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chapter 12

Legal Education in 21st Century Vietnam: From 
Imitation to Renovation

Bui Ngoc Son1

	 Introduction

In May 2015, in Tiền Giang, a southern province of Vietnam, at the age of fifty-
five, a Vietnamese woman, named as Phan Thị Kim Hoa, who sold bananas in 
a corner at a small market, received a bachelor’s degree in law from Cantho 
University Faculty of Law, a young law school, through a distance learning pro-
gram. ‘Lawyer Hoa’, as the local people now call her, had a dream of becoming a 
lawyer when she was very young, but poverty prevented her from realizing her 
dream before she was fifty-five years old. Explaining her enthusiasm for study-
ing law, she said that she wanted to be a lawyer to protect the peasants who are 
oppressed and suffer arbitrary trials because of their lack of legal knowledge.2

The story tells two sides of legal education in Vietnam. On the positive side, 
the story highlights the rising social need for legal education and the speedy 
development of legal education in Vietnam, which allows more people to ac-
cess legal education. It is only in the context of the change of legal education 
in this twenty-first century that ‘Lawyer Hoa’ could obtain a law degree. On the 
other hand, the story reveals the loose and easy access to legal education in 
Vietnam, which may constrain its quality.

The need for legal education and the challenge of ensuring its quality, as in-
dicated in the story above is just one of many tensions in the Vietnamese legal 
education system. This paper will broadly explore two sides of legal education 
in Vietnam in the early twenty-first century, namely change and constraints. 
The change may not reflect the move ‘from imitation to innovation’ as the theme 
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of the conference that originally inspired this chapter suggests. ‘Innovation’ is 
defined by Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the alteration of what is established 
by the introduction of new elements or forms’, implying original, and more 
or less radical, changes. The change in legal education in Vietnam has not yet 
happened in that innovative way. Rather, the change resonates with Vietnam’s 
more general approach to national building captured by the term đổi mới (ren-
ovation), which is also the name of the famous reform program introduced 
by the Communist Party of Vietnam in 1986 with the goal of transforming the 
Soviet model of planned economy into a market-based economy with socialist 
orientation. Consistent with this đổi mới approach, changes in legal education 
in Vietnam involve revamping, improving, or modifying the outdated system 
of legal education which imitated the Soviet system. This chapter attempts to 
explore how and why such renovation has happened, and why innovation has 
not taken place.

Legal education in Vietnam has been examined by both Vietnamese and 
international scholars. Vietnamese scholars, such as Phạm Duy Nghĩa,3 Bùi Thị 
Bích Liên,4 and other commentators,5 have documented the history and the 
general structure of the system of legal education in Vietnam, and revealed 
its changes and problems. Many Vietnamese commentators invoke the expe-
riences of legal education in developed countries, such as the United States, 
Australia, and Japan, to offer normative suggestions for renovating legal 
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