11 5
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administration, the faculty was not able to discuss a concrete political
agenda; rather, they focused on the issue of defining citizenship.

The Tonkin free school defined the “civic education(BZ(%)” as
the education to qualify nations. They emphasized the vocational
education, moral education, hygiene education, and physical education.
Civic education was to focus on the individual’s personality and
knowledge, rather than the change in laws or regulations. The
essential points can be summarized as follows.

First, they tried to cultivate a sense of patriotism. A patriotic
person was considered fundamental for determining the social
progress and national prosperity under the influence of the social
Darwinism, therefore it has been highlighted even more in importance.
But the patriotism of the Tonkin Free School still entailed loyalty to
the king and the State(#® t%[) and was not separated from filial
piety(#), which is similar to the traditional Confucian ethics.

Second, they tried to cultivate a sense of organization(ai quan %%
#f). They deemed the organization of society in a cohesive group as
the path for saving their country or achieving social progress, and a
sense of organization was key to this. The notion of organization
resonates deeply in the small community-oriented tradition of
Vietnam. The Tonkin Free School expanded the sense of that identity
to include society and country.

To foster a sense of organization, they emphasized moral behavior
and the practice of creating diverse organizations. The theory of
organization was put into practice, leading to the creation of
organizations consisting of persons from diverse social sectors. The
list of the new organizations established after this theory can be
found on "Pang c6 tung bao”.

The Tonkin Free School insisted that the patriotic nation with a

3 3
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sense of organization, capable of surviving on the competitive global
stage, was a prerequisite for regaining sovereignty and preserving
their civilization. They considered female nationals critical for this
goal, but not all agreed on the way in which women would
contribute to this modern society. Some at the school claimed that
women were equal members of the nation; the others limited their
role to the home. Nevertheless, both groups valued the education of
women. The faculty considered the education of women a standard of
advanced countries, and vital to their national independence and
civilization. Both the traditional refinement and the modern knowledge
were emphasized as necessary elements of the education of women.

Beyond education, the Tonkin Free School also raised the subject
of women's rights. Women’s rights depended on the education of
woman, and it regarded as a right to be enjoyed in a civilized
society. In the early 1900s, the topics related to the women’s rights
were actively discussed on "Piang ¢8 tung bao”. In the female column
on "Pang ¢d tung bao”, called "Women’s Voice”, the marriage of
convenience, the dowry issues, polygamy, free love, female
harassment, pregnancy and parenting, orphanage foundation, clothing,
funerals, piety, and the predominance of men over women Wwere
written about and discussed in the light of women’s rights.

The Tonkin Free School taught a new education, distinct from the
traditional education in many ways, yet reliant on the traditional
Confucian education as a base. This can be shown from the facts
that they teach Chinese characters, prioritized loyalty to king and the
patriotic spirit, and had a foreign recognition to be dependent on
China. This is because the faculty of the Tonkin Free School were
raised with a traditional Confucian education and became officials

through the imperial examination, or shared similar experiences.
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Construction of the nation-state based on the ideas “to review the
old and learn the new” and the China-centered foreign recognition of
the school demonstrate the flourishing of thought of Vietnamese
intellectuals in the early 20th century.

This study found that the education and enlightenment development
activities of the Tonkin Free School, based on researching primary
sources, focused on the theory of cultivating nations and the
modernizing their nation—state. The significance of this paper can be
found from revealing that the contents of the education combined
modernity and tradition, based on the mantra “to review the old and

learn the new’.

keywords : The Tonkin free school(Pdéng Kinh nghia Thuc,
W FEH), Civilization, Cultivating nations, Cultivating female
citizens, to review the old and learn the new(6n cd tri tan
B H), Ding c8 tung bao(F g fEH)
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