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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Research statement 

The overarching aim of this dissertation is to understand environmental 

politicisation, particularly its drivers and mechanisms in Vietnam, from interrelated 

perspectives drawing from theories of social movements, environmental governance, and 

political ecology, with empirical evidence from two cases of environmental issues in 

Vietnam. Global environmental activism has been challenged by the increasing 

complexity of environmental and societal issues, as well as a growing list of authoritarian 

political leaders and power configurations (McCarthy, 2019). In Southeast Asia, a region 

marked with a strong legacy of authoritarian regimes, scholars have focused on struggles 

of environmentalism in either illiberal democracies or communist states like Vietnam 

(Bruun, 2020a). In Vietnam and China, formal NGOs as well as grassroots activists need 

to overcome restrictions from the central government. Despite the complexity and 

hybridity that characterise both modernity and capitalism in Vietnam (Raffin, 2008; 

McGee, 2009), the central government, or the Party-State, has maintained a keen 

political will for industrialization and modernization at the expense of socio-

environmental accountability (McGee, 2009; Bruun, 2020b). Such a context would 

hamper any confrontational tactics of civil society actors and, thus, require a more discreet 

modus operandi from activists, working through personal and institutionalised networks 

(Zhu and Ho, 2007; Ho, 2008). However, recent literature has suggested moving beyond 

this ‘first-generation’ discreet approach to civil society under authoritarianism, advocating 

for understanding of the wider opportunities and difficulties posed by new methods and 

technologies to challenge the status quo and advocate for change (Yew, 2018). 

 This dissertation highlights how environmental politicisation under political 

oppression can be unearthed in a way that is helpful for a more nuanced understanding of 

contemporary activism in Vietnam and beyond. It reveals how civil society contributes to 

environmental governance under authoritarian contexts from a combined lens of spatial 
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planning, political ecology, and social movement theory. This approach facilitates the 

investigation of complex conditions that make (environmental) activism possible under 

authoritarianism (see Kerkvliet (2014a) for a more detailed discussion on varying levels of 

oppression employed by the communist Party-State). In doing so, I discuss not only the 

how and why of environmental activism, but also the political implications of such 

phenomenon for governance at different scales, especially considering Phuong Nguyen’s 

emphasis on Vietnam’s society changing ‘ethos’ that promises ‘shifting grounds’ to the 

country’s political landscape (2017). In this sense, ethos refers to the configuration of the 

central societal beliefs that provide a society’s particular orientation (Oren and Bar-Tal, 

2006). Ethos is what binds the members of society together, along with the goals and 

aspirations that impel them toward the future (ibid.).  

Following this rationale, this dissertation pursues four aims: i) reveal the role of 

discourses and rhetoric in constructing different political ‘realities’ of the coastal pollution 

in Vietnam by different, if not opposing, actors – the Vietnamese civil society and 

government; ii) investigate tactics of mobilisation and organisation behind physical and 

online protests in the coastal pollution case; iii) decipher the role of social media in 

combination with cultural values to attract a broad net of supporters; and iv) explore the 

influence of politicisation on the specific forms of activism in the coastal pollution case 

compared to the Mekong Delta drought case. I drew empirical insights from cases of 

environmental activism to reveal the complexity and multiple dimensions within the 

broad umbrella of 'civil society activism in Vietnam', where a lack of explicit and public 

activism is assumed to be the political norm.  

The first case concerns the coastal pollution in central Vietnam in 2016; the second 

case draws from the drought in Mekong Delta in the same year. Aside from the anti-

bauxite mining protests in the early 2010s (Ngoc Son and Nicholson, 2017; Ortmann, 

2017), the coastal pollution is a rare instance where public protests took place on national 

scales, despite political repercussions. Thus, it is an apt case to investigate how the norm 

of discreet activism can be challenged in support of a potential new ethos for Vietnamese 
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civil society (Phuong Nguyen, 2017). I further this investigation by comparing the coastal 

pollution activism against that in the Mekong Delta drought. In doing so, I attend to the 

conflicts and multi-scalar resistance against technocratic planning, with an ambition to 

tease out potential contributions of civil society to environmental governance in Vietnam 

and position these findings within the global rise of authoritarianism and its influence on 

environmental politics.  

Overall, this dissertation provides a critical reflection on environmental 

politicisation in authoritarian contexts. It defines environmental politicisation as a process 

of filtering and defining how environmental issues will be addressed, and which 

perspectives of the environment and justice flow from them (Patsias, 2020). It seeks to 

understand environmental politicisation at the intersection of social movements, spatial 

planning, and political ecology. In doing so, it investigates the complex conditions that 

makes (environmental) activism possible under authoritarianism.  

1.2. Research context  

This section first highlights the important features of the political system in 

Vietnam and its influence on (environmental) civil society's modus operandi. It then 

explains the positioning of the coastal pollution case against this background, and how 

this case befittingly illustrates the conditions allowing such modus operandi to partially 

break the mould of activism under authoritarianism.  

1.2.1. The political context of Vietnam: Authoritarianism and geopolitical relationship 
with China 

The legacy of communist rule and centralized political decision making have a 

major impact on civic participation in political and economic decisions in Vietnam. Many 

studies have discussed how the communist regime has developed over time, and its 

influence on governance of developmental and environmental issues (which tend to be 

intertwined in the contexts of developing countries exemplified by Vietnam). Authors 

such as Kerkvliet, London, and Thayer provided critically helpful overviews of the 
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communist party’s trajectory, pointing to the party’s focus on consolidating market-

Leninist  socialist  order,  distinguished  by  its  preponderant  combination of Leninist 

principles of political organization, its market-based and often substantively capitalist 

relations and institutions of capital accumulation, and a welfare regime that rests on a 

formidably complex and at times corrupt mix of public and private modes of provision 

and payment (London, 2022:43). Stemming from this climate is a form of governance 

promoting hierarchisation of state–society relations and fragmentation of social forces, 

with activism and ethics primarily emanating from the state sphere (Bruun, 2020a).  

Against this backdrop, participation is bound to be state-orchestrated as a means of 

propaganda dissemination (Dalton and Ong, 2005). However, recent findings have 

unravelled various modes of advocacies and activism in Vietnam and to a lesser extent, the 

dynamics of these modes’ interactions. Schuler (2022) and Kerkvliet (2014a) concurred 

that political representation in contemporary Vietnam has the potential to grow at the 

local level. However, such (local) institutions are formalistic and privilege the views of 

those connected to the party, and they also have limited influence on national issues. 

Some ‘social organizations’ that is not fully state-funded are permitted to a certain extent 

(Schuler, 2022). Due to the strict monitoring of non-state organisations through a 

process of registration and institutionalisation, the state often penetrates such 

organisations. While the penetration can impose certain limitations to civil society action, 

it legally conditions other activities that would otherwise be considered illegal, or even 

anti-state (Hannah, 2009:97). The particular hybridity of Vietnamese context also 

provides certain legal caveats where civil society can, to a certain degree, voice dissonance. 

As Ortmann has pointed out, societal actors, whose freedom of expression might be 

restricted by the “authoritarian regimes”, have gained certain level of autonomy over the 

years (2017:51–52).  

Interestingly, while civil society cannot be defined with certainty, “self-organisation 

activism has not only emerged but even spawned networks which allows disparate non-

governmental groups to cooperate with each other and to combine their meagre resources 
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to more effectively deal with certain issues” (ibid.:52). Such networks, though, need to 

operate carefully as not to be deemed “a danger for the government” (ibid.:53). Ortmann's 

observations open up the possibility through which civil society can challenge the 

authoritarian state.  

Among the public criticisms by workers, peasants, religious groups, anti-China 

demonstrators, and pro-democracy advocates, citizens’ critiques and demonstrations 

against China and Chinese actions appeared to push authorities to defend Vietnam’s 

sovereignty more vigorously (Kerkvliet, 2022), most likely because the ability to handle 

anti-Chinese grievances is directly linked to the national government’s legacy (ibid.:67): 

Several critics, among them prominent scholars and retired government 
officials, concluded that China is Vietnam’s gravest external military, political, 
and economic threat. Some believed Chinese leaders’ long-term aim is to make 
Vietnam its satellite, even to take over the entire country. Usually linked to 
criticisms of China were condemnations against the Vietnamese government, 
particularly its top leaders, for seemingly countenancing Chinese actions. 

Anti-China grievances are capable of triggering both actions from citizens and 

governments more rapidly, as outstanding cases of political clashes in Vietnam typically 

featured strong anti-China sentiments (Bland and Hille, 2011; Bui, 2017). Historically, 

prior to the French colonisation, China had been the biggest threat for Vietnam from the 

North. Following a stint of ‘communist brotherhood’, Vietnam aligned with the Soviet 

Union upon the 1960s Sino-Soviet split (Bui, 2017). Anti-China campaigns started 

resurfacing, rooted in geopolitical conflicts and the need to reunify an internally divided 

population amidst a debilitating economic crisis (Path, 2011). Since the 1979 China-

Vietnam border war, resistance to Chinese invaders and anti-foreign heroism have been 

foundational to nationalist politics in Vietnam (Vu, 2007).  

In today’s Vietnamese society, there is a “growing fear of China’s rising power and 

influence that can work against Vietnamese interests and sovereignty claims in the South 

China Sea” (Bui, 2017:173). When framed by the government, this anti-Chinaism is not 
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expressed as direct resentment but rather as background for the government’s rational 

thinking and efficient relief efforts as well as “[national] unity building” measures 

(ibid.:174). Meanwhile, the use of anti-China sentiments by Vietnamese activists to call 

for protesting action helps them move beyond the dualism between being pro-state or 

anti-state. The aim in mobilizing such sentiments is to reconcile “Vietnamese who were 

once ideological enemies but are now uniting in the face of an aggressive China and a 

Vietnamese government perceived as meek and corrupt” (Vu, 2014:5–6).  

1.2.2. Making environmentalism feasible in Vietnam 

Quite a few investigations into environmentalism in Vietnam focus on conflicts 

over land use and other resources (Marston, 2012; Huu Pham et al., 2014; Kerkvliet, 

2014b; Labbé, 2015; Nguyen Quang Phuc et al., 2015). Due to the importance of 

Mekong Delta to the country’s economic growth and national development strategy, a lot 

of authors focus on civil society’s involvement with water conflicts in the region (Jacobs, 

2002; Käkönen and Hirsch, 2009; Thim, 2013). The rise of environmental protests in 

Vietnam is also often associated with failures of local and state officials to adequately 

tackle public concerns with not only pollution and its consequences per se (Ortmann, 

2017:58), but also accusations of corruption and lack of transparency (Kerkvliet, 

2014b:39). As such, the opportunity to translate a movement-specific grievance into a 

more universal language or discourse tend to lie in these associations. In addition, the 

availability of new forms of social media has influence the activist landscape considerably. 

Labbé’s work (2015) on the case of Văn Giang’s land dispute between 2009 and 2012 

revealed how the state media, in a quite unprecedented move, sided with independent 

pre-Facebook bloggers, to support locals who have been displaced by the municipality-

approved luxury urban residence project named ‘Ecopark’.  

Challenging the state’s discourse of displacement for development, activists tried to 

avoid legal sanctioning by not attacking the state directly and focusing instead on locals’ 

benefits (ibid.). The activists reframed public debate about peri-urban land administration 

in Vietnam around the key questions of “what constitutes the public interest, who should 
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define it, and how?” (ibid.:510). More recent forms of social media, predominantly 

Facebook, have also been integrated into the activists’ toolbox. Through her participation 

observation of the Trees Movement in Hà Nội, Ngoc Anh Vu (2017) showed how the 

Group 67000 People relied on Facebook to call for participants and organise peaceful 

walks in Hà Nội to protest the city government’s decision to cut down decades-old trees 

on the city’s main roads. The aforementioned studies, thus, have portrayed 

environmentalist civil society in Vietnam with a focus on: (i) ambiguity between formality 

and informality, (ii) motivation stemming from resources such as land (tied to farmers’ 

rights and regulations over land possession) and water (tied to delta-based development 

and economics), and (iii) reliance on social media, despite on-going censoring and 

monitoring by the national government. My dissertation, as such, builds on these 

observations to explore how the civil society actors push their anti-fish death narratives 

and agendas through social media and physical protests, despite repercussion from the 

government and potential police brutality. Adding to such literature, I also look into the 

link between environmentalism and anti-Chinaism and food politics as part of the 

dynamics behind civil society activism in Vietnam. 

1.2.3. Situating the coastal pollution and Mekong Delta drought 

In the context described above, a coastal pollution disaster took place in early April 

2016, causing mass fish death along the coast of Central Vietnam, among its other 

impacts (Tuoi Tre Online, 2016a; Green Trees, 2017). Between April and June 2016, 

protests and rallies shook the affected provinces, as well as urban centres in Hà Nội and 

Hồ Chí Minh, while social media saw the popularisation of #ichoosefish at the hands of 

online activists and netizens (South China Morning Post, 2016). The related 

environmental activism which emerged as a result of the disaster and these online 

movements is worthy of scholarly attention for several reasons and is therefore central to 

this dissertation. In terms of its scale, the activism manifested in multiple provinces and 

cities throughout the country, which was precedented by none but the anti-bauxite 

mining campaign around 2010 (Marston, 2012).  
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The sheer scale of activism prompted the necessity of understanding the triggers, 

tactics, and mentalities that ‘mobilized” civil society actors in such large numbers and 

across diverse places/contexts. The activists in the coastal pollution case, despite being 

under the pressure to self-censor their narratives, have embraced a confrontative attitude 

in their rhetoric questioning the validity and egalitarianism of the government's solution 

to the pollution. Timing-wise, the coastal pollution and Mekong Delta drought both 

happened in 2016. Both were cases of threatened water-based resources being threatened, 

yet each received quite different responses from activists, the central government, and the 

impacted communities. Thus, in encouragement of future political engagement, the civil 

society’s reaction to coastal pollution case is relevant to explore, in order to recognise not 

only the possibility but also the conditions and drivers behind confrontational discourses 

of activism. 

1.3. Theoretical background 

I commenced my investigation into civil society activism amidst growing trends in 

literature promoting flexibility and locality in approaching authoritarianism across both 

liberal and illiberal contexts. Following this literature, I was inspired by studies aiming to 

nuance understanding of civil society activism in illiberal contexts and also made use of 

more specific strands of writings about social movements’ discourses, framing, 

organisation, and communication (with specific focus on digital activism). Recognising a 

need to instil cultural variables to my framework, I incorporated elements from political 

ecology to understand the role of food politics and nationalism in my chosen cases. The 

rest of this section addresses these specific fields of literature and how they informed my 

analysis and shall ultimately benefit from the empirical and critical expansion offered by 

my results.  

Firstly, I took cues from the evolving literature about how authoritarianism is not a 

conception conveniently confined to certain nation or political system (Barrow and Fuller, 

2022). Authors focusing on a global scale and/or (Southeast) Asia concurred that 

authoritarian governance exists in enclaves across multiple regime types and not just in 
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authoritarian regimes (ibid.). Around this trend of hybridity, authors have developed 

different concepts befitting local or regional contexts. Menezes and Barbosa (2021) 

offered evidence as to how the Bolsonaro government centralises environmental 

governance in Brazil through both authoritarian (i.e., by restricting access to participatory 

decision-making processes) and populist (i.e., by attacking environmental defenders) 

means. Looking at South Asian countries, Bajpai and Kureshi (2022) applied the notion 

of democratic authoritarianism, denoting the use of democratic-looking institutions for 

the expansion of authoritarian forms of power across different regime types, democratic 

and authoritarian. Some scholars even discussed typical Western democracies in the same 

light with the aforementioned contexts (Goldstein et al., 2019; McCarthy, 2019), 

suggesting, for instance, the Trump administration’s active removal of environmental data 

from federal Web sites and purging or constraining of federal agencies with 

environmental governance responsibilities as a signpost for authoritarian populism in the 

contemporary United States. These examples spark the importance of investigation into 

contexts such as Vietnam, as authoritarianism is not a phenomenon that can be 

geographically confined to certain nations or political systems. 

Secondly, in response to such a diverse development of authoritarianism, civil society 

appears to respond accordingly with adaptability and creativity. In Turkey, Atalay (2022) 

identified an alternative model of state–civil society relationship in hybrid regimes: 

mutual constitution - the relationship of utilitarian reciprocity between the ruling 

authority and civil society actors where both parties expand and consolidate their 

respective domains. Chinese religious charities repurposed state resources to circumvent 

effects of state power, without challenging the system as a whole (McCarthy, 2013). As 

Rodan (2022) illustrated, far from undergoing a general retreat in Southeast Asia, 

increased activism through formal and informal civil society spaces is, in varying 

combinations, evident in much of the region and pivotal in shaping political regimes. In 

Vietnam, recent studies (Vu, 2017, 2019; Duong et al., 2019; Gillespie and Nguyen, 

2019) have also started to touch on the more confrontative side of civil society activism, 

which was previously mostly exemplified through protests in rural areas against land-
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grabbing (Huu Pham et al., 2014; Chinh, 2016). Informed by these newer analyses, I look 

into how organisation and communication of civil society can be mobilised under 

oppressive conditions, the results of which shall contribute to understanding of not only 

civil society but also of the context within which such activism take place.  

My learning, as such, combines both classic and contemporary elements of civil 

society literature. I deploy well-known concepts in social movement studies such as 

organisation, mobilisation, and grievances (Klandermans, 2004), political opportunities, 

and framing (Kurtz, 2003; Hajer, 2004) in connection to more contemporary arguments. 

These arguments touch on the ambiguity of (in)formality (Vu, 2017), political neutrality 

versus sensitivity (Gleiss, 2014), spatial/geographical settings of social movements and 

activism (Miraftab, 2009; Uitermark et al., 2012; Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017), and the 

rising importance of social media and alternative forms of communicative technology in 

political communication (Matulis and Moyer, 2018; Dumitrica and Felt, 2020; Huang 

and Svetanant, 2022). 

Thirdly, I draw from political ecology’s conceptualisation of political actions as 

motivated by symbolic values rooted in the linkages between environment and culture 

(Agrawal, 2005; Escobar, 2006; Robbins, 2011a). Within this framework, I want to 

highlight the food politics propped up by confrontative and interrelated notions of food 

and justice and the ‘viscid’ sense of cultural and national identity that is deeply 

entrenched, in the context of Vietnam, in ‘fish’ and ‘fish sauce’. This is particularly 

relevant for contexts where food as manifested through national cuisines is blessed with 

historical development and reverence to such a level that any perceived threats to food 

security can aggregate beyond practical concerns into culture-nationalism. Altogether, in 

bringing these different strands together into a framework for this dissertation, I endorse 

the potential for scientists, political ecologists, and activists to form essential alliances to 

counter post-truth discourse (i.e. politicians selectively choose (or construct) their facts to 

serve particular ends) and new forms of authoritarianism (Neimark et al., 2019). 
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1.4. Scientific and societal significance 

From a scientific perspective, this research aims to enrich and expand the current 

state of knowledge concerning environmental politicisation in three manners. Firstly, it 

extends the understanding of environmental governance in Vietnam beyond the 

pluralistic (encouraging participation from citizens) (Phuong and Mol, 2004; Mol, 2009) 

or institutional (tracking changes within institutions in charge of environmental 

governance decision-making) approaches (Ortmann, 2017) as previously advocated. This 

extension would contribute to a critical conceptualisation of environmental governance, 

linking empirical findings of the Vietnamese context to bodies of theories to support a 

more holistic understanding of the human-environment relationship between different 

realms of environmental politics. This critical edge helps recognise the unique features of 

civil society in Vietnam as well as how such society can be positioned within the global 

context of political activism under oppression (McCarthy, 2019). Secondly, the empirical 

evidence provides me the opportunities to theorise the relationship between cultural 

rubrics (materialised through different aspects of food and its assigned meanings 

throughout body chapters) and political activism in political engagement, particularly 

regarding environmental problems (Escobar, 2006; Farrell, 2011; Ullrich et al., 2014). 

Thirdly, the evidence also substantiates the link between environmental politics and 

spatial planning, effectively connecting theories on environmental activism and resistance 

in planning, particularly in Vietnam. As such, it takes into consideration not only socio-

political variables (e.g. organisation, communication) but also the previously less 

articulated spatial dimensions (e.g. rural, urban) of civil society mobilisation in Vietnam. 

As a planning scholar, my analytical effort echoes Ma’s (2022) affirmation that social 

scientists who can act as the brokers between different intellectual groups are the source 

of new ideas, producing ideas and knowledge deviating further from the authoritarian 

state’s official narratives than other scholars.  

This dissertation also brings forth the social importance of understanding the 

dynamic ways through which civil society and/or citizens contribute to solving 
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environmental issues in an authoritarian context. It focuses on not only the dynamics 

among bottom-up approaches to such issues but also among the interaction between 

actors pursuing bottom-up versus top-down approaches. In doing so, I wish to position 

civil society values, i.e. as a forum for the exchange of opinions, deliberation, and 

decision-making, a bulwark against state infringements on economy and privacy, and an 

intermediator of self-organization, societal integration, and representation of interests 

(Zimmer, 2018), in relation to societal and institutional awareness of and solutions to 

environmental issues beyond technocratic fixes, whose effectiveness in handling such 

issues have received increasing scepticism (Leffers and Ballamingie, 2013; Kaika, 2017). 

This transcendence beyond isolated and managerial measures is even more relevant in 

Vietnam, where environmental and developmental issues are closely connected. In this 

context, it is necessary to understand the tacit and banal struggles of people that resist 

various aspects of developmental challenges (Kotsila and Saravanan, 2017; Bruun, 2020b) 

where the ‘‘luxury of open, organized political activity” cannot be afforded (Scott, 

2008:xvii). 

1.5. Research aims and questions 

The overarching aim of this dissertation is to understand environmental 

politicisation, particularly its drivers and mechanisms in Vietnam, from interrelated 

perspectives drawing from theories of social movements, environmental governance, and 

political ecology. In doing so, I aim to recognise the role and dynamics of 

environmentalism beyond the common dichotomy of democracy versus autocracy, as 

these categories have become increasingly intertwined. Moreover, overemphasis on them 

risks under/overestimating the role and potential of (environmental) civil society actors 

(Lührmann and Lindberg, 2019). Through this dissertation, I seek to: i) reveal the role of 

discourses and rhetoric in constructing different political ‘realities’ of the coastal pollution 

activism in Vietnam by different, if not opposing, actors – the Vietnamese civil society 

and government; ii) investigate tactics of mobilisation and organisation behind physical 

and online protests in the coastal pollution case; iii) decipher the role of social media in 
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combination with cultural values to attract a broad net of supporters; and iv) explore the 

influence of politicisation on the specific forms of activism in the coastal pollution case 

compared to the Mekong Delta drought case. Eventually, I offer insights into 

environmental activism and associated civil society actors, particularly how their political 

capacities and actions are mobilised differently and manifested accordingly in relation to 

Vietnamese cultural and political contexts. 

Following these aims, the main question of this dissertation is: How do civil society 

actors politicise environmental issues and initiate activism in the authoritarian context of 

Vietnam and which factors contribute to this process?  

Four sub-questions will be investigated: 

Research question 1: How was the coastal pollution and the resultant activism 

politicised through different framing processes by civil society and government actors in 

Vietnam? (Chapter 2)  

Research question 2: Why and how, in the presence of serious political 

consequences, did the protest activism (collective actions) materialise in Vietnam in the 

coastal pollution case? (Chapter 3) 

Research question 3: Why and how, despite censoring practices of the government, 

did the social media activism (connective actions) materialise and influence the protest 

activism in the Vietnamese coastal pollution case? (Chapter 4) 

Research question 4: How different were the processes of politicisation in the 

coastal pollution and Mekong Delta drought cases (more details in the next section), in 

relation to the specific forms of activism observed in each case? (Chapter 5)  

The first question concerns the use of discourses and rhetoric in constructing 

different political ‘realities’ of the coastal pollution by different, if not opposing, actors - 

the Vietnamese civil society and government. The second question moves beyond the 

verbal sphere to zoom into the mobilisation of physical and online protests in the coastal 
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pollution case. Considering how #ichoosefish hashtag was one of a few instances of online 

activist going viral in Vietnam, the third question deals with the role of social media in 

combination with cultural values nested within the ‘fish’ imagery in mobilisation offscreen 

actions. The final question compares the politicisation process in the coastal pollution to 

that of the Mekong Delta drought in the same year to highlight the influence of 

politicisation on the specific forms of activism in each of the cases, particularly the protest 

actions in the former case and transnational advocacy in the latter.  

1.6. Research design 

1.6.1. Case study design 

Much has been written to solidify the value of case study approach to generate rich 

and nuanced understanding of a phenomenon with multiple aspects and implications 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2012). The approach chosen in this dissertation 

was informed both by the research questions, as detailed above, and the practical 

conditions of data collection befitting a case study method. When the objective is to 

achieve the greatest possible amount of information on a given problem or phenomenon, 

a representative case or a random sample may not be the most appropriate strategy. This 

is because the typical or average case is often not the richest in information. Atypical or 

extreme cases often reveal more information because they activate more actors and more 

basic mechanisms in the situation studied. In addition, it is often more important to 

clarify the deeper causes behind a given problem and its consequences than to describe the 

symptoms of the problem and how frequently they occur (Flyvbjerg, 2006:229). 

In this dissertation, the civil society actions against the coastal pollution in Vietnam 

provides an atypical case of environmentalist activism under authoritarianism. This was 

one of the very few times1 when environmental protests in Vietnam exceeded local scale 

 
1 Even though the Anti-Bauxite campaign in 2009 was definitely “the most important environmental 
movement in Vietnam’s history” (Ortmann, 2017:155), the political economy of bauxite mining is a bit 
more complex than coastal pollution case. From the writings of Stephan Ortmann (2017), Jason Morris-
Jung (2015), Hunter Marston (2012) and Carlyle Thayer (2009, 2014), it appears that the bauxite 
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and manifested on a national level in both urban and rural areas (Ortmann, 2017). As 

activists occupied physical and virtual spaces, they engaged in ‘direct self-presentation’ in 

response to the lack of institutional representation (De la Llata, 2020). Furthermore, the 

protests were mobilised through an invigorating narrative around the dead fish, 

prompting questions on food and its role in activating civic actions. The coastal pollution 

is thus a case of how environmental activism can materialise more radically than expected 

in Vietnam. It serves as a peek into the otherwise ‘smooth’ surface of civil participation2 in 

Vietnam to generate discussion on the mechanism and conditions for potential repetition 

of such rare occurrence.  

To better understand and position the events that took place in the context of the 

coastal pollution, I looked into the on-going environmental struggles along the Mekong 

River, exemplified by the severe drought in 2016, which received considerable attention at 

policy levels yet little from the bottom-up. The two environmental issues share 

comparable grievances concerning food production, public perception of and attitude 

toward China, and limited space for political actions. These issues differ in the 

manifestations of public discontent regarding the disruptive protests of both rural and 

urban citizens in the coastal pollution and a lack thereof in the Mekong Delta, and the 

presence of NGOs in the latter case and their absence in the former one. By looking at 

these two cases together, I hope to illustrate how different processes of politicisation of 

environmental grievances led to different forms of activism. 

 
campaign’s distinction lies in its being comprised of intellectuals advocating using blogs. The impact of the 
mining was popularised through association with anti-Chinaism. Meanwhile, the coastal pollution’s fish 
death went ‘national’ for touching on the national identity lodged in “fish” for any Vietnamese first, and 
anti-Chinaism second. In that sense, the “national” in this case is not only geographical, but also cultural. 
However, it’s also fair to say they both went beyond local scale in a sense. 
2 Certainly, scholars with an interest in Vietnam’s contemporary politics have done amazing work to unravel 
the dynamic beneath this surface, for instance Carlyle Thayer, Andrew Wells-Dang, and Jonathan London. 
Thus, how ‘smooth’ this surface appears should be considered in relative terms proportional to one’s 
exposure to activism and politics in Vietnam. 
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1.6.2. The coastal pollution in the central coast of Vietnam and the nation-wide citizen 
protests 

In April 2016, a major coastal pollution incident led to mass fish death along the 

coastal line of Central Vietnam (Tuoi Tre Online, 2016a; Green Trees, 2017). The 

villagers reported cases of food poisoning and loss of income; local fishery and tourism 

deteriorated, posing the threat of unemployment and insolvency for local workforce 

(Paddock, 2016b; Thanh Nien, 2016; Tuoi Tre Online, 2016b). Food safety became a 

concern for more urbanised areas, most notably Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội (Thanh 

Nien, 2016). Between April and June 2016, protests and rallies shook the affected 

provinces, as well as urban centres in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh City (South China 

Morning Post 2016) (Figure 1.1). The gist, however, was that these protests took place 

without engagement of formal NGOs, even those with an environmental focus.  
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Figure 1.1. Locations of the mass fish death and main protests (Source: Made by 
Geodienst, University of Groningen and adapted from Green Trees’ report, interviews, 

and news articles collected from desk research) 

Social media saw the rise in popularity of the hashtag #ichoosefish [“#toichonca”], 

and the slogan “Fish needs clean water; people need transparency” came to prominence 

during the protests (Chapter 4). Despite being a Taiwanese corporate, FHSC’s high 

employment of China-imported equipment and Chinese workers created an impression 

of a ‘Chinese’ company (Tuoi Tre News 2014). On June 30th 2016, FHSC admitted to 

causing the mass fish death and offered a compensation package of 500 million USD to 

the national government (Thanh Nien News 2016). Resistance efforts in the rural 

provinces lasted well into 2018 with emphasis on compensation claims (Nguyên Nguyễn 

2018, RFA 2018). This coastal pollution was an almost unprecedented case of 
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environmental conflict triggering activism that directly challenge the government’s 

perspective. 

1.6.3. Extreme drought in Mekong Delta and transnational advocacy  

Between late 2015 and mid-2016, the Mekong Delta in southern Vietnam was 

confronted by the most severe wave of drought and salinisation in 100 years, causing 

extreme economic loss and long-term impacts on the deltaic societies (Directorate of 

Water Resources 2016) (Figure 1.2). Particularly how these impacts would exacerbate the 

already-unbalanced population distribution between urban and rural areas was a topic of 

considerable concern for both local and national government (Tuâ ́n et al. 2014, Hiệp 

2016). For the locals of Mekong Delta whose livelihood is dependent on agriculture and 

fisheries, the increasingly harsh and unpredictable climate, exemplified by the drought, 

has become detrimental to not only their earnings but also domestic stability and quality 

of life (Koubi et al. 2016, Betcherman et al. 2019). Thus, the Mekong Delta has been the 

focus of both local and national governments, with a variety of mitigation and adaptation 

measures discussed and implemented (Poelma et al. 2021).  

Environmental degradation in the region has also received ample attention from 

local and international NGOs, most likely due to its many implications for current and 

future development of not only the delta but also Vietnam. These implications form a 

complex web of rural-to-urban migration causing extra burden on the cities’ infrastructure 

and social systems (Hiệp 2016), vulnerability to upstream hydro-electric dams 

construction (Foran 2015), and threats posed by climate change to the coastal areas of 

Vietnam as well as the whole country in terms of food and social security (Smajgl et al. 

2015). However, there was neither public protests nor viral campaigns on social media, as 

was the case in the coastal pollution. Considering there were environmental threats 

capable of propelling citizens towards specific forms of resistance based on food-related 

concerns (Bush, 2010; Mares and Peña, 2011) in both cases, it is important to understand 

why they have triggered different responses from civil society. 



 

 

27 

 

Figure 1.2. Surface and depth of drought (measured through salinity) as of March 15th 
2016 (Source: Translated from Disaster Management Policy and Technology Centre, 

2016) 

By looking into the rationales and contexts of activism in the two cases introduced 

above, this research aims to shed light on how environmental activism, particularly that in 

a more public and explicit manner, can be mobilised and performed. That said, the more 

challenging tasks lie in strategizing this approach. Contextual factors related to political 

censoring and oppression are particularly pertinent to the conduct of this research, as 

enquiries into civil society politics inevitably touch on issues that might be considered 

‘politically sensitive’ as well as confrontational to the Party State. As extensively discussed 

by scholars such as London (2014), Thayer (2014), Kerkvliet (2014a) and Wells-Dang 

(2010, 2014), the political climate in Vietnam is strongly shaped by the government and 

its ‘strong-armed’ apparatus to maintain the ‘political stability’, which in practice involves 

a fair amount of contention quelling and propaganda dissemination. Consequently, 

academic research into political arenas need to consider the political risks for not only the 

participants but the researchers themselves. The following sections detail methods of data 
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collection and analyses, as well as the ethical and epistemological implications of the 

chosen methods.  

1.7. Methodology  

To answer the research questions outlined in section 1.5, I adopted a mixed-

method approach. The qualitative methods, using data from interviews, participant 

observation, and desk research, are fit to analyse in-depth patterns behind the 

motivations, reasoning, and thought process of civil society actors before, during, and 

after engaging with different forms of activism (Chapter 2 to 5). The quantitative 

components were used to explore large scale data regarding the contents of Twitter 

activism, as well as how they are interacted with by social media users (Chapter 4). The 

quantitative components complemented findings distilled from qualitative analysis, 

especially about the less-than-straightforward relationship between social media and real-

life activism. Altogether, the methodology of this dissertation still followed a qualitative 

ethos, while at the same time advocating for flexible choices of data collection and 

analytical techniques when facing contextual difficulties due to the political sensitiveness 

around the research topic. Thus, not only is the methodology deeply embedded in the 

research context, it also demonstrates how one research framework can be creatively 

applied to different contexts with comparable elements regarding environmental activism 

and politics. 

The development of the methodology mirrored to certain extent my intellectual 

development and my approach to the case study, as well as the availability of data. 

Starting with secondary data collected from desk research and literature review, research 

question 1 (Chapter 2) was an opportunity to familiarise with the case and the 

positionings of major stakeholders or socio-political groups. With the awareness that any 

socio-political groups’ dynamics are often more complicated and even internally 

conflicting, narrative analysis revealed the differences regarding framing, positioning, and 

agendas between the two broadly defined groups of civil society and government. Based 

on Sharp and Richardson’s (2001) methodology, complemented by Hajer’s argumentative 
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approach (1995), variables of identity, manifestations, interaction and interaction 

outcomes were used to reconstruct the narratives of stakeholders and the emblematic 

problems they claimed to be essential to the coastal pollution and the resultant mass fish 

death.  

With these discursive/rhetorical insights, the research progressed to a more 

empirical phase, wherein I engaged in two fieldtrips to conduct twenty-one semi-

structured interviews, six unstructured interviews and participant observation in one 

conference in Vietnam and one demonstration in Taiwan (details of which are further 

discussed in Chapter 3 and 5). Data collected using these methods went through thematic 

analysis as guided by Boyatzis (1998) to make sense of how activists engaged in ‘direct 

self-representation’ in response to the lack of institutional representation (De la Llata 

2020). My analysis of the empirical data paid attention to themes such as grievances, 

political resources and perception, neutrality and (in)formality and how they interrelated 

in propelling activists into multi-scalar protest actions despite political risks in the main 

case of coastal pollution.  

Having explored the real-life protests in two cases, the focus then shifted to how 

the physical and virtual sphere of activism connected with each other. Combining data 

from social media, interviews, and government resources, the analysis looked into the 

content, interaction, and intentionality behind the use of social media in support of the 

coastal pollution in general and the protests specifically (Chapter 4). Analytical 

techniques encompassed both qualitative and quantitative elements. In addition to 

identifying how the core hashtag #ichoosefish contributed to the meaning-making 

process that lead to actions ‘on the streets’, I also employed resonance, the extent to which 

protest participants use the same arguments and refer to the same concepts that actors 

and institutions in their interviews as the movement organizations did in their online call 

for actions (adapted from Ketelaars, 2016), as a parameter of the mobilising capacity of 

the social media activism.  



 

 

30 

Finally, after gaining an insight into the coastal pollution case, the research process 

takes a step back to position such findings in relation to the case of Mekong Delta 

drought in 2016. With data from interviews and news articles, the thematic analysis paid 

attention to how varied grievances, political opportunities, and process of politicisation 

interact to mould different forms of activism (Chapter 5). Altogether, the chosen set of 

methods allowed triangulation and nuanced discussion of findings, especially in the 

context within which this research was carried out, where political limitations often 

restrain access to a wide range of data and information/informants. My approach, while 

informed by practicalities, also let the researcher take into consideration nuances between 

different actors within the broad remit of ‘civil society’ and ‘communities’ involved in the 

chosen cases’ environmentalism. The use of mixed data resources and types strengthen 

the post factum qualitative methodology, bridging the theoretical and analytical connection 

between the physical and digital spheres of environmental politicisation. As a result, not 

only do findings from this research recounted a story (of many stories) about calamity and 

perseverance, it also scholarly constructs the multi-dimensional understanding of 

environmental politicisation. Table 1.1 showcases the details of data collection and 

analysis methods befitting each research questions. Further elaborations are provided in 

the following sections. 

Table 1.1. Overview of data collection and analysis methods 

Chapter Data Sources for collection 
Techniques of 
analysis 

 2 

Policy and legal documents  Lawsoft 
(thuvienphapluat.vn) 

Thematic analysis 

Newspaper articles  Tuoi Tre Newspaper’s 
archive 

International news articles 
(English)  

Nexis Lexis 

Documentary  National Taiwan Broadcast 
YouTube 

Activist group report  Green Trees’ website 
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3 
Interview transcripts  Semi-structured interviews 

from fieldtrips 
Thematic analysis 

4 

Content and public responses 
of three activist Facebook 
pages’ posts  

Facebook Scraper 

Thematic analysis 
Content and public responses 
of #ichoosefish and #toichonca 
Facebook posts  

NVivo’s Capture 

Content and public responses 
of #ichoosefish and #toichonca 
Twitter posts  

Python 3.6 with open access 
Tweepy library 

Quantitative 
content analysis 
 

Interview transcripts  Semi-structured interviews 
from fieldtrips 

Thematic analysis Policy documents  Lawsoft 

Government broadcasts Vietnam Television 
Network’s archive 

5 

Interview transcripts  Semi-structured interviews 
from fieldtrips 

Thematic analysis 

Newspaper articles  Archives of VNExpress and 
Tuoi Tre Newspaper 

My notes as an invited 
participant  

Conference in May 2019 
hosted by VRN on 
mobilising community-level 
resources to address the 
Delta’s environmental 
degradation 

  
1.7.1. Methods of data collection 

1.7.1.1. Semi-structured interviews 

This dissertation draws from twenty-one semi-structured interviews and six 

unstructured interviews (Appendix A), conducted during two fieldtrips between April 
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2018 and July 2019 in Vietnam and Taiwan, as well as online in 2020 and 20213. Most 

interviews were conducted in Vietnamese4, except one in English. Interviewees include 

independent as well as NGO-affiliated activists in order to explore whether their 

participation in the protests differs. NGO-workers who did not participate in actual 

protest activities were also interviewed since they, as suggested by Wells-Dang’s work on 

civil society network in Vietnam (2012), were still aware of the case and might have been 

involved in an indirect manner. The sampling was predominantly response-driven 

(Goodman, 2010). The key-informants were identified through desk research, e.g. from 

Green Trees’ report, and from my own personal network of activists. The key-informants 

advised potential interviewees to actively contact or grant the author the right to contact 

them. The key-informants were activists willing to participate in the research and 

considered themselves to be fully aware of political risks of being research participant. 

The key-informants, who are mainly city-based, offered advice on how research activities 

might affect the researcher and potential interviewees. The interview guides, participant 

information sheet, and the informed consent form were semantically devoid of words that 

are politically sensitive in Vietnam, e.g. protests, democracy, and corruption. Interviewees 

were asked to choose locations where they felt comfortable enough to converse, as well as 

how they would like their opinions to be interpreted and presented in following 

publications (research ethics discussed further below). 

Recruiting interviewees in rural areas was considered by some key-informants as too 

risky due to the state’s monitoring of the area at the time of fieldwork. Therefore, in 

addition to the interviews conducted in Vietnam, four interviews were conducted with 

NGOs workers in Taiwan (snowball sampling) who had worked directly with rural 

activists in Vietnam (in April 2016 when they were still allowed entry into Vietnam) and 

engaged in legal actions against FPG in Taiwan (Hsiao and Hsu 2020). These 

interviewees also helped the Vietnamese fishermen who immigrated to Taiwan after 

 
3 Specific timing is not revealed in accordance with the ethical forms approved by the Faculty of Spatial 
Sciences.  
4 My native language. 
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being rendered unemployed by the coastal pollution. Taiwanese activists provided more 

details about the tactics and methods of Vietnam rural activists, whom could not be safely 

recruited.  

The Mekong Delta fieldwork was carried out in in 2019. Snowball sampling was 

used to recruit interviewees working for relevant NGOs, as well interviewees residing in 

the research area. Following desk research, I contacted and interviewed senior staff and 

consultants of the Vietnam Rivers Network (VRN), which is a network of both NGOs, 

state-controlled scientific institutes and other actors working on issues related to riverine 

resources and sustainable development (Wells-Dang 2013). I also attended a conference 

in May 2019 hosted by VRN on mobilising community-level resources to address the 

Delta’s environmental degradation5. Participant notes and recording from this conference 

contributed to the empirical material underpinning the findings of this research. Another 

six informal conversations with local residents during the fieldtrip in the provinces of Cần 

Thơ, Sóc Trăng, Trà Vinh, and Long Xuyên were used in the analysis to complement the 

interview data. My contacts at the DRAGON Institute of University of Cần Thơ 

suggested a local guide who had previously worked with researchers on fieldtrips related 

to environmental research. Based on discussion with the local guide and desk research, I 

selected several communes that appeared to have been greatly impacted by the 2016 

drought. Influenced by budget, timing, and the accessibility of potential interviewees, in 

the end, I visited five communes6. 

1.7.1.2. Policy and legal document analysis 

To better contextualise the constraints against promulgation of the activists’ beliefs 

and narratives, I looked into the government’s argumentation, as represented by official 

dispatches, decisions, announcements, and broadcasts from the national government 

 
5 More details in Vietnamese available at https://vrn.org.vn/thuc-day-cong-dong-vao-qua-trinh-quyet-
dinh-quan-tri-nuoc-song-me-kong/ 
6 The specific locations are not revealed to ensure anonymity of respondents.  
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(Appendix B). The documents were collected through desk research using Lawsoft7 – a 

paid service offering full access to Vietnamese legal documents.  

1.7.1.3. Newspaper and national broadcast archives in Vietnam and Taiwan 

I used a total of six relevant keywords to collect news articles related to the coastal 

pollution as well as the Mekong Delta drought. VNExpress and Tuổi Trẻ were selected 

as these represent most-read newspapers that are fully online and the conventional ones 

with a growing online presence, respectively. The keywords (in Vietnamese) included 

dead fish, Formosa, sea/coastal pollution, and Cửu Long Delta8 drought, Mekong River 

drought, Vietnam National Mekong Committee9. A total of 99 articles were collected. I also 

collected secondary data from the websites of Vietnam National Mekong Committee 

(VNMC), its allies within the network of NGOs working on Mekong-related issues, and 

Mekong River Commission. For international news related to the coastal pollution, I 

used Nexis Lexis database to look for articles published on international news outlets with 

highest popularity ranking, provided by the database, using protest and fish. From the 

Vietnam Television network’s archive, news programmes broadcasted between April – 

June 2016 that included relevant commentaries to the coastal pollution were collected. 

From the Taiwan's Public Television Service, one documentary focusing on the coastal 

pollution was collected.  

1.7.1.4. Social media - Facebook and Twitter 

Informed by the interviews and the description by all interviewees of the relevant 

role of social media in their mobilising actions, a data collection strategy was established 

for social media analysis. Facebook was the main platform where activists popularised 

 
7 https://thuvienphapluat.vn/en/gioithieu.aspx 
8 The Mekong in Vietnam is constituted by the Sesan and Srepok Rivers Basin in the Central Highlands 
and the Cửu Long River Basin in the South. This paper focuses on the latter, where rice and seafood 
exports activities are located.  
9 Vietnamese translation: cá chết, [Formosa], ô nhiễm biển/ven biển, hạn hán đồng bằng Sông Cửu Long, 
hạn hán sông Mê Kông, Ủy hội sông Mê Kông Việt Nam. 
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their problematisation of the coastal pollution and called for actions, either from the 

government or like-minded citizens. Particularly, three public Facebook pages were 

named by the interviewees as main sources of activist agenda setting and calls for actions, 

whose data were collected using a modified Facebook’ public pages scraper10. To ensure 

no post can be traced back to its creator, the pages were assigned faux names in this 

chapter, namely, Yellow, Blue, and Red. Each post of these three pages was recorded with 

their unique post, picture, and video IDs (assigned by Facebook), number of likes, and 

shares. While coding, I used the post ID to manually collect additional information on 

number of all reactions, and number of comments. 

Meanwhile, #ichoosefish and the Vietnamese #toichonca allowed me to collect data 

from a larger variety of Facebook users (thus in addition to but excluding posts from the 

three pages above), who might have played less of a leadership role during the 

mobilisation process. However, due to Facebook restrictions, a thorough hashtag-based 

scraping is impossible11. Thus, alternatively, the hashtag-based data was manually 

collected using Facebook search function. To support the data collected from Facebook, 

Twitter data using the same hashtags were analysed. Metadata, such as the number of 

favourites and retweets, were collected alongside the tweet text and timestamp it was 

posted, using Twitter's historic data API.  

1.7.2. Methods of data analysis 

1.7.2.1. Thematic analysis   

Using NVivo, I conducted thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998) on data collected from 

interviews, policy documents, news archives, and national broadcasts to explore emerging 

themes. A theme here is defined as a pattern found in the information that, at minimum, 

describes and organises the observations and, at maximum, interprets aspects of the 

phenomenon. As such, the data was first transcribed and translated, then coded 

 
10 Originally developed by kevinzg at https://github.com/kevinzg/facebook-scraper.  
11 Personal e-mail consultation with a Texifter consultant on November 14th 2018.  
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deductively. Through several iterations by grouping codes of higher or lower abstractness, 

and of similar, complementary, or opposing relationships, and integrating found codes 

(into pre-established ones), patterns among coded data were identified and served as the 

results for discussion. This applies to chapters 2 to 5. The specific coding scheme of each 

research question is provided in the corresponding chapter. These schemes were 

developed in accordance with the corresponding chapter’s specific theoretical angle and 

research question(s).  

1.7.2.2. Social media analysis 

The Facebook data analysis followed three steps. Firstly, coding using the framing 

part of the coding scheme helped identify how activists framed the coastal pollution, as 

well as how the imageries and connotations of dead fish were employed in this framing 

process. When one post contained different types of content, the first author would 

analyse them together to determine the common code(s). As data composition of each 

unit varied, ranging from text-only to short text accompanied by 10-minute video, textual 

data were given priority. For instance, a picture/video would be coded in relation to the 

associated text, unless the text provided no actual guiding content, e.g., citing the 

image(s)/video’s source only. In that case, the picture/video would then be coded on its 

own based on its visual (and audio, if any) content.  

Secondly, following Ketelaars (2016), frame resonance was measured by comparing 

the discourse of the frame articulators (content creators of the Facebook pages) and the 

frame receivers (audience of the pages and potential protestors). The degree of resonance 

was measured by the response to content of the three pages. In this step, responses to 

posts were collated daily to observe the chronological variation of resonance. Resonance 

was also further explored through the extent to which protest participants (via interviews), 

and ‘normal’ Facebook users (via hashtags), as opposed to the three chosen pages with 

more mobilising capacity, used the same arguments and referred to the same concepts, 

actors, and institutions as the frame articulators did on the Facebook pages. 



 

 

37 

Thirdly, for the Facebook pages, NVivo’ Matrix Coding was used to cross-tabulate 

intersection between the main themes developed from the coded data. These intersections 

showed the level of between-theme association, which were then used to map out how 

different pages constructed their own arguments, albeit with the same starting point of 

“fish death”, as well as how they contributed to an overarching argument. In this case, I 

chose to interpret only the stronger association, as I considered it more crucial to the 

development from the common starting point to the page-specific and overarching 

arguments. Finally, the posts collected through the hashtags were coded using the same 

coding scheme with the pages.  

The Twitter data analysis also followed three steps. Firstly, I conducted a content 

analysis where individual tweets were attributed to coding themes using a list of indicators 

developed from the Facebook content analysis. In cases where tweets matched with 

several themes, these were attributed to multiple themes. Secondly, the frequency of each 

theme was calculated to showcase the difference in popularity between themes. Thirdly, 

Twitter activity (favourites and retweets) for the individual coding groups was combined 

into daily totals for the period between April 25th and June 30th 2016, when majors 

protests took place in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh City. The raw number of favourites and 

retweets per day were summed to measure response from Twitter users. It was decided 

not to weight favourites and retweet differently as a suitable weighting could not be 

established. Further details on can be found at Appendix D6.  

1.8. Ethical and epistemological considerations  

1.8.1. Ethical considerations concerning data collection 

This study has been granted an ethical approval by the research ethics committee of 

the Faculty of Spatial Sciences, addressing participant risk, state permissions and 

deflecting potential state enquiries, and personal risks of the researcher (Morgenbesser 

and Weiss, 2018). Ethics was considered an iterative process and received continuous 

attention to and engagement with throughout the research. In the case of a research 
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project like this one, it was not possible to approach ethics as a one-off event. The data 

collection and research ethics were a continuous topic for discussion and careful 

consideration between me and my supervisors, throughout the process of preparing for 

the fieldwork, while in the field and also when analysing the data and preparing it for 

publication. The most serious concern was the potential tracking of interviewees and 

researcher in the coastal pollution case. While conducting fieldwork, the priority was to 

guarantee that participants are informed and feel comfortable to participate. Additionally, 

all data was anonymised and put under protection so that no identifying information can 

lead to the interviewees. The key-informants in the coastal pollution case were civil 

society actors that have been aware of the risks and have experiences in handling these 

risks. As such, their connection to the community and assessment of the situation are 

crucial for the researcher to decide how to recruit interviewees. The key-informants 

opined that contacting the fishermen would likely make them exposed to unwanted 

attention from authorities. I decided not to recruit fishermen as such out of concern for 

the ethical standards of this research and my own safety.   

To secure additional safety, I asked for a reference letter from Hồ Chí Minh City 

National University where I used to work. As universities in Vietnam, particularly the one 

I was affiliated with in HCMC. I always carried this reference letter with me during the 

time of fieldwork. After each interview, I informed the interviewees to contact me in case 

they ran into troubles due to their communication with me. In that case, I would use my 

affiliation with Hồ Chí Minh City National University to talk to the political police to 

convince them that the communication is for research purpose and not meant to provoke 

actions of politically resistant nature.  

The activists in the coastal pollution case mostly had their own business, which 

reduced the risks of them getting fired due to their participation in my research. 

However, their business or personal schedule might have been disturbed if the police 

considered them ‘politically dangerous’. Thus, it was important for me to make sure that 

their act of sharing opinions with me should not put them at such a risk. This 
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complemented the design of the interview protocol, wherein wording is carefully done to 

avoid direct mention of ‘sensitive’ words or concepts, such as ‘democracy’, ‘multi-state 

party’, or ‘corruption’. Concerning the fieldwork related to Mekong Delta, there was 

considerably less risk in participating in interviews, though there was still very scarce 

chance that the interviewees might mention the government at one point in certain less 

than positive light. The data was treated with the same procedure as the data of the 

Coastal Pollution case. I applied for a reference letter from the Dragon Institute 

(affiliated with Cần Thơ University) to have certain ‘institutional protection’ from 

unwanted interference from the government.  

The qualitative approach of this study made necessary that data collection and data 

analysis take place simultaneously during the fieldwork as well as the whole research 

process. In certain instances, insights from data analysis helped re-strategise data 

collection. For instance, in the beginning, I made the decision not to contact and involve 

'regular' locals who might be exposed to unwanted political risks. That resulted in data 

being collected predominantly from more experienced activists and thus certain data, 

insights and experiences not being available to the authors. However, the fact that these 

activists were in general better aware of and equipped to deal with the risks of being 

involved in a research project, which outweighed the potential implications of missing 

certain insights from the locals. The activists eventually also provided me with practical 

guidelines for contacting other participants and more importantly, reminded me to 

critically reflect on my positionality, as well as the role and relevance of this research by 

asking me questions or making comments such as ‘Can your research really bring them 

[the potential respondents] any tangible benefits? If not, you’re just twisting the knife and 

I don’t think the risks of you posing to them by interviewing them are worth it.’  

1.8.2. Ethical considerations concerning data analysis and dissemination 

With regards to the following up with the respondents, the interviewees advised 

against contacting them for follow-up, since this would have left a trail of communication 

which, in turn, put the respondents and the author at risk of being noticed by the 
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government (the interviewees claimed that they have already been 'tailed' on a daily basis, 

both physically and digitally). I decided to respect this precaution of the interviewees, 

even though that meant that a few important topics or statements could not be further 

clarified by the original interview participant. Furthermore, interviewees were 

anonymized in any reports and publication. Pseudonyms were given to each interviewee 

on the transcripts of the interviews. Core identity-markers/information about them were 

not added to the transcripts, but kept in a separate file and folder, disconnected to the 

interview data. A separate analogue document is kept which explains the logic of 

assigning pseudonyms of names and locations. It is considered not relevant to know or 

keep track of the identity markers of a respondent beyond their role in the context of the 

two cases (e.g. local fisherman, NGO representative).  

As such, ethnographic markers are also not used in the manuscripts/papers 

stemming from this research. There are also instances where insights and responses from 

interviewees, regardless of how ‘interesting’ those pieces of information might have been 

for the analysis, might be discussed in a less-than-explicit way to protect the identities of 

the interviewees, either upon their request or based on my own appraisal and evaluation 

together with my daily supervisor. During the fieldwork in Vietnam, the interview 

recordings were stored on UniShare, a secure platform for storing and sharing 

information provided by University of Groningen. The transcription was done as soon as 

possible following the interviews. The transcripts were stored separate from the voice 

files, albeit on the same storage platform (UniShare). All of these files are password 

protected. After the fieldwork has been completed, the recordings and transcripts have 

been kept in a physical hard drive in the Netherlands and will be deleted after ten years 

per the University’s policy12 or upon requests from interviewees. The interviewees were 

informed of their right to withdraw from the study and subsequently have their data 

erased and excluded from any publications.  

 
12 https://www.rug.nl/digital-competence-centre/ug-research-data-policy-2021.pdf 
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1.8.3. Positionality and epistemological considerations  

As a researcher, I also encounter similar obstacles that have been described by 

(mostly Western) scholars working in authoritarian contexts (Smeltzer, 2012; Matelski, 

2014; Allan, 2017; Fuchs et al., 2019). In this context, the challenge of negotiating 

identities and relational social positions based on ethnicity, class, gender and other 

attributes during fieldwork has been discussed predominantly along the lines of the 

researcher’s insider versus outsider status (Smeltzer, 2012). While being a Vietnamese 

gave me certain ‘insider’ quality, my background as a white-collar urbanite did mark me as 

outsider not only during the fieldwork but also the writing process.  

In addition, as a Vietnamese citizen, I often constrained myself from writing 

directly on authoritarianism and protest due to repression and potential risks not only for 

myself but also my (extended) family and networks. Even when I have changed my 

residency to the Netherlands, as my family is still based in Vietnam, there were certain 

limits in my writing, since “those who reside in democratic states but maintain citizenship 

in authoritarian countries‐of‐origin may be forced to self‐censor in order to maintain 

access to and protect their family members in the home country” (Chen and Moss, 

2018:675). As such, there were instances where certain ways of working in the field were 

not revealed. Additionally, the costs of internationally based fieldwork were high, and 

barriers to data collection remained, including regime oversight and censorship, access to 

dissidents, and the fear barrier of the wider populace.  

1.9. Dissertation structure 

Following this introductory chapter, this dissertation’s structure reflects the 

development of this research overtime in three ways. Firstly, the research focus was 

informed by data collection process, which extends from desk research to two fieldtrips, 

and the insights that the researcher gained from each of these data collection phases. 

Secondly, the focus of each chapter built up on the preceding one, which is detailed below 
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in each section. Thirdly, the investigative methods went from one case (chapter 2 to 4) to 

comparison of two cases (chapter 5).  

Chapter 2 uses secondary data to understand the discursive composition of the 

Coastal pollution by civil society and government actors. It highlights the different 

framings of the disaster and makes sense of such differences within the context of 

environmental governance in Vietnam.  

Chapter 3 extends the quest into the coastal pollution. Moving beyond framing, I 

look into the organisation and mobilisation behind the activism in this case to understand 

the rationales and methods of active involvement, passive involvement, and non-

involvement of civil society actors when confronted with an urgent socio-environmental 

issue in a political restrictive climate. 

Chapter 4 picks up from main findings of the Chapter 2 and 3 on social media and 

the activist use of semantic and visual 'languages' to investigate not only the role of social 

media in facilitating the activism in this case, but also how it helps bridge physical and 

virtual space of collective and connective actions in response to the limitations imposed by 

the government. It further illustrates how visual politics delivered in the coastal pollution 

through social media was key to transforming online discourses into real-life protests.  

Chapter 5 provides comparative insight between the coastal pollution and the 

Mekong Delta Drought as cased of environmental activism with different methods and 

outcomes. It presents the findings from the coastal pollution case to a comparable case of 

activism to illustrate different trajectories of environmental politicisation in Vietnam. 

Chapter 6 concludes this thesis by coming back to the initial set of research 

questions and reflecting on findings and the contribution of this dissertation. Here I 

present my intersecting lanes model and fish-roots civil society conceptualisation. More 

importantly, this chapter provides a deep reflection on the epistemology and ontology of 

researching politically sensitive topics in Vietnam and suggests recommendations for 
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future research. The structure of the thesis and relevant sub-questions are summarized in 

Table 1.2. 

Table 1.2. List of chapters and corresponding research questions 

Chapter Chapter title Sub questions 

2 

Fish for Transparency: Narrative 
dispute and diffusion and post-disaster 
political communication 

How was the coastal pollution and the 
resultant activism politicised through 
different rhetorical processes by civil 
society and government actors? 

3 

“I choose fish”: Understanding civil 
society in Vietnam through 
environmental grievances and actions 

Why and how, in presence of serious 
political consequences, did the protest 
activism materialise in the coastal 
pollution case? 

4 

More than keyboard heroes? 
#ichoosefish, disaster framing, and 
environmental 
protests in Vietnam 

Why and how, despite censoring 
practices of the government, did the 
social media activism materialise and 
influence the protest activism on the 
coastal pollution? 

5 

Activism and Non-Activism: The 
Politics of Claiming Environmental 
Justice in Vietnam 

How different were the processes of 
politicisation in the coastal pollution 
and Mekong Delta drought, in relation 
to the specific forms of activism 
observed in each case? 
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CHAPTER 2: FISH FOR TRANSPARENCY? NARRATIVE 
DISPUTE AND DIFFUSION AND POST-DISASTER 
POLITICAL COMMUNICATION 

 
Abstract: In the aftermath of a mass fish death along the coastal area of Central Vietnam 
in April 2016, disdain and frustration of the public soon escalated into widespread 
protests. These protests arose in response to evasion and oppressive tactics from the 
government. Using discourse analysis, this chapter identifies the different narratives 
between the government and the activists. This mismatch reveals challenges to 
governance in Vietnam in the form of a lack of participatory platform. The chapter 
explores how the theme of fish contributed to the narrative of protestors in rural and 
urban areas in Vietnam and where they differ. Our analysis indicates that food, as a socio-
political lens, has seemingly unified the voices of rural and urban protestors and might 
have potential to consolidate the existing discourses on civil society. The socio-political 
imagery of masses of dead fish depicted a life-threatening reality that transcended mere 
everyday discomfort or technical failures. The fish death, as reconstructed through various 
media sources, highlighted the role of food as a medium for transboundary socio-political 
activism. In this sense, food and the related discourse has a bounding effect on some 
narratives but also functions as a frame to illustrate the challenged relationship between 
the government and its people. 
 

Keywords: discourse analysis, food security, fish death, narrative, Vietnam 
 
 
 
 
A modified version of this chapter has been published as: 
Nguyen Van Quoc, T., Trell, E-M. & Holzhacker, R. (2021) ‘Fish for Transparency: Challenges of 
environmental governance from the perspective of food-driven protests’. In RL Holzhacker & WGZ Tan 
(eds), Challenges of Governance: Development and Regional Integration in Southeast Asia and 
ASEAN. Development and Governance, Springer, Cham, pp. 247-268. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-59054-3_12 
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2.1. Introduction 

In April 2016, fishermen in Vietnam’s central coastal area woke up to a scene of 

mass fish deaths (Paddock, 2016a, 2016b). What was deemed an isolated incident soon 

saw its consequences manifest on a national scale. Villagers suffered food poisoning; local 

fishery and tourism deteriorated. Unemployment and insolvency threatened workers in 

the affected areas (Paddock, 2016a, 2016b). Seafood consumption came to a halt, 

implying a concern for food safety of not only the locals but also wholesale buyers and 

distributors from more populous areas further away, such as Ho Chi Minh City and Ha 

Noi (Thanh Nien, 2016). 

Despite the central government’s efforts, the protests persisted; people were 

concerned about their livelihood or food safety and demanded greater accountability and 

regard for the environment from authorities (Davis, 2016). In the communist society 

cautious of active political engagement, the “environmental disaster”, has pushed people 

to “understand that they cannot avoid politics because politics and policy can affect their 

lives” (Le Quang Binh, as reported by Ives, 2016). This can be attributed to the chief 

concern around seafood supply as a basis for Vietnamese export and as a basis for 

common household meals, considering that the value of Vietnamese seafood exports 

reached USD 3.15 billion in early 2016, (Ho Huy Tuu et al., 2008; Nguyen Tien Thong 

and Olsen, 2012). This dependency on seafood, albeit in different ways, unified urban 

and rural protestors for a common cause. 

By focusing on this specific fish death disaster (henceforth, event), this chapter 

investigates the extension to which food has contributed to the “rise” of activist discourse 

in Vietnam. It focuses on how the activist discourse compared or contrasted to the official 

discourse of the Vietnamese government and by extension the potential implications of 

the differing discourses for (environmental) governance. Discourse analysis was used to 

explore the (rural and urban) protests and the response and communication concerning 

the event by the Vietnamese government. This chapter reconstructed the event 

discursively and examined the argumentative structure in documents, political utterances, 
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NGOs reports and international news reports through the social-constructivist role of 

language in shaping happenings. 

2.2. Research question 

The chapter is an exploratory study on the discursive role of food in the context of 

an environmental pollution event. Exploring the potential of food to bring together 

different social concerns and geographically distant groups for a collective message, we 

consider the implications of the collective message on environmental governance (Figure 

2.1). The chapter aims to answer the following key questions: What is the role of food in 

enabling both rural and urban activists to voice their (broader) concerns related to the 

governance of environmental resources? In what ways did the rural and urban discourses 

resemble or differ from each other and the official discourse from governmental channels? What 

are the challenges to governance in Vietnam as revealed by the event? In this chapter, the aim 

is to showcase how food can be embedded socio-politically and what this embeddedness 

could mean for governance. In this sense, it resonates with the call for attention to four 

major food concerns, amongst which the most relevant to this case is how food issues are 

integrated into economic development activities (Pothukuchi and Kaufman, 2000) 

 
Figure 2.1. Theoretical framework underlying Chapter 2 (Source: Author) 
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2.3. Scientific and social significance 

This chapter contributes to the growing body of literature on food’s socio-political 

embeddedness and enriches existing literature on environmental discourse analysis by 

illustrating the role of food. In addition, the empirical data from this specific case 

contributes to understanding the challenges of governance of common resources in 

Southeast Asian countries, specifically Vietnam. Our research showcases the relationship 

between the government and people, and the dynamism of people in confrontation with 

the government. 

The event was a turning point in state-society relations in Vietnam (Phuong 

Nguyen, 2017). It demonstrated the challenged interactions between the government 

and the concerned citizens in times of hardship and their demand for a communicative 

platform to work together on common resources issues. Thus, this chapter contributes to 

current discussions in Vietnam on the emergence of a well-grounded civil society to 

facilitate governance on national and local scales. 

2.4. Research design and methodology 

2.4.1. Discourse analysis 

Using the Foucauldian discourse model from Hajer (1995) to analyse the event, we 

reveal the implicated challenges of governance, in addition to the demand for more 

effective environmental protection regulations. This model focuses on the constitutive 

role of discourse in political processes and how it allocates a central role to subjects of 

discourse. The unit of analysis is the most fundamental unit of a discourse analysis, the 

event’s “story-line”, or “narrative”. The narrative analysis, as described by Hajer (1995), is 

one out of three level of analysis (narrative, discursive practices, and social practices) in 

discourse analysis. It enables this research to identify the socio-political embeddedness of 

food as manifested through the protests. The narrative level is useful for exploring the 

discursive space of the event. Using Sharp and Richardson’s (Sharp and Richardson, 

2001) methodology to complement Hajer’s (1995) concepts, the narrative analysis used 
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in this chapter enquires into: 

• Identity: How different narratives can be identified? This is a necessary first step 

to decide which narrative will be the focus of the research. Here, we focus on the 

narratives from the government, the rural protestors, and urban protestors as 

main articulators. 

• Manifestations: Where do narratives manifest? Manifestation can be seen in policy 

rhetoric and actions, institutional practices and events. Here, we focus on textual 

data and its associated practices. 

• Interaction: How do struggles or diffusion between narratives manifest? In 

environmental policy studies, it is often the struggle between different economic, 

social and environmental discourses that gives shape to policy rhetoric. Here, we 

look into how the identified narratives conversely or complementarily relate 

to each other. 

• Interaction outcomes: How the outcomes of these struggles or diffusion manifest? 

The outcomes of these interactions are the manifestation of narratives “that are 

influencing individual well-being at a particular moment” (Sharp & Richardson, 

2001:199). This helps us link the text-based findings to the process of the events 

in reality. This also situates the findings within the broader discussion on the 

dilemma between economic growth and environmental protection and the role of 

civil society. 

As such, these variables, namely (1) identity, (2) manifestations, (3) interaction and (4) 

interaction outcomes, would be useful to investigate the involvement of food in the 

narratives and the emblematic problems associated. In addition, to focus on the 

connecting role of food, we used the concept of resonance, relating to “the effectiveness or 

mobilising potency of proffered framings, thereby attending to the questions of why some 

framings seem to be effective or ‘resonate’ while others do not” (Benford and Snow, 

2000:169). Benford and Snow (ibid.) argued strongly in favour of ‘resonance’ as an 
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analytical tool to understand how a particular narrative, more than others, appeal to social 

movement participants. 

2.4.2. Data Collection 

Data sources include newspaper articles, press releases, and NGOs reports and 

documentaries from the period between 1st of April and 1st of September 2016 were 

used to start the identification process. Press releases from the Office of the Government 

and statements made by local and central officials were collected by searching for the key 

names and acronyms of the ministries and persons involved. This include political leaders 

of the affected provinces as well. These sources represent the government’s narrative. 

Next, keywords such as “fish death” and “Formosa” were used to search and identify 

relevant articles published on the Tuoi Tre Newspaper13 (McKinley, 2011) (Appendix 

C1). To compensate for the lack of ‘objective’ national coverage on the activist activities, 

we collected international new articles with keywords including “protest” and “fish” using 

the Nexis Lexis database (Appendix C3). 

Additional sources include an official report (Green Trees, 2017) focusing on the 

perspective of human rights of protestors from Green Trees—a civil society organisation 

focusing on environmental protection, and a documentary14 produced by the Taiwan 

Public Television Service Foundation or PTS. The documentary gave an ethnographic 

insight into the damages suffered by locals and their opinions. The Green Trees’ report 

(2017) focused on protests in urban areas and related NGOs activities and helped 

identified the urban narrative. This balanced the number of sources regarding 

government and activists narratives. To better illustrate the narratives, we supplemented 

the analysis with excerpts from printed interviews sourced during data collection. 

 

 
13 Available both in print and online. This is an established newspaper with the highest daily circulation in 
Vietnam. 
14 The documentary was broadcasted in Taiwan on 20th of June 2016 and posted on the foundation’s 
official YouTube channel 10 days later 
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2.5. Theoretical framework 

Combining environmental activism studies and the discussion of food from a socio- 

political perspective, this chapter elaborates on the dynamics of environmentalism 

through social movements and show food as a medium for environmentalist activism. 

2.5.1. Environmental activism and discursive resonance 

In the Global North, “environmentalism is tired” and challenged by both empirical 

irrelevance and intellectual stasis (DeLuca, 2005:67). However, in reality, 

environmentalism is an ongoing process where aspiring individuals and groups keep take 

great efforts improvise their tactics in the face of constant challenges. Following the 

ideological shift from 1970s to 1990s, environmentalism has embraced a more 

argumentative approach (Hajer, 1995). Hajer’s (ibid.) investigation into the cases of Dutch 

and British reaction to acid rain in 1980–1990s show the influence of how an 

environmental concern is framed towards its potential audience. Environmental politics 

has proved to consist of argumentative struggles, in which actors try to impose their 

viewpoint on each other while positioning differentiated viewpoints in specific ways. 

Social movements’ power and chances of influence depend on their ability to translate 

movement-specific grievances, such as women’s rights or environmental pollution, into 

broader universal discourses of human rights, justice or risk (Alexander, 2006). Food in 

this specific case had both a sensationalising and interlinking effect on the narrative the 

protestors tried to construct and amplify. 

Local (and rural) protests have the ability to reach regional or national dimensions. 

Protests that are regionally focused can raise issues on a national or even international 

stage (Strijker et al., 2015). This is echoed in the Southeast Asian context, where agrarian 

protests in Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Malaysia and the Philippines affirm that 

“scales of action are becoming more and more intertwined and complex” (Turner and 

Dominique, 2009:3). For example, the protests of farmers in peri-urban Hue, Vietnam, 

over land acquisition can be linked to the national debate over land ownership which is a 
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sensitive topic in Vietnam (Nguyen Quang Phuc et al., 2015). For the fish death, food 

demonstrated the potential to unify two groups of very different social and geographical 

settings (rural and urban activists). Examining food in this perspective resonates with 

discussions on the budding Vietnamese civil society, and the demand for it, originating 

from various collective environmental activities drawing social and academic attention 

(Wells-Dang and Wells-Dang, 2011). 

The interaction of language, power and networks is central to this research. The 

process of connotations assignment critical to the study of environmental politics (Sharp 

and Richardson, 2001) and the formulation and operation of related social movements 

(Benford and Snow, 2000) helped dissect these three components from an intricate set of 

constructed realities. In response to increasing demand to understand ‘new social 

movements’ across Western countries in 1980s, scholars developed informed 

methodological approaches such as discourse and framing analysis. Both belong to the 

same family of analytical frameworks and share a common interest and interpretive 

perspective when it comes to activism and social movement communication (Lindekilde, 

2014). 

The concept of resonance has been suggested as beneficial for investigating the 

mobilising potency of framings of social movements and revealing why some framings 

seem to be more effective than some others (Benford & Snow, 2000). The degree of 

resonance depends on two factors: the credibility and the relative salience of the proffered 

frame. They are each a function of the constituents, serving different analytical purposes. 

Although not the focus for this chapter, they are nonetheless useful concepts to discuss 

the mobilising ability of food and justify our decision to explore the fish death event from 

a food narrative. 

2.5.2. The socio-political embeddedness of food 

The increasing attention to the role of food in spatial planning can be observed in the 

Global North. In the 1990s, Pothukuchi and Kaufman exposed the under-researched role 
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of food system in an urban context (1999). Almost a decade later, Carolyn Steel wrote that 

“most of us [still] live in the ignorance of what it takes to feed us” (2009:9). Her research 

demonstrates that despite the industrial reform in food production and distribution since 

the beginning of the twentieth century, there remains a romanticised idea of food as a 

product of conventional farming practices amid picturesque rural landscape (ibid.). Such 

misconceptions can also be observed the Global South despite the irony that quite a few 

nations (such as Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia) enjoy strong crop export productions 

(FAO, 2013). 

Meanwhile, scholars have consistently demonstrated the socio-political 

characteristic of food, specifically in contested contexts. As part of basic necessities, food’s 

pricing has proved to be socio-politically provocative. Timmer (2014) stated that in East 

and Southeast Asia, food security faces constant pressure due to its dependency on rice 

productivity, which in turn is prone to environmental and political volatility. He 

emphasised food, or food price stability specifically, as a public good. Thus, when the 

food supply is threatened by pricing changes, “understandably then, citizens turn to the 

political market instead” (ibid.:273). In other words, food becomes a political commodity 

and appears to have motivational capacity for the citizens either through its symbolic 

dimension or as a major daily necessity for the populace (Glasius and Pleyers, 2013). As 

suggested by Bohstedt (2010:9), food issues are easily linked to perceived injustice due to 

the “law of necessity”, which holds that “in emergencies, when survival hangs in the 

balance, human subsistence must take preference over property rights.” 

In addition, a food crisis concerns not only the politics of accessibility for the 

impoverished population, but also the problems inherent in production, productivity and 

contested debates about the need to accommodate population growth (Bush, 2010). In 

this sense, food functions as a catalyst for raising demands beyond itself (ibid.). For 

example, food-driven protests in eighteenth century Britain were essentially a rejection of 

traditional rights and customs being violated (O’Brien, 2012). In the cases of modern 

Egypt, Mexico and Bangladesh, food protests exceeded mere pricing concern and acted as 
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a medium through which rioters challenge the impacts of globalisation and international 

food regimes on local food systems (ibid.:121). In the Middle East, “urban and rural poor 

as well as the middle class” perceived food prices crisis as emblematic of local corruption 

and political oppression (ibid.:123). Interestingly, most of these struggles in the Middle 

East and Africa were urban based, and the rural poor were struggling to from coalition on 

a broader scale. On a global scale, food activism shares a common feature with the 

post-2010 activism demanding social justice from national governments (Glasius and 

Pleyers, 2013). 

In Vietnam, there have also been discussions over food safety at the national level, 

specifically on how the urban food market has been saturated with preservatives, dyes, 

antibiotics, spoiled animal-sourced food and other worrying treatments (Nguyen-Viet et 

al., 2017; World Bank, 2017). The socio-political aspects of food are, however, less 

explicitly discussed either by scholars or politicians (Ortmann, 2017). Combining an 

understanding of both environmental activism discourse and food socio-political 

embeddedness, our effort to investigate the fish death event that was triggered by 

corporate environmental pollution aims to address the knowledge gap of discussion socio-

political embeddedness and discursiveness of food beyond the national and urban arenas. 

2.6. Analysis 

Different narratives used by different actors—the government, rural protestors, and 

urban protestors—involved are examined to reconstruct the event. Next, the confronting 

narrative of the activists in response to the evading narratives of the government is 

discussed. Then, the narratives of rural and urban activists are unpacked. Finally, the 

concept of resonance is used to tie these narratives together. 

2.6.1. Approaching the 2016 fish death event in Vietnam 

On 6th of April 2016, the first wave of fish death was reported at Vũng Áng port in 

Hà Tĩnh Province. As shown in the event timeline in Figure 2.2, increasing number and 

scale of fish related incidents and a lack of assurance from the government caused the 
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coastal residents to protest, demanding that a culprit be identified. Suspicions were casted 

against the Formosa Hà Tĩnh Steel Corporation (hereafter Formosa), whose iron and 

steelmaking plant were located in close proximity to the location of the fish death 

outbreak. When pressed for a formal response to public accusation, Formosa’s 

representative caused controversy with his counter-confrontational reply which was “You 

have to decide whether to catch fish and shrimp or to build a modern steel industry” 

(Paddock, 2016a, 2016b). This reply granted the “fish” theme a symbolism and a central 

place in the activist narrative. This theme then provided a perspective to understand the 

uniqueness of the events and the challenges of environmental governance in Vietnam. 

Focusing on the event as constructed by different groups of actors, we investigated 

food as an action stimulus and its representation of challenges to (environmental) 

governance in Vietnam. The fish death event exemplifies how food is perceived, and how 

the associated symbolism and experiences govern people’s reaction to socially constructed 

environmental issues (Beck, 1995; Hajer, 1995). For instance, dying forests themselves 

did not generate the public attention and concern with which they were associated until 

they were framed as a sign of systematic failures to maintain proper environmental quality 

(Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). Similarly, mass fish deaths only achieved political dynamism 

when the imagery of fish deaths were perceived as detrimental to personal and collective 

sense of security by the concerned Vietnamese fearing for their food safety and 

environmental pollution. 
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Figure 2.2. Timeline of the coastal pollution activism (Source: Author)
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Considering the vast scope of the event, the chapter chooses to focus on critical 

moments. These are moments that “construe the process of action and reaction because 

they mark when and how people engage in negotiation” and “involve a shift in the meaning 

of evens in a social process” (Verloo, 2015:67–68). An example of a critical moment 

explicitly drawing in food as an important notion, is that of the ambiguous response from 

Formosa’s public representative. That response unintentionally provided the material for 

the activist’s narratives, stimulating the role of food therein. Focusing on the critical 

moments facilitates reconstructing and vali- dating the event from a range of sources 

feasible. Using the aforementioned variables of (1) identity, (2) manifestations, (3) 

interaction and (4) interaction outcomes, we first analysed the tension between the 

government and the protestors. Next, focusing on protestors’ and activists’ narratives, the 

discursive interaction between the urban and rural protestors was further explored. 

Admittedly, “protestors” and “activists” are not synonymous. However, in reality and as 

our data shows, this distinction is minute. For the convenience of further discussions, the 

overarching narrative of protestors and activists is simply termed “activist”. However, the 

specific actors in urban and rural areas are termed “protestors” when considered in light of 

their actions. 

2.6.2. Narrative dispute: activist versus government 

Analysing the discussed sources, we have generated a comparison of two dominant 

narratives as seen through their articulating variables (Table 2.1). 

2.6.2.1. Identity 

Unsurprisingly, there was a noticeable lack of national coverage on the reaction of 

the people in the areas directly affected by the event. International news outlets did 

however report an unofficial censure on social media when public protests took place. 

While this posed certain challenges to data collection for the activists’ narrative, it 

certainly made explicit the government’s narrative. Two opposing narratives on food—that 

of the confrontational activist and the evasive government—are identified. Further analysis 
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of the next articulating variables shows how distinct these two dominant narratives are 

from each other. 

2.6.2.2. Manifestations 

Activist: Fish over Steel 

When the first wave of dead fish was washed ashore, locals expressed not only their 

concerns but also their doubts about the potential culprit, as reported by Tuoi Tre 

Newspaper (Tuoi Tre Online, 2016a): 

On the night of April 7th, before midnight, the fish were still healthy and ate 

normally; however, at 2 o’clock, April 8th, they all died. They die as the tide 
rises. The species we’ve raised, including tench and bass, are quite strong, doing 
well in water with inconsistent tide. The mass death is unusual, especially in a 
few mere hours. (Owner of a fish farm) 

Villagers simultaneously ended up at local clinic with confirmed symptoms of food 

poisoning, The “inept” response by the government—a ban on fishing with no clear 

guidance and assistance—exacerbated the locals sense of confusion and frustration – as 

(Paddock, 2016b).  

We are so angry, […] If we knew who put the poison in the ocean, we would 
like to kill them. We really need to have an answer from the government on 
whether the ocean is totally clean and the fish are safe to eat. (Local fisherman) 

The locals, particularly those in the fishing industry, immediately dismissed the 

possibility of natural causes based on their professional experiences. They 

maintained their suspicions of industrial parks in the surrounding areas, notorious for a 

spate of industry-related environmental scandals. Dead fish was not a threat to food 

alone, but also to the long-term livelihood of local fishing and tourism industries critically 

relying on the seafood supply. Local fishermen’s perception of the event heavily 

emphasised fish death as a serious threat to their family and occupation, as confirmed in 
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both the Green Trees report (2016) and the PTS documentary: 

Initially we were uninformed in the first week, so we just keep on eating the 
fish we caught. Then the pain came [inaudible local dialect] all over the body. I 
thought it was just some random sickness, who’d have thought. Then the 
[dead] fish appeared and we stopped eating and the pain were gone, but I still 
feel numb on my lower half […]. I don’t know what to eat now. (Mai Thi 
Khai, a Hà Tĩnh local, PTS documentary at 3′30″) 

Staying close to their narrative of a threatened livelihood, the protestors used the fish 

corpses and nets as visual protesting mediums. Their narrative was constructed around 

and boosted by visible elements of the profession. These visuals from reality concretized 

the narrative. Amidst unclear and conflicting information from the government, this gave 

a simplified definition of the problem that varied body of audience could relate to. 

As local business suffered from declining profits, there was news coverage on 

suspicious transportation of fish and other seafood from contaminated water for illegal 

trading purposes. This media coverage helped the narrative reached a broader audience in 

the form of urban residents of Ho Chi Minh and Hà Nội. These urban residents then 

organised their own protests, staying close to the activists’ narrative of “fish over steel” as 

inspired by the rural protestors. Green Trees used images featuring protestors holding 

banners with reference to “poisoned sea” and “dead fish” in their reports (Green Trees, 

2016:134–138). The activist narrative shows the emblematic nature of fish death, “in terms 

of which a general understanding of what environmental problems were about was constructed” 

(Hajer, 2006). Likewise, the activist narrative indicates that there is more to fish death 

than just mere threats on daily livelihood. It touches on the connotation of justice; 

consequently, the activist narrative actively sought for confrontation as they deemed the 

event and the government reactions not only unsatisfactory but also unjust. 
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Table 2.1. Discursive space comparison between activist and government narrative 

Articulators 

(identity) 

 
Activists 

 
Government 

Manifestation Fish death as an urgent problem 

– Fish death was a disaster with obvious 
causes and requires immediate actions 
– Fish death had widespread consequences 
and broad implications, especially food as 
nutrition supply and livelihood 

– Fish death was a technical incident that is 
serious and needs expertise and time 
– Fish death was an isolated incident whose 
consequences can be successfully controlled 
by the government 

Sanction of Formosa and solution 

– Closing down of Formosa for fear of 
future repetition of the event 
– Keeping Formosa would harm the locals’ 
livelihood 

– Formosa had apologised and pledged to 
compensate, which is sufficient 
– Shutting Formosa would harm the 
nation’s ability to attract foreign 
development 

Perception of environmental protection 

– Food was a representative of incompetent 
environmental protection that could harm 
daily life 

– Environment was a community concern 

– There was no real threat on food caused 
by the event, claims by EU or “enemies of 
the state” were political distortion 
– Environment protection was 
government’s responsibility 

Interaction 
(struggle) 

Important values 

– Perpetuated hardship for the locals and 
violated right to be well-informed of both 
local and non-local residents 

– Scientific rigidity, and patience and 
compliance from the people 

Narrative consistency 

– Consistent insistence on immediate 

responsibility and compensation 

– Inconsistent responses and actions 

Outcomes – Escalation of protests 

– Added material for discussion on civil society and protests law 
– No connection between the event and environmental policies on food security 
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Government: Neither Fish nor Steel 

In response, both state and local government provided an evasive narrative, with a 

trait of inconsistency. For instance, when addressing the possible cause, Pham Khanh 

Ly, Deputy Director of Department of Fisheries (MARD) commented that “It must be 

something extremely toxic that can cause fish death of such scale and affect that many 

provinces” (Hai Sam et al., 2016). Yet, MNRE Vice Minister Vo Tuan Nhan assured 

that Formosa was legally permitted to discharge waste, only to be challenged by the 

Ministry’s answer to the Vice Prime Minister Trinh Dinh Dung the next day 

confirming Formosa’s violations in cleaning their discharging pipelines (BBC Vietnam, 

2016). The inconsistency of the government’s narrative in their effort to co-opt the event 

with a scientific and legal focus unintentionally enhanced the activists’ narrative. 

The governmental narrative frequently referenced scientific and knowledge driven 

decision making, as shown in the PM’s first official response: 

The PM has demanded undivided attention as well as transparency, objectivity, 
cautiousness, and scientific attitude from all the ministries, local and provincial 
governments in order to identify the cause for proper communication to the 
people. The PM also delegates Ministry of Police to sanction any wrongdoings 
with no hesitancy. The PM’s spirit remains decisive and insistent. (Tran Vu 
Nghi, 2016) 

After the first investigation produced no clear result, the stress of scientific rigour 

was iterated by MNRE (Xuan Long, 2016): 

Although the Ministry’s Heads have demanded rapidity, the results must be 
precise and science-based. […] At the moment, no sub-team has completed their 
test; everyone is still handling a large number of tasks, data; independent scientists 
are working as well. Thus, we still have no official report and consequently no 
results to announce. (Head of MNRE) 

After Formosa’s guilt was confirmed, the narrative of the government switched 

instantly to condemnation, sanctioning and demanding compensation of Formosa while 
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discrediting protest efforts. Assurances on seafood safety were issued, meanwhile, any 

protests on the fish death event were reported by state-backed media as “acts of 

incitement and disturbance” (BBC Vietnam, 2016, 2017). This is consistent with official 

statements, in which the fish death was mentioned as a technical incident, and the 

solution provided by the government was to be unchallenged since it is an “expert” duty 

(see Announcement numbered 70/TB-VPCP). This move to pre-empt civil society 

discussions was facilitated by framing the narrative as being handled by the “experts” 

majoring in environmental science or law. Thus, any civil discussion and participation 

was thereby unnecessary. 

2.6.2.3. Interaction and Outcomes 

The activists’ narrative focused on economic hardship for the locals and violation of 

the right to be well-informed for both local and non-local residents and demanded 

immediate responses. The government’s narrative insisted on scientific rigour, and the 

virtue of patience and compliance from the people. These two narratives struggled to 

coincide due to the vastly different nature of the discussions. The interaction also 

struggled with each other at the level of narrative consistency. The activists insisted on 

immediate responsibility and compensation but the government gave conflicting 

responses ranging from denial to oppression. The oppression tactics radiated a sense of 

“He who excuses himself, accuses himself” towards the unsatisfied populace. The 

outcome of such narrative struggles inevitably escalated protests. Previously the Vedan’s 

pollution of Thi Vai River did trigger a food scare in Vietnamese society due to the 

scale of pollution and the lack of social media at the time when dead fish were first 

reported (1993–1994) and most importantly the institutional and legal support from 

both central and local government during that incident (Tiet Truc, 2017). However, for 

this event, a different context has pushed food security and safety to the forefront. The 

people were confronted by a tangible and highly visual threat on their food supply. This 

was amplified by the additional dimension of the ongoing debate on civil society and the 

protest law (Hồng Khánh, 2011) seen as a potential aid to improve governance (Wells-
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Dang, 2010). 

2.6.3. Narrative diffusion: rural in relation to urban 

Despite differences in localities, social positions and capacities between the rural 

and urban protestors, their narratives were actually complimentary (Table 2.2). 

2.6.3.1. Identity 

The definitions of “urban” and “rural” are deliberately constructed to support and 

differentiate the activists’ narratives. In reality, the consequences of the event were 

widespread, making it hard to geographically delineate rural and urban protestors. The 

event was considered to have direct effects on provinces of Hà Tĩnh, Quang Binh, 

Quang Tri, and Thua Thien-Hue, specifically along a coastline of approximately 25 km 

bordering these provinces. Yet, among these provinces, the scale of the impact varied 

based on proximity to the source of toxins and the coastal area, and the level of direct 

dependency on local fishing industries. Thus, rural protestors are defined as those who 

participate in protests taking place in one of the aforementioned coastal provinces while 

urban protestors are those expressing their concern in the vicinity of Ho Chi Minh City 

and Hà Nội. 

2.6.3.2. Manifestations 

Rural manifestations 

Due to the lack of data available on the protests in rural areas, we have relied on the 

arguments put forwards by the locals in general, deducing that their grievances resonated 

with the activists. Green Trees reported that local divers had been aware of the 

discharging pipelines from Formosa prior to the event and had trouble breathing during 

and post diving in its vicinity. In the PTS documentary (2016), the locals clearly 

expressed their fear for both personal health and income perspective: 

All of these [seafood] are now unsalable. They look like not much but they 
actually cost tens of million [Vietnam Dong]. Trading these is my job but with 
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the current situation now I don’t know what to live on. Now I can’t help tearing 
up. I can’t sell, I can’t earn any money to support my family; they all depend on 
me in this house, food, clothes, all me. […] The government gives us rice, but 
even so, what could we eat that with? Even the salt is now dangerous. We 
don’t know what to eat, and I also don’t know which job to take (Local seafood 
trader in Hà Tĩnh, PTS documentary at 5′23″) 

Aiming for a higher societal impact, activists built on the narrative of livelihood 

endangerment where fish—the consumption of it and the industry around it—played a 

central role as a discursive space for this narrative. When their lawsuits against Formosa 

were rejected by the courts for a lack of evidence, the locals disagreed over the nature of 

such “evidence”, as reported by the Guardian (Cantera, 2017), quoting a local fisherman: 

“We are jobless, four people are dead because of fish poisoning and a whale was found 

dead on Cua Lo beach, only 50km from here. What other proof do they need?” As 

reported by Canberra Times (Paddock, 2016a), protestors in rural Nghe An Province 

were seen wearing T-shirts bearing a fish skeleton. Some carried signs reading, “Fish 

need clean water, citizens need transparency”. This slogan appeared to touch on the 

broader theme of “transparency” which featured prominently in the urban narrative. 

“We’re just ordinary people. We don’t know why the fish die but … it might be 

because of waste from nearby industrial parks”, said a fisherman in response to New 

York Times (Paddock, 2016b). Previous environmental scandals in Vietnam have 

resulted in negative impressions of industrial parks and factories, for example, Vedan 

Company’s pollution of Thi Vai River or farmers’ skin disease working in rice fields near 

Hoa Khanh Industrial Park Hoang (Hoang Van Hai et al., 2012). Therefore, the 

fishermen, who possessed certain professional expertise and social knowledge, allocated 

the responsibility to Formosa, the owner of the industrial parks nearby. While 

demanding sanctions on Formosa, their main concern remained with their livelihood out 

of fear of a future repetition of the event. The Green Tree’s report (2016) focused on 

direct impact in the rural areas and recommended a more radical vision for ‘transparency’ 

of the government. The government provided solutions to accommodate these direct 
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impacts without elaborating on the structural dynamics of the administrative system. 

The main concern of rural protesters remained close to their daily life, as expressed by a 

fisherman claiming his income has fallen by 70% and that countermeasures would be 

taken “If Formosa remains in Vietnam and doesn’t give us our clean environment back, 

we will continue to protest” (Ives, 2016). 

Urban Manifestations: Transparency in Jeopardy 

Activism on various causes, including religious freedom, political space and 

environmental protection, has been a part of Ho Chi Minh City’s development dating 

way back to before the reign of the Communist party (Phuong and Mol, 2004; Thayer, 

2010; Trần Thị Liên, 2013). In Hà Nội, there is rising awareness of protesting as a 

method of expressing opinions such as witnessed in the cases of the Green Trees 

Movement (Vu, 2017), and Reunification Park (Wells-Dang, 2010). Despite alleged 

interference from the authoritarian regime, various forms of activism have materialised. 

In our case, the “fish or steel” response from Formosa’s representative proved that 

obstruction or obfuscation actually aided narrative construction for the urban protestors. 
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Table 2.2. Discursive space relationship between rural and urban narrative 

Articulators 
(identity) 

 
Rural protestors 

 
Urban protestors 

 Fish death as a serious concern 

Manifestatio
n 

– Fish death as a threat to (sea) 

food supply and livelihood 

– Fish death was caused by 

“industrial force”, as opposed to 

“natural causes” since it was 

different from local experiences 

– Fish death was not immediate 

threat to food supply but rather 

unjust treatment of (sea) 

environment and non-

transparent governmental 

practice 
– Formosa causing fish death was 
conditioned by incompetent 
government practice 

The deserved response 

– Compensation but more 
importantly the ability to catch 
and sell seafood as soon as 
possible 

– The right to be informed by not 
only the government but also 
civil-based groups 

Congruence between narratives 
– The locals’ need to be protected; Formosa should be shut down 
– It is people’s right to speak out via protests in support of 
their environmental opinion 

Interaction – Concern over food supply and 
employment 

– Concern over food safety and 
environmental protection 

– Demand for government’s responsibility in response to the event 

Outcome – Rural and urban connection was visible for a limited period of time 
– However, the connection did not generate a momentum that can 
politically justify civil society 
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The urban narrative framed the event as emblematic of a failure of the 

management system to protect the country’s environment and its people. In addition to 

asking for environmental protection, the urban narrative differentiates itself from the 

rural in that it treats fish as representative of problematic lack of “transparency”. 

Evidencing the scaling effect of the narrative to urban arenas, Green Trees (2016) 

discussed protestors rights in the report in addition to the local fishermen’s right. The 

same communicative strategy could be found in international news articles researched, 

suggesting the government as part of the problem and not the solver of it (Paddock, 

2016a, 2016b). Fish as a food source symbolised socio-political unrest, drawing urban 

protestors to criticise governmental transparency beyond the impact of the local event. In 

a context of mistrust in the government’s ability to handle food security and 

environmental protection, fish symbolised a tangible threat to the urban residents despite 

no reported shortage of seafood and related products in both cities. This broadened 

narrative beyond local livelihoods resulted in the urban narrative being featured 

prominently in international news and by activists (Green Trees, 2016). The event was 

discussed as an indication of human rights, political identity, and development issues. 

The breadth of the discussion showed the weight of the urban narrative due to the 

advantageous social positions of the urban protestors in comparison to rural 

protestors(Business Monitoring Online, 2016). The increase in frequency and scale of 

civil disobedience both online and on the ground was indicative of a gradual shifting of 

the country’s political landscape, with the ruling Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) 

having given in to popular demand on several occasions. This is likely to be the result of 

rising affluence among the Vietnamese people, leading to growing rates of internet 

penetration and the growth of civil society. 

2.6.3.3. Interaction and Outcomes 

The two narratives (rural and urban protestors’ manifestation) resonated at different 

points. Firstly, they both addressed the damaged access to food supply and the impacted 

livelihood of the locals. Secondly, they implicitly recognised the need for the people to 
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speak their mind in times of need. The two narratives differed however in their focus. The 

rural narrative focused on food shortage and livelihood endangerment, whereas the urban 

focused on environmental protection and government transparency. Still, they converged 

in a call for greater responsibility of the government towards those who have suffered 

from the fish death. The continuity of the protests proved that a promise of scientific 

results was not exactly what the activists demanded. The triggering factor was a sense of 

insecurity over a very essential food supply source. The two narratives involved very 

different demographic groups with somewhat different concerns and positions within the 

food system. Yet, considering that the urban protests ceased after June 2016, the 

mobilising effect of food seemed limited in establishing a civil society on a national scale. 

2.7. Conclusions 

Through the perspective of food in the case of the fish death event in 2016, we were 

able to identify different narratives and show how they either struggled or converged with 

each other. There were marked differences between the activist and the government 

narrative. The former was a combination of converging narratives—risk to livelihood 

and food security from rural protestors with the urban protestors arguing for food 

security through transparency and accountability. The latter showed the dangers of 

inconsistencies and flip-flopped from emphasising scientific rigour for decision-making, 

to discouraging societal debate and assigning blame to Formosa. 

Food as an object of analysis proved to be helpful in exploring the event and its 

impact on governance. It tied together conflicting and harmonising processes within the 

event. Food as a product of environment provided valuable insights into the broader 

context of environment governance and power hierarchy thereof. In this sense, food was 

a medium through which larger societal and political problems surrounding the event can 

be investigated. 

2.7.1. Challenges to governance 

Our analysis highlights two major challenges for environmental governance. 
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Governance is “not the same as government… includes the actions of the state and, in 

addition, encompasses actors such as communities, businesses, and NGOs” (Lemos and 

Agrawal, 2006:298). This event showcased the challenges which a central government 

faced dealing with divergent narratives and not engaging in societal discussions. This 

stemmed from a dilemma between economic growth and environmental protection—

retaining the steel industry interests and weighing it against local fishing needs and food 

security. 

By focusing on deconstructing the narratives and subsequent reactions to it, we 

compared the narrative of the government with the activists, and the rural protestors with 

their urban counterparts. This event highlights challenges to governance beyond mere 

regulatory non-compliance. The relationship between the government and the activists 

was shown to be constrained, where communication between the two sides failed to 

discuss the same issue effectively. The government was not able to alleviate the situation 

by disincentivising activists’ responses as in previous cases of environmental pollutions. 

The issue of food—its consumption and economic value—occupied a unifying 

role, bringing together urban and rural protestors via concerns for food safety and 

environmental protection. However, our findings suggest that such a role did not 

provide a substantial momentum to transform this union into capacity for political 

confrontation and change. These challenges to governance are echoed in previous 

studies, addressing the need for the government to provide a participatory platform for 

the people to voice their concerns, specifically on environmental issues with far-reaching 

consequences on people’s daily life (Phuong and Mol, 2004). 

2.7.2. A call for civil society 

Recently, scholars have proposed that civil society can provide such a platform 

(Wells-Dang, 2010; Ortmann, 2017). A civil society grounded in an embedded aspect of 

daily life such as food could be helpful in mobilising social forces for change. 

Unfortunately, in this case a civil society has not yet emerged out of the food-driven 
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protests. This does not counteract previous claims on the embeddedness of food but 

points to the need to consider specific context in which food-related activism 

materialises. The subject of food provided an observational unit through which the 

concept of “resonance” was applied to explore the potential of the aforementioned non-

state actors. While civil society has been argued for favourably by advocacy scholars such 

as Wells-Dang and Le Quang Binh, its establishment could benefit from a stronger 

momentum than the one provided by food in this case. Seemingly a chicken-or-egg 

dilemma, the process of civil society building relies not only on environmentalists or 

activists but also on the institutional support which was hindered in this case. 
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CHAPTER 3:  “I CHOOSE FISH”: UNDERSTANDING CIVIL 
SOCIETY IN VIETNAM THROUGH ENVIRONMENTAL 
GRIEVANCES AND ACTIONS 

 

Abstract: This chapter focuses on informal civil society in an authoritarian context, 
particularly the unprecedented nation-wide protests and civic action in Vietnam, triggered 
by the industrial pollution and the resulting mass fish death on the central coast in 2016. 
We explore civil society actors' motivations and tactics to take action under political 
restrictions. Data was collected from semi-structured interviews with civil society actors. 
The findings illustrate how informal civil society in Vietnam is built on independent or 
partly NGO-affiliated individuals working together to promote non-violent change, 
although the process of doing so might involve challenging the government apparatus. 
The activists were motivated to take action by the dead fish’ symbolism of endangered 
livelihood, environmental protection, and to demand transparency from the government. 
Critical factors further contributing to the mobilisation of citizens included the 
combination of food symbolism and anti-China nationalism, the tactical use of Facebook 
by urban activists, and religious leadership in the rural areas. The protests resulting from 
the coastal pollution can be seen as boundary-spanning events through which Vietnamese 
civil society actors 'invent' spaces of (political) participation amidst limited 'invited' space.     
 

Keywords: authoritarian Vietnam, civil society, environmental grievances, political 
neutrality, spaces of participation 
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3.1. Introduction 

On May 1st 2016, unusually large crowds gathered in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh 

City to protest against the then-unexplained mass fish death in coastal provinces remote 

from both cities (BBC Vietnam, 2016). Dead fish were observed in Ky-Anh District, 

Ha-Tinh Province, followed by similar phenomenon in the provinces of Quang-Tri, 

Quang-Binh, and Thua-Thien-Hue (CKV, 2016). The villagers suffered food poisoning 

and loss of income; local fishery and tourism deteriorated (Paddock, 2016b). Food safety 

became a concern for major cities, such as Hồ Chí Minh  City and Hà Nội (Thanh Nien, 

2016). The suspected pollution source was the Formosa Ha-Tinh Steel Corporation 

(FHSC), whose plants discharged untreated waste into the nearby sea. In April 2016, the 

Vietnamese government affirmed that there was no proof linking FHSC to the pollution, 

only to reverse their stance two months later (Minh and Nguyen, 2016). On June 30th 

2016, FHSC admitted to causing the pollution and offered a compensation package of 

500 million USD (Thanh Nien News, 2016). Between April and June 2016, protests and 

rallies took place not only in the directly affected provinces, but also in Hà Nội and Hồ 

Chí Minh City, two most populous cities of Vietnam (VICE News, 2016). During this 

time, while official numbers were not recorded, eight "waves" of protests (comprising a 

number of smaller protests whose quantity we unfortunately verify within this research) 

could be distinguished in relation to the coastal pollution (Nguyen Van Quoc et al., 

2020)15. These protests were met with the state’s oppression, including police brutality 

against activists, and reported harsh sentencing imposed on activists (Phuong Nguyen, 

2017).  

Social media saw the rise in popularity of #ichoosefish, and the slogan “Fish needs 

clean water; people need transparency”, born out of public outrage against a controversial 

 
15 The lack of statistics makes it hard to report on how many people participated and/or arrested without relying on 

secondary sources whose agendas might influence their reporting, particularly state-censored newspapers and activist 
posts. From our interviews, the local government of the affected provinces strictly followed ‘orders from above’ and 
maintained a strong grip on local activism. The government in Hà Tĩnh, according to an interviewee who worked 
directly with the church there, harassed the priest’s assistants in order to reduce his productivity. 
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remark from a FHSC’s representative: “It’s either fish and shrimp or steel factories.” 

(Tuoi Tre Online, 2016b). The pollution also drew public attention in Taiwan, where the 

Formosa Plastics Group (FPG), of which FHSC is an overseas subsidiary16, is infamous 

for serial environmental destruction (Einhorn and Carroll, 2019). Civic and legal actions 

against FHSC in Taiwan by a coalition of Taiwanese NGOs followed (Wu and Birsel, 

2016). As such, the coastal pollution received strong public response on national and 

international scale (Figure 3.1). Alongside the 2009 anti-bauxite movement, in the 

context of authoritarian Vietnam, the coastal pollution case can be considered a rare 

occurrence of environmental protests exceeding the local scale and manifesting on a 

national level, in both urban and rural areas.   

 
16 https://www.fpg.com.tw/tw/about/office 
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Figure 3.1. Locations of FHSC steel plants, provinces where pollution occurred and 

protests17 (Made by Geodiesnt, University of Groningen, and adapted from Green Trees’ 
report, interviews, and news articles collected from desk research) 

Despite the state’s restriction on political activities in public space (Gillespie and 

Nguyen, 2019), the coastal pollution triggered ordinary citizens to take to the streets. 

Such protests, as a form of socio-spatial practices, created ‘cracks’ in the otherwise 

‘smooth’ non-confrontational façade of civil society in Vietnam. Wells-Dang (Wells-

Dang, 2012:24) regards civil society in Vietnam as “a process of collective action that 

occurs and develops when organisations and individuals join together to influence power 

 
17 The provinces marked as “affected” refer to those recognised by the government as such in the 
compensation scheme (Viết Long, 2018). In reality, protest(s) took place in Nghe An as well, as locals feel 
they were also entitled to the compensation (Doãn Hòa, 2018).   
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and promote positive, non-violent social change”. In this process, civil society actors 

overcome government-imposed restrictions and develop interpersonal ties into civil 

society networks, which in turns facilitate collective action (ibid.) 

Since direct challenges to the single-party system remain taboo (Wells-Dang, 

2010), civil society actors attempt to optimise political space to spread and reach their 

agendas. To do that, how grievances are communicated between civil society actors and 

beyond needs to be simultaneously political (aiming for collective actions/goals) yet 

apolitical (to avoid state sanctions), in response to the “stringent state control that 

deviates from informal practices, which actually allow a fair degree of voluntary civic 

action” (Ho, 2007:20). Vietnamese activists have learned to, for example, craft social 

media content, claiming an explicit non-political stance (Wells-Dang, 2010). 

Depoliticising helps lower the cost of organising contention and maintain the balance 

between confronting authorities and organisational survival (Fu, 2017). These findings 

resonate with the relativity between the 'invited' and 'invented' spaces within which civil 

society actors operate (Cornwall, 2004). 

Environmental issues, such as the coastal pollution, are apt instances to 

comprehend how civil society actors in authoritarian contexts take action as well as how 

political elements are concealed in the vanguard of such activism (Steinhardt and Wu, 

2015). This chapter seeks to understand how civil society actors, challenged by the 

political restrictions, persisted in advocating for what they deemed appropriate responses 

to environmental issues. Such a persistence, particularly the rationalities behind it, helps 

illuminate the essence and potential impact of civil society in illiberal contexts (Sa’di, 

2015).  

3.2. Theoretical framework   

With the rise of market economy and globalisation, critical scholars have advocated 

for conceptualising civil society as a mediating sphere between state and market 

(Alagappa, 2004), since socio-political ideals cannot be entrusted to either state-citizens 
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or market-consumption relationships (Jensen, 2006). In Vietnam, characterised by a mix 

of market economy and the rule of communist State-Party (London, 2014), civil society is 

constitutionally expected to be uni-dimensional, resulting from the formal structure of a 

centrally planned economy (Bach Tan Sinh, 2013). However, the Party-State’s control 

over organisations, while imposing certain limitations, has also enabled other activities 

that might be considered illegal in organisations with less state oversight (Hannah, 2009). 

Therefore, when exploring civil society in the context of Vietnam, focusing only on 

formal structures risks overlooking the richness of actually existing civil society and its 

potential (Hannah, 2009; Wells-Dang, 2012). This chapter thus espouses the functional 

approach proposed by Hannah (2009) and zooms in on actions taken by civil society 

actors. 

In this chapter, civil society actors are understood as those partaking in civic actions 

related to the coastal pollution, including both physical acts (protesting on the streets), 

and virtual acts (expressing discontent/support via social media). To investigate what 

motivated civil society actors to take action following the 2016 coastal pollution in 

Vietnam, we combined three lenses from the civil society literature: 'classic' concepts in 

social movements such as mobilisation, grievances (Klandermans, 2004), and 

(in)formality (Vu, 2017), civil society and authoritarianism (political neutrality versus 

sensitivity) (Gleiss, 2014), and spaces of resistance and/or citizenship (invited/invented 

spaces) (Cornwall, 2004; Miraftab, 2004). 

3.2.1. From grievances to actions 

 Grievances refer to illegitimate inequality, injustice, and general moral indignation 

about some state of affairs (LeFebvre and Armstrong, 2018). Ortiz et al. (Ortiz et al., 

2013) found that environmental (in)justice was one of the four major grievances driving 

global protests. Concerns about environmental problems namely lend themselves to 

universal rhetorics, enabling the 'affected community' to be defined more broadly. In 

contrast, social sources for discontent tend to pit one group against the other, so that 

protestors are unlikely to find a general rhetoric (Jasper, 1997:285). The coastal pollution 

case, analysed in this chapter, was centred around food (fish), which is relevant for health, 
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survival and income, as well as politically entrenched and more “culturally bound yet so 

dependent upon material realities of the natural environment” than any resources required 

for human survival (Agyeman and McEntee, 2014:217). Food can actuate civic actions 

through its symbolic dimension and political significance, being a major necessity for 

global population (Glasius and Pleyers, 2013). Food issues are often linked to perceived 

injustice (Bohstedt, 2010), and catalyst for raising problems beyond itself (Bush, 2010).  

However, such grievances on their own are not enough to propel activists into 

action. Vu (2017) noted the essential role of local citizens in emphasizing the broader 

ecological implications of the government's decision to fell 2700 trees in Hà Nội, thereby 

attracting local NGOs, who previously had been hesitant to join coalition with 

independent activists. By harmonising local issues with a common root, activists 

successfully effected transnational mobilisation of Vietnamese and Cambodian 

organisations into a coalition network against Yali-Falls hydroelectric dam (Thim, 2013). 

Considering Vietnam’s stringent control on (resistant) collective action, aforementioned 

studies stressed the importance of political opportunities as perceived by, not granted to, 

activists (Tarrow, 2011). Then, how do civil society actors perceive political opportunity 

or carve out political space under authoritarianism?  

3.2.2. Civil society actions as boundary-spanning practices 

Cornwall (Cornwall, 2004:75) argues that to address issues of power and difference, 

one needs to distinguish between different 'spaces of participation' in what she terms 'new 

democratic spaces.' Invited spaces, affirmed from the top down, are restricted and imply a 

passive role for citizens (Leitheiser et al., 2022). Invited spaces can be limited to a sphere 

of compatibility with the vested political aims of the government, while the invented 

space is achieved through (power) struggle that moves beyond the goals and intentions of 

the authorities (Cornwall, 2004). These spaces are not mutually exclusive, nor is either 

necessarily restricted to a particular composition or network of civil society (Cahen et al., 

2019).  
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Miraftab’s (2004, 2009) work helps our analysis, situated at the intersection of 

spatial planning and social movement studies, refrain from diluting the complex and fluid 

range of grassroots citizenship practices and acknowledge inclusion and participation 

beyond any capitalist or tokenistic definition thereof. Compared to anti-neoliberalist 

conceptualisation, O’Brien’s (O’Brien, 2003) work bears certain resemblance in its 

attempt to respect the blurred lines between many forms of resistance, yet with substantial 

consideration of the authoritarian contexts. Discussing the grey zones within which rural 

activists in China furthered their agendas under oppression, O’Brien discusses boundary-

spanning contention, referring to “acts located near the boundary between official, 

prescribed politics and politics by other means” aiming to create “popular pressure that is 

arguably legal, permissible in some eyes but not in others” (2003:51). Drawing on the 

work of the authors discussed above, we zoom in on the boundary-spanning activities by 

the civil society actors, following O'Brien's conception, in the coastal pollution case, 

focusing not only on the different spatial context (urban and rural), but also political 

spaces of participation.  

3.2.3. Civil society and political neutrality under authoritarianism 

‘Depoliticization’ (which to an extent relates to O’Brien’s (2003) discussion on the 

perception of legality) were typical used to capture the interaction between civil society 

and the state in state-controlled contexts where activists are forced to abandon any 

confrontational mass-mobilization tactics common to democratic activism (Ho and 

Edmonds, 2007; Wells-Dang, 2012; Gleiss, 2014). The mutual colonisation between 

formal NGOs and the Vietnamese government (Hannah, 2009) and the similar 

contingent symbiosis between Chinese grassroots groups and authority (Spires, 2011) 

theorised a co-dependent civil society-state relationship, wherein the former can perform 

activism insofar as no direct challenge to the latter is posed, and the latter would turn a 

blind eye if able to conveniently claim credit for any of the former’s achievements. Civil 

society actors interact with the state accordingly, adapting to periodically stronger and 

weaker autonomy (Hannah, 2009). Even a seemingly formal structure, such as a 

registered NGO, might engage with both formal (i.e. providing policy consultancy to 
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relevant government agencies) and informal (i.e. appropriating available formal channels 

to engage with local actors in an attempt to help them think differently and take more 

pro-active actions within political restrictions) activism (Vu, 2019).  

The co-dependence between civil society and the state relies on a process of 

articulating and negotiating what can and cannot be accepted as ‘non-political’. As 

environmental issues can be framed as either contentious or technocratic (Patsias, 2020), 

they allow some sensitive elements to be concealed. Bypassing sensitivity leads to 

neutrality, circumventing the government’s monitoring, and incentivising supporters who 

would otherwise be discouraged by political risks (Gleiss, 2017). Depoliticization is thus 

embedded into civil society actions through civil society actors’ different interpretations of 

(in)formality (Vu, 2019) and neutrality (Gleiss, 2017). 

Most of recent protests in Vietnam remained non-violent and rhetorically neutral 

(Kerkvliet, 2014b). Criticism against the government tends to be delivered indirectly 

through the rhetorical focus on local communities and governments, as opposed to the 

Party State (ibid.). Anticipating the state-endorsed curb on physical action, civil society 

actors have utilised online platforms to diversify communication and increase outreach, 

albeit not without obstacles (Foust and Hoyt, 2018; Freelon et al., 2018). Social media, 

particularly Facebook, has been increasingly helpful as a political resource and arena for 

‘elite’ civil society actors to raise awareness on socio-environmental issues (Bui, 2016). 

To this end, this chapter builds on the discussed literature to investigate why and 

how, against all odds, the coastal pollution protests materialised at different spatial scales. 

The framework, depicted in Figure 3.2 and operationalised in Table 3.1, summarizes the 

main concepts used in the chapter and guides the data analysis and discussion below: the 

influences of resource availability and political context specific to Vietnam, the spatialised 

grievances propelled activists into multi-scalar and boundary-spanning action; and the 

ways in which this process was influenced by the activists’ perception of neutrality and 

(in)formality to navigate politically.  
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Figure 3.2. Theoretical framework (Source: Author) 

3.3. Methodology 

3.3.1. Activism in the context of Vietnam and the 2016 coastal pollution case 

As activists occupied physical and virtual spaces, they engaged in ‘direct 

presentation’ in response to the lack of institutional representation (De la Llata, 2020). 

Furthermore, the protests were mobilised through an invigorating narrative around (dead) 

fish, prompting the question on food’s role in activating civic actions. The coastal 

pollution case thus provides a peek into the otherwise “smooth” surface of civil 

participation to generate discussion on the mechanism and conditions behind such rare 

occurrences of scale-shifting activism in Vietnam. The legacy of communist rule and 

centralized political decision making have a major impact on civic participation in 

political and economic decisions in Vietnam. Authoritarian governance emphasises 

hierarchisation of state–society relations and fragmentation of social forces, and 

environmental action and ethics primarily emanate from the state sphere (Bruun, 2020a). 

Due to FPG’s use of China imported equipment and Chinese workers, it was 

labelled and perceived incorrectly by some activists as a ‘Chinese’ company (Tuoi Tre 
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News, 2014). In this sense, the anti-Chinaism in Vietnamese politics is another 

important contextual element relevant to highlight in relation to the protests, as 

outstanding cases of political clashes in Vietnam typically featured strong anti-China 

sentiments (Bland and Hille, 2011; Bui, 2017). Prior to the French colonisation, China 

had been the biggest threat for Vietnam from the North. Following a stint of ‘communist 

brotherhood’, Vietnam aligned with the Soviet Union upon the 1960s Sino-Soviet split 

(Bui, 2017). Anti-China campaigns started resurfacing, rooted in geopolitical conflicts 

and the need to reunify an internally divided population amidst a debilitating economic 

crisis (Path, 2011). Since the 1979 China-Vietnam border war, resistance to ‘Chinese 

invaders’ and anti-foreign heroism have been critical to nationalist politics in Vietnam 

(Vu, 2007). Nowadays, there is a “growing fear of China’s rising power and influence that 

can work against Vietnamese interests and sovereignty claims in the South China Sea” 

(Bui, 2017:173). When framed by the government, anti-Chinaism is not expressed as 

direct resentment but rather as a background for the government’s rational thinking and 

efficient relief efforts as well as “unity building” measures (Vu, 2014:56). Meanwhile, the 

use of anti-China sentiments by Vietnamese activists to call for action moves beyond the 

division between being pro-state or not, aiming to reconcile “Vietnamese who were once 

ideological enemies but are now uniting in the face of an aggressive China and a 

Vietnamese government perceived as meek and corrupt” (Vu, 2014: 56).  

3.3.2. Data collection and analysis 

This chapter draws from twenty semi-structured interviews, conducted between 

April 2018 and September 2019 in Vietnam and Taiwan (Appendix A). Most interviews 

were conducted in Vietnamese, except one in English. The sampling was predominantly 

response-driven (Goodman, 2010). Interviewees include independent as well as NGO-

affiliated activists in order to explore whether their participation in the protests differs. 

NGO-workers who did not participate in actual protest activities were also interviewed 

since they, as suggested by Wells-Dang’s work on civil society network in Vietnam 

(2012), were still aware of the case and might have been involved in an indirect manner. 
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The key-informants were identified through desk research, e.g. from Green Trees’ report 

(Green Trees, 2017), and via the network of the first author. The key-informants advised 

potential interviewees to actively contact the first author or grant the author the right to 

contact them. The key-informants were activists willing to participate in the research and 

considered themselves to be fully aware of political risks of being research participant. 

The key-informants, mainly city-based, offered advice on how research activities might 

affect the first author and potential interviewees. The interview guides, participant 

information sheet, and consent form, were semantically devoid of words that are 

politically sensitive in Vietnam, e.g. protests, democracy, and corruption. Interviewees 

were asked to choose locations where they felt comfortable enough to converse, as well as 

how they want their opinions to be interpreted and presented in following publications. 

Recruiting interviewees in rural areas was considered by some key-informants as too 

risky due to the state’s monitoring of the area at the time of fieldwork. Therefore, in 

addition to the interviews conducted in Vietnam, four interviews were conducted with 

NGOs workers in Taiwan (snowball sampling) who worked directly with rural activists in 

Vietnam (in April 2016 when they were still allowed entry into Vietnam) and engaged in 

legal actions against FPG in Taiwan (Hsiao and Hsu, 2020). These interviewees also 

helped the Vietnamese fishermen who immigrated to Taiwan after being rendered 

unemployed by the coastal pollution. Taiwanese activists provided more details about the 

tactics and methods of Vietnam rural activists, whom we couldn’t safely recruit.  

Figure 3.3 details the interviewees. All interviewees were mostly active in urban 

areas, with four out of sixteen Vietnamese interviewees involved in protesting activities in 

both urban and rural areas. From these four interviewees, one stayed in the affected 

coastal areas for an extended period working with local priests to provide local residents 

with financial support (see the results section for more details), while the other three 

commuted between the city of their residence and the affected areas to work with rural 

activists in a ‘guerrilla’ manner. 
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Figure 3.3. Overview of the interviewees based on the characteristics of their involvement 

in the case18 

A thematic analysis was conducted using NVivo. The transcripts were translated 

from Vietnamese to English by the first author, a trained English-Vietnamese translator 

and interpreter. They were subsequently coded deductively based on the theoretical 

framework (Table 3.1). Through several iterations by grouping codes of higher or lower 

analytical power, finding complementary or opposing relationship, and integrating 

“found” codes (into pre-established ones), patterns among coded data were identified as 

the input for discussion. 

 
18 Affiliation with NGOs: whether the interviewees perceived that their connection with a formal NGO is strong 

enough to influence their (non-)involvement with the coastal pollution.  
Active engagement: whether the interviewees have taken explicit actions related to the case, such as joining the protests, 
and using the hashtags on Facebook, or they have opted for more indirect support, such as using their networks to 
donate, or to ask for information not publicly available. 
Location of activism: the main location where interviewees conducted their activism. Three among Taiwan-based 
interviewees are immigrant Vietnamese.   
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Table 3.1. Coding scheme 

Theme Guiding concept Indicators 

a. Grievances Wherein “a group or person is 
experiencing illegitimate inequality, 
has been the victim of injustice, or 
feels a general moral indignation 
about some state of affairs” 
(LeFebvre and Armstrong, 2018: 9) 

Perceived sufferings, injustice, and 
concerns that motivate actions 

b. Actions Actions through which aggrieved 
collectivities give voice publicly to 
various grievances and press relevant 
authorities to attend to the 
associated claims and/or demands 
e.g. protests, demonstrations, or 
revolutions (Snow, 2013) 

Activities in response to the 
grievances, e.g. protest, home-
protest, online petition. 

 

c. Organisation A process of building a common 
identity and unifying structure 
among the individuals in the 
population (Tilly, 1978) 

Coordination of collective actions; 
(non)existence of leadership; 
assignment of specific roles and 
tasks (if any); (non)collaboration 
between different groups, either 
domestic or international. 

d. Mobilisation The ways CS actors seize 
opportunities to call for actions 
(Klandermans, 2004) 

Tactics to call for, lead, or 
participate in activities as a 
group/collective; factors that might 
attract or alienate potential 
supporters/allies. 

e. Communication Communicative channels and 
narratives befitting their purposes 
(Postmes and Brunsting, 2002) 

Content and methods to raise 
awareness, spread information, 
network, and react to the state’s 
media; the use of Facebook to do so. 

f1. Neutrality Efforts to avoid being perceived as 
challenging the hegemonic 
understanding of the social 
propagated by the state-party 

Behaviours, activities, utterances, 
ways of talking etc. to avoid or work 
around state’s restriction and 
oppression 
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(Gleiss, 2017) 

f2. Sensitivity Actions perceived to challenge the 
hegemonic understanding of the 
social propagated by the Party-State 
(Gleiss, 2017) 

Behaviours, activities, utterances, 
ways of talking etc. that might lead 
to confrontation with and 
oppression from the state  

g1. Formality  CS groups engaging with and/or 
performing their acts through 
formal channels and structures in 
either an overt or a covert manner 
(Vu, 2019) 

Working in, through or with 
registered NGOs and government-
affiliated organisations to pursue 
activist agenda 

g2. Informality CS groups engaging with and/or 
performing their acts through 
informal channels and structures in 
either an overt or a covert manner 
(Vu, 2019) 

Lack of or discreet affiliation with 
formal NGOs, lack of or concealed 
structure/hierarchy 

h1. Invited space Grassroots actions and their allied 
NGOs that are legitimized by 
donors and government (Miraftab, 
2009) 

Activism taking place within the 
remit of government’s approval 

h2. Invented space Collective actions by non-elitist 
citizenry that directly confront the 
authorities and challenge the status 
quo (Miraftab, 2009) 

Activism taking place beyond the 
remit of government’s approval 
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3.3.3. Ethical and epistemological considerations 

Firstly, relying on key-informants limited the interviews to mostly urban-based 

activists. As such, the voices of rural protestors are limited in the chapter and represented 

through the insights gained from the urban activists in Vietnam and activists in Taiwan 

who were in direct contact with rural activists and undertaking activities in the affected 

rural provinces. Secondly, scholars residing “in democratic states but maintain[ing] 

citizenship in authoritarian countries‐of‐origin may be forced to self‐censor in order to 

maintain access to and protect their family members in the home country” (Chen and 

Moss, 2018:675). Self-censoring impacted the first author's data collection and findings 

discussion. The political sensitivity surrounding the case also made interviewing officials 

infeasible. 

Thirdly, given the possible state harassment against interview participants and the 

authors, we strictly followed the ethical guidelines of the authors’ institution, which were 

continuously adjusted based on information from e.g. the key-informants in advance but 

also during and after the data collection. The data collection plan/approach was also 

formally approved by the institution’s Research Ethics Committee. During and following 

data collection, the authors have done their best to ensure the anonymity of participants 

by, for example, not connecting the age/gender of an interviewee to a specific quote 

(below) but only displaying the characteristics of the interviewees as a group (Figure 3.3). 

This also included following the key-informants' advice against contacting interviewees 

for follow-ups to avoid communication trails. 

3.4. Results  

3.4.1. Food-based grievances as action-triggers 

In Vietnam, a single grievance is unlikely to mobilize civic actions, given the 

political risks (Thayer, 2014). Indeed, our interviews indicated that actions materialized 

after the mounting of several perceived grievances related to the fish death. The 

interviewees argued that the coastal pollution case triggered concerns about i) food 

supply, livelihood, and public health at provincial and city levels, ii) China as a threat to 
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national security, and iii) the national government’s lack of transparency. First, dead fish 

were linked to well-being and livelihood and the coastal pollution was seen as an 

infringement on personal rights, prompting people to stand up for themselves. 

Respondents opined that the citizens felt a shared sense of vulnerability, due to the 

personal connection with the food-related grievances. The explicit link between the 

coastal pollution and damage to the food supply was enhanced by a cultural connotation 

associated with ‘fish,’ which is particularly pronounced in the context of Vietnam: 

It [fish death] feels relevant. To everyone. You eat fish sauce, or salt and 
therefore you feel threatened. […] Climate change or pollution might be hard 
to perceive, and thus the virality would not be as strong. But dead fish though, 
that would concern people, for things that are closest to them. [Independent 
activist] 

In comparison, interviewees in Taiwan stressed that the case was a violation of 

human rights as well as a caution for Taiwanese government about international 

environmental monitoring. 

In Taiwan, […] We don’t import [seafood] directly from Vietnam, so […] we 
are more focused [sic] on the transparency. […] we urge the [Taiwanese] 
government to play a more important role when it comes to monitoring our 
Taiwan-based or multinational companies whose mother company is a 
Taiwanese one. [NGO-worker in Taiwan] 

The interviewees emphasised how the coastal pollution, as a threat to food supply 

and health and disregard for symbolic relevance of fish in Vietnam, triggered citizen 

actions beyond the largely rural areas at the source of pollution. The rural activists were 

mainly concerned with financial loss from dead fish or damaged salt fields, while the 

urban activists were motivated by environmentalism, nationalism, and governmental 

transparency.  

This [the accumulation of frustration] doesn’t include the direct victims of 
Formosa [the fishermen/rural inhabitants], since they obviously protested for 
their most basic needs. For the more distant people [citizens in larger cities], I 
feel, their motivation [to protest] originated from the fact of being controlled 
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[by the government when it comes to speaking out against social issues] for so 
long. And the time had come for them. [NGO-worker] 

Second, anti-China sentiments were emphasized by several interviewees as a major 

mobilising impulse. Due to FPG’s use of China-imported equipment and Chinese 

workers, it was labelled and perceived as a ‘Chinese’ company (Tuoi Tre News, 2014), 

and continuously referred to as such by interviewees. The perception of FHSC as Chinese 

provoked nationalist sentiments similar to those in the 2011 and 2014 protests (Bui, 

2017):   

Formosa, despite being a Taiwanese firm, had capital from Chinese 
shareholders. When the Formosa project was pending for approval [in 200819], 
many people had denounced it, due to the intended location being of critical 
military importance. […] The issue was, “Ah China is polluting this country.” 
Adding that to the existing anti-China sentiment. [Independent activist] 

Third, the interviewees had the impression that the local government of the 

affected provinces strictly followed “orders from above”, did not sympathize with the 

protesters and maintained a strong grip on local activism. The dead fish was thus 

considered a manifestation of long-felt frustration about the lack of platforms for citizens 

to (politically) express themselves in Vietnam, as well as the government’s apparent 

lacklustre display of willingness to make an example of FHSC, effectively reneging on its 

pro-people mantra: 

[T]here was a lot of restrained frustration, like our country has a lot of norms, 
which make people feel frustrated and oppressed […]. I think the large number 
of protestors [thought that] “I have had enough [of inadequate responses from 
the government]; the time has come for me to rise up”. [NGO-worker] 

 
19 Thành Châu (2010) Hà Tĩnh Province actively promotes FORMOSA project (Originally in 

Vietnamese). Available at: https://www.nhandan.com.vn/kinhte/item/9868002-.html (accessed 20 
April 2020). 
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[…] a lot of people were angry with the government’s reaction [to the coastal 
pollution]. The government said it [the fish death] was due to natural causes, 
but people with a bit of knowledge, […], completely saw through that […]. 
[NGO-worker] 

Since the government was deemed incapable of providing reliable information, 

citizen-activists were compelled to demand information through 'taking it to the streets':  

When we [the citizens] took it to the streets, we simply just wanted to hear the 
responses [to the coastal pollution] from the prime minister and the 
government. […] The people wanted to know about the amount of the 
[polluting] waste, how much toxin there was, how environmentally destructive 
it was. They [the government] said nothing. [Independent activist] 

When taken together, the discussed factors were sufficient to ignite citizen activism 

on a national scale, unlike previous cases’ local scale (Ortmann, 2017). The interviewees 

who joined the protests referred to their actions as “taking it to the streets” [“xuống 

đường”], highlighting the intensity with which grievances transformed into physical 

actions, as opposed to the virtual realm, e.g. posting protest-related content on social 

media. In Vietnamese, “xuống đường” carries a more casual connotation than the 

politically charged “protest” [“biểu tình”]. Environmental issues became more easily 

experienced as uniting and consequently more action-inducing (Jasper, 1997):  

[The thought of taking it to the streets came to me] super naturally. I didn’t 
think much. […] Essentially for me, I felt excited when I did it. […] 
Everybody felt like they had something in common. When we walked in 
crowds, sharing a common spirit, it felt very exciting. [NGO-worker] 

3.4.2. Different tactics to initiate action under political restrictions 

Public gatherings in Vietnam need to be approved by local governments, following 

Decree 28/2005/NĐ-CP. Most interviewees did not attempt to apply for this permit, as 

they deemed it a legal tool to prevent collective actions. Other interviewees claimed they 

just followed calls for actions posted on Facebook and considered applying for permit 
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beyond their responsibility. Facebook was the most favoured tool to communicate or 

learn about grievances and call for actions or support such calls, while simultaneously 

labelling the activities and grievances 'environmental' and thus not anti-government. 

Such framing was considered by interviewees to have attracted a broad range of 

supporters, who would otherwise be discouraged by an explicitly ‘political’ tone.     

During the urban protests, the interviewees attempted to maintain a low profile 

and to blend into the crowds to protect them from being singled out by the political 

police. They also deliberately maintained a sense of ‘disorganisation’ to prevent the 

government from identifying and sanctioning the organizer(s). Interviewees who claimed 

to have played organising roles contrasted this with the Hong Kong’s Yellow Umbrella 

movement, where decision-making proceeded around a centralised coordinator (Ho, 

2020): 

We [protestors] were merely strangers […] [the government] always wants to 
prove that there must be an organisation behind the protest […] when 
everyone is a leader, like they lead [sic] each other, and there is no specific 
leader, yet they have a clear flow [sic], it would be very safe for all participants 
at the time. [NGO-worker] 

In the cities, the protest-organisers were unknown or 'faceless', in the coastal 

provinces, the churches and the priests reportedly formed the backbone to the protests 

(Cantera, 2017), mobilising both Catholic and non-Catholic locals. Interviewees working 

with rural activists stressed the role of the priests for mobilizing and concerting actions 

among the less rural activists who might have less resources, both financially and 

politically, than urban ones. In addition to assisting some protesters in eluding the police 

in the affected provinces, priests from Vietnam participated in protests and press 

conferences in Taipei, to bring the coastal pollution to international attention. One 

interviews in Taiwan joined a diocese leader from Nghe An in meeting international 

NGOs seeking assistance.   



  

 91 

Similar to the 1989 East German Revolution, the congregations in Vietnam 

mediated between a disaffected society and an oppressive state (Plaff, 2001). The 

leadership of the priests in the affected (largely rural) provinces were reported as 

“extremist” by the military’s news outlet (Trần Vũ and Trần Hoài, 2017). This might 

stem from the threat posed by local churches to the state, as a competing organizing force 

(Spires, 2011), and the bold nature of the actions taken by rural activists, e.g. 

demonstrating on national high-ways and besieging local government’ offices, as opposed 

to typically non-contentious resistance of faith-based charities (McCarthy, 2013). 

The community awareness [in rural provinces] mostly came from […] the 
Christian communities. The Priests preached to the parish on their 
environmental rights, as well as their duty to protect the environment. […] 
thousands of locals […] protesting and besieging Formosa for hours […] right 
after the morning mass. [Independent activist] 

Interviewees stressed the relevance of Facebook, and to a lesser degree Twitter, as a 

‘convenient’ tool for interested social media users to (also) virtually engage with the case 

and express their discontent (Chapter 4). Facebook was the main source of information 

for protest-participants in Vietnam. For the organisers, the platform helped to coordinate 

action. Using public Facebook pages20, both pre-existent and born out of the coastal 

pollution related activities, the organisers could inform potential participants about times 

and locations of the protests without revealing themselves21:   

[Facebook-based mobilisation] was never explicit. There would be an 
agreement, like, “Hey let’s post [protest schedule] at 8 P.M,” and everyone 
would do it simultaneously. Of course, the cybersecurity police could deduce 
that there was a group behind, but […] people shared things back and forth, 
which made it harder to track. (Independent activist) 

Environmental grievances “typically transcend existing political boundaries and 

social cleavages,” whereas social threats are often based precisely on these cleavages 
 

20 As opposed to Facebook group, whose format is based on assigning admin and member roles to users.  
21 Undisclosed for ethical reasons.  
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(Jasper, 1997:285). Interviewees relied on such transcendence to downplay the ‘political’ 

in their Facebook content. Most interviewees were sceptical of Facebook’s role in 

mobilising impacted residents in polluted provinces, citing the lack of accessibility to 

Internet among these residents, most of whom were fishermen and vendors. However, 

some explained that, also in rural provinces, social media did play a role in expressing 

discontent, in particular for the younger population:  

[older rural residents] might not be familiar with social media, but their 
children and younger relatives are smartphone users. In the Formosa case, they 
[the rural youth] did use social media. However, the connection with the cities 
was not strong, except for some groups who had direct contacts with groups 
cities. [Independent activist].  

3.4.3. Navigating spaces of participation/resistance 

The discussion above points to how the boundary-spanning effect of the coastal 

pollution activism manifested along the line between formality and informality, neutrality 

and sensitivity, and invited and invented spaces. Regarding (in)formality, in Vietnam, 

formal NGOs engage in an “interplay between formal and informal activism,” relying on 

informal channels like networks at local levels (Vu, 2019:423). Interviewees who were 

NGO-workers actively pursued an informal identity to ensure their participation would 

bear minimal risks for their organizations. Despite the precautions, two of the 

respondents nevertheless had a clash with the police, and as a result one of the NGOs 

suffered from funding cut and the mobility of its staff being restricted:  

I had also stepped down at the time, which was why I could take to the 

streets. If I was still [working at an NGO] I would never dare. They [security 

forces] would catch me right away. [They might] even shut down the 

organisation. [NGOs worker]  

Operating 'independently' and informally also posed risks, as a lack of validation by 

association with formal NGOs could expose civil society actors to even more oppression 

(Hannah, 2009), or lead to being framed as traitors or foreign agents. Nevertheless, 
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interviewees considered it crucial to construct/maintain a façade of political neutrality. 

Navigating the elusive neutrality/sensitivity line was critical to this façade. Interviewees 

remained vigilant about any ‘breaking’ moments in their interaction with the 

government, which might defy their ‘neutral’ stance. 

The government said they had received the compensation money from 

Formosa, so we had nothing left to do. […] if we persisted, it would appear as 

anti-government. It would not be anti-Formosa anymore […]. [Independent 

activist] 

Although following the 'deal', the activists did question whether the acceptance of 

Formosa’s compensation tactically de-legitimised any call for civil society action. That 

said, interviewees also cautioned against impromptu or premature use of neutrality, 

which needs to be approached strategically, not imprudently. When civil society actors 

were too eager to claim their apolitical stance to avoid a direct stance against the 

government, more radical allies who deemed neutrality compromising were 

disincentivised to support these actors.  

3.5. Discussion  

3.5.1. Different tactics and means to mobilising civil society  

The coastal pollution case illustrates the relevance of a 'tipping point' to mobilise 

action for environmental grievances. Results indicated different grievances being 

dominant in the rural and urban context: while democratic ideals, geopolitics and concern 

for own health stimulated urban activism, the direct injustice and threat to the livelihood 

provided substantial incentives to rural resistance. Concerns about food supply, livelihood 

and government transparency, compounded by preceding environmentalism and anti-

China nationalism, yielded an unprecedented momentum for virtual and physical protests 

in the context of Vietnam. Considering how essential fish and more importantly fish 

sauce are to not only culinary but also national identity of the Vietnamese, the 

investigated activism exemplified how food symbolism could incentivise political activism 
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through ‘not-against-government’ tropes of cultural and national identity. Environmental 

issues grounded on food symbolism, as such, allowed citizen-activists to exercise 

contestation advocating their rights and demanding governmental transparency without 

explicitly confronting the systematic misuse of power preconditioning the very issues at 

hand (Vu, 2017). 

Recognition of intra-movement dynamics is critical to making sense of multi-scalar 

resistance (Turner and Dominique, 2009). The urban activists knew no specific initiator, 

while the rural actors rallied behind their spiritual leaders. Compared to protests focusing 

on urban environment, e.g. Green Trees movement (Vu, 2017), proximity to the root of 

grievances was less of a conducive factor to taking action. Compared to the rural activists, 

the mobilisation of (predominantly middle class) urban activists was characterised by the 

important role of communication technology (Johnson, 2019). Facebook, and to a lesser 

extent Twitter, played a key role in the transformation of grievances into action, in 

empowering activists through bolstering their awareness of citizenship rights (Vu, 2017), 

through which political norms can be challenged in the Internet age (Castells, 2012). 

Despite the unequal access to social media by rural and urban activists, the online sharing 

of grievances contributed substantially to their transformation into physical trans-local 

actions. 

 The coastal pollution case illustrates the relevance of religion and religious leaders 

in particular, for rural resistance and action. This suggests a development in rural 

activism, following peasant discontent in the 1980s, which was expressed more openly, 

yet protests remained local and rarely targeted the party-state, and rural resistance 

between 1960s-1980s, mostly articulated through everyday acts due to, paradoxically, 

extreme repression and peasants’ trust in the state’s benevolent intentions towards rural 

development (Trần Thị Thu Trang, 2009). Although stemming from concerns about 

livelihood, the eventual actions in our case relied on local priests’ invocation of moral and 

congregational commitment. This differs from religious charities’ subtle method of 

repurposing the state (McCarthy, 2013), suggesting that digital technology or social 
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media are not always the most effective means to mobilize the masses. Rather, 'preaching' 

to a larger group with mutual beliefs can propel ordinary citizens (possibly spilling over 

non religious citizens) to join forces under political restrictions. 

The processes leading to trans-local citizen actions in Vietnam bears resemblance to 

findings on informal civil society environmentalism in China (Steinhardt and Wu, 2015; 

Johnson, 2019). Particularly, Vietnamese activists were cautious against association with 

any formal civil society organisations (NGOs in particular) since it could politicise their 

individual activism and/or pose legal threats to their respective organisations. Successful 

trans-local mobilisation relied on the close linkages between the impacted rural 

communities and the urban environmentalists and concerns that go beyond 

environmental disputes that are narrow and localised to raise questions about 

participation transparency (Johnson, 2019) and challenge multiple forms of domination 

(Johnson et al., 2018).  

3.5.2. Expanding the (political) space of participation for civil society in Vietnam 

The coastal pollution activism has expanded the boundary within which civil society 

actors operate in Vietnam, along three dimensions: rural-urban, formality-informality 

(and the closely associated sensitivity-neutrality), and the invented-invited spaces of 

participation. As protests are influenced by the very socio-spatial context they exist in 

(della Porta et al., 2013), the coastal pollution related protests can be considered “dynamic 

spatial practices” on the local, national, and international scales, within which “resistance, 

insurgence and cooperation, and ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ actions may be performed” 

simultaneously (Day et al., 2019:1007). Civil society actors purposely moved across the 

spectrum of formality-informality and sensitivity-neutrality to navigate within the 

restrictions imposed by authoritarian context. Actors need to constantly balance between 

appearing politically neutral (towards the state) while also appearing to stand up for the 

'right cause' (to retain the support from fellow citizens and mobilize the masses). The 

perceived political risks required them to readjust their organising and mobilising tactics, 

as well as switching communication channels and contents displayed. The narrow ‘invited 
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space’ of participation (legal action, civic platforms facilitated by the government) 

required activists to ‘invent’ spaces of collective action (protests and #ichoosefish). More 

importantly, the dynamics of invention appeared to be the success factor, combining the 

newly invented spaces of protest and #ichoosefish carved out by independent activists, and 

the hybrid space between formal and informal spheres utilised by NGO-workers who 

joined the protests as independent activists while using their institutional familiarity to 

gather undisclosed information.  

Compared to previous environmental protests in Vietnam (Ortmann, 2017), civil 

society’ political space in our case was expanded by activists through certain techniques of 

‘invention’ including performing public roles and engaging in civic actions in both 

physical and virtual public space (Parkinson, 2013). This case also illustrates the relevance 

of social media and digital technology in enabling citizens to put (local/national) 

environmental issues on the international display and discussion (Borton, 2022). 

Combined with the Green Trees movement of 2015 (Vu, 2017) and the 2018 protests 

against China’s special economic zones and cybersecurity laws (Reed, 2018), the coastal 

pollution formed a trifecta where informal civil society succeeded in challenging 

Vietnamese government’s restrictions and the “socially accepted” mode of advocacy. 

While Vietnam has since increased the crackdown on activists (CIVICUS, 2019), 

environmental awareness in Vietnam (not necessarily associated with environmental 

politics) is on the rise (Sands, 2019). The replicability of this case’s relative ‘success’ 

remains ambiguous, relying on whether grievances can be rhetorically reworked, in the 

similar vein that #ichoosefish did, to stimulate action in a politically restrictive climate. 

3.6. Conclusions  

This chapter investigated civil society actions in the 2016 coastal pollution in 

Vietnam, specifically the ways that (environmental) grievances motivated citizen-activists 

to take actions, how such actions were organised in limited political space, and what the 

protests mean for the potential of informal civil society in Vietnam. The findings depict a 

dynamic and fragmented informal civil society, whose otherwise languid development was 
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aggrandised by food symbolism, anti-China-nationalism and demand for governmental 

transparency. Informal civil society in Vietnam is built on independent or partly NGO-

affiliated individuals, working together to promote non-violent change, featuring both 

anti-oppressive voices and critical anti-neoliberalism. In the urban, this process (of taking 

action) was significantly supported by the tactical use of social media, while religious 

leadership played a key role in the rural. The protests related to the coastal pollution case 

can be considered boundary-spanning events through which Vietnamese civil society 

actors 'invented' spaces and developed different tactics of (political) participation amidst 

limited 'invited' spaces. Acknowledging aforementioned limitations of this chapter, 

further comparative and longitudinal research can examine in more details the role of 

faith and religion in mobilising rural activism, the conditions under which social media 

can still influence civil society despite the state’s censoring, the influence of not only 

international NGOs but also independent activist on civil society in Vietnam, and more 

importantly, how these factors allow spaces to be invented against all odds.  
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CHAPTER 4: MORE THAN KEYBOARD HEROES? 
#ICHOOSEFISH, DISASTER FRAMING, AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTESTS IN VIETNAM  

Abstract: This chapter focuses on the Vietnam Coastal pollution of 2016 to investigate 
the role of social media in mobilising environmentalism amidst authoritarian restrictions. 
We looked into the interface of connective actions (social media activism) - collective 
actions (protests) and the role of food symbolism in translating digital activism into 
physical resistance that bridges between rural and urban areas. Data is collected from 
Facebook and Twitter, as well as semi-structured interviews, policy documents and 
national newspapers and broadcasts. Food symbolism, exemplified by #ichoosefish, 
helped personalise grievances and materialise protest actions amidst government’s 
countermeasures. Results further show that not only did connective actions facilitate 
collective actions, the former also benefitted from the political momentum and visual 
materials produced by the latter to sustain attention to the disaster. Furthermore, using 
social media, especially Facebook, the activists managed to rationalise their political 
engagement in a non-participatory context and mobilise protests amidst political 
restrictions by arguing that their ‘apolitical’ actions were motivated by food-based 
grievances associating with personal, environmentalist and nationalist concerns. The 
connective – collective dynamics re-establish the social and spatial mechanism of the 
activism in this case. 

Keywords: collective action, connective action, environmentalism, food symbolism, 
Vietnam  
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4.1. Introduction 

 What was the “motivation” behind my demand for transparency?! […] 

I can’t simply remain silent. I have the right to […] demand transparency […] 

#dontbesilent #ichoosefish #deadfish #deadsea […] 

Accompanying this Facebook status was a picture of a stoic-looking man, standing 

in a public park in Hồ Chí Minh City, holding a banner that read “FISH NEED 

CLEAN WATER. PEOPLE NEED TRANSPARENCY #Dontbesilent” (collected 

data, original emphasis). In early April 2016, fishermen in Hà Tĩnh Province woke up to 

then-inexplicable dead fish along the Kỳ Anh beach, nearby which the steel factories of 

Formosa Hà Tĩnh Steel Corporation (FHSC) were located (VN Express, 2016). The 

dead fish was soon recorded in adjacent provinces (CKV, 2016; Green Trees, 2017). In 

the following three months, locals in the affected provinces and concerned 

environmentalists in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh City took to the streets to express their 

frustration and demand transparency from the government with regards to the 

Vietnamese coastal pollution (BBC Vietnam, 2016; Gia Minh, 2016). On April 25th, 

FHSC’s representative controversially responded to reporters: “Do you want to catch fish 

and shrimp or [work at] steel factories. Pick one!” (Tuoi Tre Online, 2016). This remark 

inspired the hashtag #toichonca (#ichoosefish in English) on Facebook and Twitter. The 

hashtags became synonymous with the critiques and activism against not only FHSC but 

also the Vietnamese government’s handling of the pollution (Ives, 2016). It was only on 

June 30th 2016 that the 'culprit' was officially identified by the government, confirming 

the circulating suspicion that FHSC’ untreated waste was the cause of the fish death (VN 

Express, 2016).    

On its own, the quoted Facebook post seems innocuous enough as an illustration of 

a citizen voicing opinions. However, in Vietnam, the act of publicly challenging the 

(single party) government is highly provocative and subject to police response, and public 

expression confronting the government is strongly discouraged (Thayer, 2014). The quote 
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above illustrates uncharacteristically provocative response of citizens, both online and 

offline, to government’s handling of what came to be known internationally as the 2016 

“Vietnamese marine disaster” (Cantera, 2017). The pollution apparently connected the 

pragmatic urgency of threatened (food) resources with the politics of expressing civic 

discontent. While environmental protests are not uncommon in Vietnam (Ortmann, 

2017), the public reaction to the disaster was quite atypical, with both rural and urban 

citizens taking their dissatisfaction to the streets (BBC Vietnam, 2016; Gia Minh, 2016), 

using fish imagery as a ‘catchy’ and viral discursive element. Using Facebook and Twitter, 

the activists constructed a critical narrative demanding responsibility from FHSC as well 

as local and central governments (Valentine, 2016). Via Facebook, urban activists also 

managed to spread out calls for gathering and protesting in public spaces (Don Le, 2016).  

The coastal pollution is an environmentalism case where the combination of food 

symbolism, namely dead fish imagery and the many connotations assigned to it by 

activists, and the social media-based activism contributed to a rare manifestation of 

physical protests in authoritarian Vietnam. This chapter investigates how activists relied 

on the seemingly apolitical ‘fish’ to construct an environmentalist message towards 

citizens. We also focus on the relationship between social media and the “radical potential 

in digitally mediated resistance” (Matulis and Moyer, 2018:385). 

Theoretically, we engage with the “terrain that lies between quiescence and open 

rebellion” (Fröhlich and Jacobsson, 2019:1148), between open, declared and disguised, 

low-profile or undeclared forms of resistance under authoritarianism. Building on studies 

in similar contexts about ‘liminal’, ‘embedded’ and ‘disguised’ activism (Ho, 2008; 

McCarthy, 2013; Fu, 2017; Fröhlich and Jacobsson, 2019), our analysis focuses instead 

on how social media platforms and food symbolism facilitated direct confrontations 

between citizens (who tend to maintain a low profile under otherwise ‘normal’ 

circumstances) and the communist government. We thus highlight the interface between 

collective actions (protests) and connective actions (social media activism) and how this 
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interface played important role in bridging the urban and rural spaces of resistance to 

provide a substantial momentum for the political expression and activities.  

4.2. Theoretical framework 

4.2.1. Framing environmental conflicts and actions 

All collective actions go through the process of appealing to and bringing together 

potential proponents/adherents, depending on the diversity of the would-be supporters’ 

socio-political backgrounds (Wetzel, 2010). The activists’ ability to create meaningful 

movement frames that soundly resonate with supporters and maintain such resonance is 

critical to a movement’s success (ibid.). Frames are used to make sense of reality through 

enriching a previously ambiguous or complex situation with additional meanings (van den 

Brink, 2009). Collective action frames are “sets of beliefs that serve to create a state of 

mind in which participation in collective action appears meaningful” (Klandermans, 

2004:97) to express political stances, advance and align agendas with potential allies, and 

forge a collective identity among participants (Taylor, 2000; Wetzel, 2010). Since 

environmental issues are continuous struggles over the definition and meaning of the 

problems themselves (Hajer, 1995:8), frames are critical to the discursive construction of 

environmental issues/conflicts, the dynamics of mobilising process behind the performed 

environmentalist actions, and transformation of grievances as speculation of perceived 

(environmental) injustice (LeFebvre and Armstrong, 2018).  

Recent forms of political activism are characterised by the displacement of collective 

action frames by personal action frames in many protest cases, and a stronger resonance 

with grievances pertaining to personal lifestyle values, e.g. economic injustice, 

environmental protection, or human rights, than party politics or ideology (Lee et al., 

2015). This shift is relevant in cases of social media-based mobilisation (Bennett and 

Segerberg, 2012), where emphasis is placed on “the aggregation of diverse expressions of 

identity, rather than alignment of meaning structures or the forging of collective identity” 

(van Haperen et al., 2018:410). The resultant actions of such frames are connective, 



 

 103 

 

allowing one to interact with others about individual orientations, disseminating personal 

action frames on digital media networks without a presupposition of frame alignment 

(ibid.).  

4.2.2. Food symbolism as personalisation of environmental disasters 

Grievances, referring to perceived illegitimate inequality, injustice, and general 

moral indignation about some state of affairs (LeFebvre and Armstrong, 2018), cannot 

trigger actions on their own (Gamson, 1992). It is the interpration of these grievances 

that leads to people participating in environmentalist actions (Snow, 2004). In this sense, 

environmental disasters posing threats to food resources can be sensationalised through 

the multiple issues symbolised by the notion of food22. Particularly, the “urgency of food 

provisioning” and “deep material interests in survival drive over food” provoke struggles 

for rights, security, and justice, and thereby condition “collective action and contentious 

politics” (Herring, 2015:29). Thus, food issues are easily linked to perceived injustice 

(Bohstedt, 2010) and can function as a catalyst for demands beyond itself (Bush, 2010) 

and social changes (Miller, 2008).  

In addition, food possesses high cultural resonance thanks to the manifold cultural 

meanings and discourse surrounding food practices and preferences in human societies 

(Counihan and van Esterik, 2013; Herring, 2015). It is “the symbolic medium par 

excellence” (Lupton, 1996:1), as succinctly put by Greene (2011:59): 

Food is a crucial ingredient […] in everyday life and is inextricably linked to 
the economic, social and political circuits of culture. […] It is symbolically 
associated with the most deeply felt human experiences, and thus expresses 
things that are sometimes difficult to articulate in everyday language.  

Since commensality is key to social construction and the social rules that govern 

behaviour (Morrison, 1996), food can provoke issues of conscience and philanthropy 

 
22 “Foods do not intrinsically symbolise. They are used to symbolise. […] What does ‘symbolic’ in fact mean? […] 

Objects, ideas, or actions, are called symbolic when they represent something beyond their obvious identities.” (Fiddes, 
1992:41) 
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through the virtue of solidarity (LaFollette, 2005), and provocation of structural 

inequality (Sbicca, 2018a) or systematic oppression (Sbicca, 2012). Food allows one to 

position themselves within society, since it constitutes racial (Slocum, 2010), social 

(Greene, 2011) and national identity (Ichijo et al., 2019). Such fertile soil of socio-

political metaphors facilitates a highly dynamic ‘food’ connotation that conveniently lends 

itself to discursive environmental politics, where actors strive for storylines which resonate 

most with concerns of everyday life (Hajer and Versteeg, 2005). On the one hand, the 

fact that food related issues can be framed as political in markedly different ways means 

that environmental discourses can draw from food as a discursive material (Harper, 2003). 

On the other hand, environmental justice “represents a search for community 

empowerment, and its advocates have frequently embraced a number of community food 

security issues” (Gottlieb, 1996:25).  

The discussed literature suggested that food allows environmentalist grievances to 

be expressed in tropes and metaphors of individual resonance, even with a viewing to a 

collective cause. This observation resembles Bennett and Segerbeg’s (2012) discussion on 

the personalization of participation. Particularly, food can be conductive to 

personalisation through its role in action framing, since its omnipresence in lifestyle 

choices allows political issues associated with food consumption to be brought forward 

through various forms of activism that might be in pursuit of public experiences of the self 

rather than of collective solidarity (ibid.). 

4.2.3. Between connective and collective actions 

Personalisation can also be observed in the use of various types of digital media 

(Bennett and Segerberg, 2011). The growing demand for personalized relations with 

causes and organizations makes digital technologies increasingly central to the 

organization and conduct of collective action. Particulaly, social media has been at the 

forefront of contemporary activism (Gerbaudo, 2012), at least for those who can afford 

the accessbility, considering Internet availability (van Haperen et al., 2018) and 

governmental censoring (Thayer, 2014). The proliferation of digital activism has led to 
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both enthusiasm and scepticism from scholars. Social media can contribute considerably 

to facilitiating, coordinating and galvanizing political actions (Matulis and Moyer, 2018). 

Bennett and Segerberg (2011) conceptualised activism in the digitial sphere as connective 

actions, which are more individualized and technologically organized than collective 

actions such as protests. Connective actions also do not require as strongly a collective 

identity framing or the levels of organizational resources to respond to opportunities as 

collective actions do (ibid.).  

Communication technologies aimed at personalizing engagement with causes 
facilitate organizational communication and coordination at the same time as 
they enable flexibility in how, when, where, and with whom individuals may 
affiliate and act (ibid.:771).  

Thus, investigation of social media activism (associated with connective actions in 

this chapter) should also pay attention to how social media is interacted and engaged 

with. Technology affordances refer to the technological capabilities and the chocies to use 

them (Selander and Jarvenpaa, 2016). These affordances extend the modes of production 

and interaction/engagement between users and content/data, e.g., direct messaging allows 

information seeking and exchanging behavior during crisis , while “share” and “likes” 

allows impersonal interaction and noncommital engagement (ibid.). Since social 

movements and protests are essentially visual phenomena, Facebook and Twitter facilitate 

citizen journalism practices that allow activists to communicate with broader publics of 

potential allies and sympathizers, bypassing questions of geographical distance.  

The role of social media in provoking criticism against perceived injustice is 

enhanced under authoritarianism, where physical activism is often restricted. Vu (2017) 

discussed how the Group 6700 People relied on Facebook to call for participants and 

organise ‘peaceful walks’ in Hà Nội to protest the city government’s decision to cut down 

decades-old trees on the city’s main roads. Social media allow activists to expand “political 

space for public participation”, and “orchestrate collective actions and specially to 

empower people and raise their awareness of their citizenship rights” (Gillespie and 
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Nguyen, 2019:988). As such, the boundary between virtual and physical activism has been 

less distinguished than in previous protests in Vietnam. In this chapter, we are interested 

in how social media helped not only connect the urban and rural protestors through 

personalised grievances, but also the socio-spatial implications of digital spaces where 

identity work and exercise of citizenship took place. 

To this end, the rhetorical use of food symbolism, as associated with #ichoosefish, 

in the coastal pollution is an instance of connective actions contributing to a rare 

occurrence of multi-scalar protests in Vietnam. In the following sections, we shall 

illustrate how the combination of food symbolism and social media helped activists 

express and transform their grievances related to the coastal pollution into protests amidst 

government’s countermeasures. Our investigation is informed by literature addressing 

collective and connective actions. It contributes to the understanding of how connective 

actions can contribute to collective actions through framing and mobilisation (Figure 

4.1). We use resonance to understand the mobilising capacity of the social media activism 

to enhance the chances that future allies relate to and/or sympathise with the proffered 

frames (Kubal, 1998; Benford and Snow, 2000; Scrase and Ockwell, 2010; McDonnell et 

al., 2017). Frame resonance, the extent to which the participants’ reasoning corresponds 

with that of the staging organizations, is explored via comparing the discourse of the 

frame articulators (activist content creators on social media) and the frame receivers 

(audience of the content and potential supporters) (Ketelaars, 2016).  
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Figure 4.1. Theoretical framework underlying Chapter 4 (Sources: Author) 

4.3. Methodology 

4.3.1. Research context 

The disaster was one of the rare occasions that environmental protests in Vietnam 

exceeded local scale and manifested on a national level, in both urban and rural areas 

(Ortmann, 2017:139). Following the first wave of dead fish observed in Kỳ Anh 

Commune, Hà Tĩnh Province in early April 2016, the pollution spread southwards to 

other coastal provinces. Protests took place in not only these coastal provinces but also Hà 

Nội, Hồ Chí Minh City (among other cities), and, due to FHSC being a Taiwanese 

corporate, Taipei (Figure 4.2). Characteristic of these protests was the use of #ichoosefish 

and fish-inspired imageries by activists, both online and offline, in pursuit of their 

agendas.  
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Figure 4.2. Locations of FHSC steel plants and rural and urban protests (Made by 

Geodienst, University of Groningen, adapted from literature)23 

The centrality of dead fish imageries to the activists’ narratives suggested the role 

of food symbolism in mobilising actions. The coastal pollution is thus a case of how 

digital agonism (Matulis and Moyer, 2018) built on food’s cultural and political 

embeddedness and transformed into multi-scalar on-the-ground resistance. It serves as a 

peak into otherwise ‘smooth’ surface of civil participation in Vietnam to generate 

discussion on the mobilising capacity of social media and food-related concerns in 

authoritarian contexts. The social media data discussed in this chapter were published 

between early April to late June 2016, during which physical protests took place in both 

urban and rural Vietnam before FHSC admitted to causing the pollution on June 30th 

(Thanh Nien News, 2016). 

 
23 The provinces marked as “affected” refer to those recognised by the government as such in the 
compensation scheme (Viết Long, 2018). In reality, protest(s) took place in Nghe An as well, as locals feel 
they were also entitled to the compensation (Doãn Hòa, 2018).   
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4.3.2. Data collection  

This chapter draws from three sources of data: qualitative interviews with activists, 

data from Facebook and Twitter, and policy documents and news released by the national 

government (Figure 4.3). Further details on data collection and analysis are provided in 

Appendix D1. 

 

Figure 4.3. Overview of the research design (Sources: Author) 

4.3.2.1. Interviews 

This chapter draws from 12 semi-structured interviews24 conducted in Vietnam in 

2018 and 2019. Interviewees include NGO workers who joined the protests, independent 

activists, and NGO workers who did not protest. Such selection helped understand the 

motivation to participate in protests, but also the barriers to doing so. The sampling was 

response-driven (Goodman, 2010). The key-informants were identified through desk 

research and networking with NGOs in Vietnam. Rural activist recruiting was deemed 

unsafe due to the state’s monitoring of the disaster area during the fieldwork and the key-

informants’ reluctance to recommend interviewees. Thus, all interviewees were based in 

 
24 Out of 21 interviews conducted for the overall research project. The interviews are numbered based on 
the original list of interviewees, which include numbers higher than 12. 
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urban areas; 4 interviewees, though, were involved with protests in both urban and rural 

areas.  

4.3.2.2. Document/news from the national government  

To better contextualise the constraints against promulgation of the activists’ beliefs 

and narratives, we looked into the government’s argumentation, as represented by official 

dispatches, decisions, annoucements, and broadcasts from the national government 

(Appendix B). The documents were collected through secondary research using Lawsoft25 

– a paid service offering full access to Vietnamese legal documents. From the Vietnam 

Television network’s archive, news programmes broadcased between April – June 2016 

that included relevant commentaries to the coastal pollution were collected. 

4.3.2.3. Social media 

Informed by the interviews and the description by all interviewees of the relevant 

role of social media in their mobilising actions, a data collection strategy was established 

for social media analysis (Table 4.1). Facebook was the main platform where activists 

popularised their problematisation of the coastal pollution and called for actions, either 

from the government or like-minded citizens. Particularly, three public Facebook pages 

were named by the interviewees as main sources of activist agenda setting and calls for 

actions, whose data were collected using a modified Facebook public pages scraper 26. To 

ensure no post can be traced back to its creator, the pages were assigned faux names in 

this chapter, namely, Yellow, Blue, and Red.  

Meanwhile, #ichoosefish and the Vietnamese #toichonca allowed us to collect data 

from a larger variety of Facebook users (thus in addition to but excluding posts from the 

three pages above), who might have played less of a leadership role during the 

mobilisation process. However, due to Facebook restrictions, a thorough hashtag-based 

 
25 https://thuvienphapluat.vn/en/gioithieu.aspx 
26 Originally developed by kevinzg at https://github.com/kevinzg/facebook-scraper.  
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scraping is impossible27. Thus, alternatively, the hashtag-based data was manually 

collected using Facebook search function. To support the data collected from Facebook, 

Twitter data using the same hashtags were collected using historic data API.  

Table 4.1. Social media data used in analysis 

 Facebook Twitter 

Methods 
Public pages 

(Facebook Scraper) 
Hashtags 

(NVivo’s NCapture) 

Hashtags 
(Python 3.6 with open-access 

Tweepy library) 

Data 

Content 
• Text (+ shared links if any) 

• Picture 
• Video 

• Text (+ shared links if any) 
• Picture 
• Video 

Public 
response 
(no. of) 

• Reactions (incl. 
Likes) 

• Comments 
• Shares 

N/A • Favourites 
• Retweets 

Unit of analysis Post Tweets 

4.3.3. Data analysis 

4.3.3.1.  Thematic analysis 

Interviews were analysed first to inform the social media analysis. Thematic analysis 

(Boyatzis, 1998) was conducted to understand the intentions and rationales behind frame 

articulators’ use of social media to frame the disaster and call for actions, and the frame 

receivers’ assessment of such a call on their participation, building on the coding scheme 

in Table 3.1. The policy documents and news were analysed, using the same coding 

scheme, in comparison with findings from interviews and social media to further 

investigate the differences between state and civil society.  

4.3.3.2. Social media analytics 

The Facebook data analysis follows three steps. Firstly, I performed inductive 

 
27 Personal e-mail consultation with a Texifter consultant on November 14th 2018.  
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coding with a focus on how activists framed the coastal pollution, as well as how the 

imageries and connotations of dead fish were employed in this framing process. The 

coding results were condensed in Appendix D5.1 and acted as foundation for further 

analysis. Secondly, to understand how food symbolism contributed to the activists' call for 

actions, NVivo’ Matrix Coding was used to map out how differently the three Facebook 

activist pages constructed their own arguments with the same starting point of “fish 

death”. Thirdly, following Ketelaars (2016), frame resonance was measured by comparing 

the discourse of the frame articulators (content creators of the Facebook pages) and the 

frame receivers (audience of the pages and potential protestors). The degree of resonance 

was measured by collating daily responses to posts. Resonance was also further explored 

through the extent to which protest participants (via interviews), and ‘normal’ Facebook 

users (via hashtags), as opposed to the three chosen pages with more mobilising capacity, 

used the same arguments and referred to the same concepts, actors, and institutions as the 

frame articulators did on the Facebook pages.  

The Twitter data analysis also follows three steps. Firstly, we conducted a content 

analysis where individual tweets were attributed to coding themes using a list of indicators 

developed from the Facebook content analysis (Table 4). Secondly, the frequency of each 

theme was calculated. Thirdly, Twitter activity (favourites and retweets) for the individual 

coding groups was combined into daily totals for the period between April 25th and June 

30th 2016. The raw number of favourites and retweets per day were summed to measure 

response from Twitter users. It was decided not to weight favourites and retweet 

differently as a suitable weighting could not be established.  

4.4. Results 

In this section, we first detail how food symbolism was essential for the activists’ 

pro-actions argumentation and defending the legitimacy of such actions. Next, we analyse 

the public response to social media contents and compare these findings to the insights 

from the interviews to highlight the role of Facebook and Twitter in activating connective 

and collective actions. Detailed descriptive statistics are provided at Appendix D3. 
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4.4.1. Framing fish death and legitimising actions through food symbolism 

4.4.1.1. Problematising fish death 

Among the three Facebook pages, “fish death” was used by activists to provoke a 

strong sense of urgency, calling for actions to be taken up either by the government or by 

supportive Facebook users (Appendix D4). The content centralised around providing 

timely updates on the coastal pollution case (e.g., the latest announcement on possible 

causes, which officials got involved in handling the disaster, or promises from the 

governments), the disaster’s impacts, and protest-related content (Appendix D5.1). The 

pollution was discussed in close relation to the consequences suffered by those whose 

livelihood relied on fishing, trading, and tourism activities (predominantly rural 

inhabitants). Activists of the pages connected the disaster to pragmatic and livelihood-

related concerns (Appendix D5.2). “Nationalism” was specified in relation to the anti-

China sentiments.  

While there was criticism against FHSC role in the disaster, the burden of 

responsibility was attributed to the government, mostly at national level (Appendix 

D5.3). The blame was mostly attributed to the national government directly, although 

the specific addressee varied, ranging from the Party leaders and Ministers to local 

officials who had benefitted from national-level politics. In addition, questions of 

responsibility were expressed indirectly through various manners, most noticeably through 

connecting the disaster to other issues that provoked concerns over the government’s 

willingness to ensure accountability. The content also aimed at the government-affiliated 

media, experts, and celebrities to form a multi-faceted demand for the government to 

respond to the disaster in a timelier and more transparent manner. Yellow and Blue pages 

favoured attributing responsibility directly, as opposed to Red.  

In comparison, looking at the collected Tweets, reports and opinions on police 

actions were also dominant; however, the government was not the main target for 

criticism, unlike the Facebook results reported above (Appendix D6). A possible 
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explanation for this difference is that the format of a Tweet requires content creator to be 

brief and concise, leading to a preference for ‘tangible’ topics easily backed up with 

attention-grabbing visuals, particularly disaster aftermath, protests and police reactions. 

4.4.1.2. Justifying actions against counter-framing from the government 

From April to June 2016, the government-backed newspaper only reported on the 

rural protests (CAND 2016), while remaining silent on the urban ones. Policy documents 

focused mainly on criticising local governments’ “slow” response (Appendix B: A6, A7), 

denouncing protestors’ motivation (A7), and showing that a compensation scheme was in 

the making (all). Such foci concurred with the frame articulators’ argument that the 

government was lacking in identifying the ‘culprit’. The leaders of rural protests were 

deemed ‘enemies of the state’ colluding with foreign forces to overthrow the government 

(Appendix B: N12, N13), befitting the portrayal of preceding rural unrest (Chinh 2016). 

In the cities, protestors were met with police treatment portrayed on Facebook as 

“oppressive”, “inhuman”, and “against [their] own countrymen”. The frame articulators 

interpreted the protestors’ perseverance, despite police “oppression”, as a proof that they 

were motivated not by financial offerings from “foreign forces”, but rather a strong 

commitment to ensuring accountability from the government and by extension FHSC 

(Appendix D5.4).  

Furthermore, the frame articulators also sought to justify protest participation 

through defending its non-violent purposes as well as methods (Appendix D5.4). 

Between the pages, Blue stuck to the non-violent argument, while Yellow and Red 

adopted other strategies to further counteract not only the police’ rationales for 

“oppression”, but also the government’s counter-framing against protestors. Yellow and 

Blue explicitly endorsed non-protest measures, such as petitioning or boycotting, as 

complementary to protests to further prove the ‘good-willed’ motivation of the protestors.  

4.4.1.3. The central role of food symbolism 

NVivo Matrix Coding (Appendix D7.1) depicted the nuances in which food 
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symbolism (Greene 2011) provided rhetorical material for frame articulators to perform 

their framing with a view to justifying and mobilising participation in both protesting and 

non-protesting actions. The environmental 'peaceful' protests endorsed by Yellow was 

largely inspired by the belief that government bore the responsibility of undoing the 

damages caused by FHSC (Appendix D7.2). On the other hand, Blue approached the 

fish death as an issue where the government had shown little efficacy, and while protests 

were well justified, the focus was on non-protest solutions (Appendix D7.3). With Red, 

as the centrality was shifted to protests theme, the fish death and the government’s 

response posed yet another example, in addition to other cases discussed on their pages, 

proving the collective power of protesting as the proper method of making political 

changes (Appendix D7.4).  

As such, the calls for actions were largely motivated by food symbolism identified in 

relation to the activists’ perception of the government’s responsibility and (in)efficacy in 

the disaster, and by an intentional antidote to accusations of ‘reactionary agendas’. 

Criticism against FHSC, though, was formed in relation to the government, much less 

the pollution’s consequences. As part of the government’s apparatus (Thayer 2014), the 

police were depicted at the centre of the grievances, the responsible authority, and the 

concerned citizens with politically ‘undesirable’ methods of resistance. The non-

protesting actions complemented action repertoire, which can be interpreted as an effort 

to denounce criticism from state-supporters. 

4.4.2. From media to protests – between connective and collective actions 

4.4.2.1. Resonance as public support for online calls for actions 

On the Facebook pages, calls for participation in the protests on May 1st and 8th 

2016 and smaller ones were largely justified as taking actions for purposes of 

environmentalism, practicing citizen duties, and for benefits of the potential protestors 

themselves, as well as their “compatriots” in the coastal areas (Appendix D5.5). The 

hierarchy of rationales did not seem to correspond to that of problem identification as 
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discussed above. While environmental pollution appeared less frequent as a core issue, 

environmental protection seemed the largest motivation. The next two major motivations 

appealed to supporters personally, reaffirming of their citizenship as defined through 

taking part in collective actions, and ensuring that similar disasters (with improper 

government reactions) would not happen to them in the future.  

This result applied to only posts explicitly endorsing participation in protests, and 

frame receivers might have gotten their motivation from other posts in a self-interpreting 

manner. For instance, “transparency” was not featured in posts calling for participation in 

protests, despite being mentioned in the main slogan (“Fish needs clean water; people 

need transparency”) of the protests. However, the substantial blame attributed to the 

government could be interpreted as contributing to a demand for transparency. 

Comparing the pages, the motivation differed in accordance with each page’s stated 

mission, i.e. Yellow – environment, Blue – people/citizens’ well-being, and Red – politics 

in Vietnam.  

Public response to the three Facebook pages’ content peaked the highest around the 

protests in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh City on the weekends of May 1st and 8th 

(Appendix D8.1). After that, the response peaked again three times. The first time was 

on May 23rd, when former POTUS Barack Obama visited Vietnam as part of his official 

trip to Asia (Thayer, 2016). The second one was around another wave of protests on June 

7th. The last peak on June 16th was largely connected to an activist live footage of a 

‘Formosa empire’, accusing the FHSC of building ‘a Chinese city’ within Vietnam. Since 

the average like/reaction ratio is 89,51% (Appendix D8.2), it is safe to assume that the 

resonance between frame articulators and frame receivers on Facebook was high. These 

results show that the resonance increased not only during the build-up of protests but also 

under influence of factors rooted in Vietnam’s international politics. In comparison, the 

public response to the Twitter content only peaked two times around the protests on May 

1st and May 15th. Afterwards, the popularity of the two hashtags remained low, albeit 

consistently so (Appendix D8.3).  
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4.4.2.2. Resonance as protestors’ argumentative alignment with frame articulators 

Interviewees mostly emphasized the role of Facebook. In comparison, Twitter was 

not the first choice when it came to mobilising actions from ‘ordinary’ Vietnamese. This 

might be connected to the popularity of Facebook in Vietnam, or, as suggested by 

interviewees, efforts from some independent activists to bring forwards the coastal 

pollution to a more international audience. In their assessment, the interviewees 

responsible for content on the Facebook pages were positive about the platform’ ability to 

attract supporters to physical protests, yet sceptical of its ability to pressure the 

government for long-term changes. For interviewees who decided to support the online 

calls for protests, Facebook was critical to their participation: “For people on Facebook, 

those who live in cities like us, most of the emotions, information, and motivation came 

from there [Facebook], which contributed to a lot of decisions to join” (Independent 

activist). Interviewees also showed awareness of how politically sensitive the coastal 

pollution was, and, similar to the Facebook framing, remained attentive to defend 

‘rightful’ motivation of citizens to take actions.  

It’s true, though, that the “I choose fish” has created a precedent for the fact that 
environment is a big deal, and everyone can have an agenda. […] The government is 
fully aware that environmental issues are extremely political. […] They already 
assumed that [we are anti-government] in the beginning, so we have to prove that we 
are not anti-government or reactionary. (NGOs worker) 

The citizens had to learn about it [taking actions] themselves. Initially, they started 
seeing that fish died massively, and everyone started to gossip and make a fuss about it. 
Eventually, people started looking for the reasons. They looked into the reasons on the 
Internet […]. [The reason was that] The broadcoast, the conservative, official 
newspapers, hundreds of them, none of them dared speak out. (Independent activist) 

To this end, both connective and collective actions can take place in cases of 

environmental disaster in oppressive political settings, with suggestions that the former 

can influence the latter’s materialisation. The social media activism apparently provided 

momentum for the then-upcoming peaks of on-the-ground protests, as well as assisted 
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with behind-the-scenes organisation of these protests. Meanwhile, the collective actions 

of protests provided information and visual materials based on which online activists 

attempted to maintain public attention to the coastal pollution case.  

4.5. Discussion 

4.5.1. Food symbolism as personalisation of activism  

Recent literature has focused on food symbolism and its contribution to (political) 

communication of environmental issues (Bruner and Meek, 2011; Todd, 2011). Building 

on the imagery of dead fish, activists managed to capture the complexity of the coastal 

pollution as larger than a mere 'marine environmental incident'. The critical role of fish 

sauce to the Vietnamese’ cultural identity (Avieli, 2011) helped trigger discussion on the 

coastal pollution beyond the polluted-polluter boundary, touching upon issues of food 

safety and anti-Chinaism on a national scale. #ichoosefish went beyond culinary 

preferences to signal an intricate connection between fish as food resource and being a 

Vietnamese (cf. Allison, 2013). The sense of personalised victimhood allowed the activist 

framing to enhance not only sympathy-based but also cultural resonance from the frame 

receivers (Buijs et al., 2011). Online environmentalist activism in Vietnam often features 

an “apolitical” façade to conceal its role as an avenue “for civilians to exercise contestation 

advocating their rights and demanding a more accountable government” (Vu, 2017:1205-

106). Food symbolism in the coastal pollution acted as a justifier for engagement in 

political discussions and actions that are normally discouraged by the communist Party-

State (Thayer, 2014), allowing frame articulators to bypass a strictly confrontational 

stance against the government. 

Social media, through a variety of affordances, can manipulate and transform 

images to befit certain socio-political agendas (Mattoni and Teune, 2014). These 

functions facilitated the role of food symbolism in allowing frame articulators on 

Facebook to construct their environmentalist argument. Through visual affordances of 

Facebook, the activists exploited the visual distinctiveness – mass dead fish, defeated-
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looking fishermen – of the disaster to make a case of more-than-just-local environment 

issues. As activists engaged with tropes of national security to “reciprocate the dominant 

framing of the political elite” on Facebook (ibid.:103), they were expanding activism from 

affected provinces to the national level, albeit mostly in major cities. In the process of 

frame articulation, the activists of Facebook pages constantly featured updates on rural 

protests to substantiate the calls for action in the cities, while using the footage of urban 

protest to send words of solidarity and encouragement to their rural counterparts.  

4.5.2. Connective actions: Nudging or replacing collective actions under 

authoritarianism? 

Current literature has also advised against overly optimistic claims about the 

influence of social media-based mobilisation on activism as well as government’s attitude 

and reaction towards such activism (Foust and Hoyt, 2018). Critics also cautioned against 

glorifying such a role, since the Internet is “neither inherently oppressive nor 

automatically emancipatory” (Warf and Grimes, 1997:259), and social media can be 

subject to both “noble and nefarious” agendas (Diamond, 2010:71) . The results showed 

that while measuring causality was difficult, certain connectivity between connective and 

collective actions existed, from both frame articulators and receivers’ perspectives. Frame 

articulating activists conditioned a form of connective actions, characterised by loose 

organizational linkages, technology deployments, and personal action frames (Bennett 

and Segerberg 2012). The personal action frames, though, were grounded on internalised 

communal perception of food in relation to national, cultural, and environmental identity, 

facilitated by the affordances of social media, especially Facebook. Such frames, as 

facilitated by social media, allowed activists to cut across the rural – urban dichotomy to 

garner a more substantial momentum for their advocated cause. 

Granted, “unless they can also dismantle existing structural power, [social media] 

provide only temporary and fleeting moments of progress” to activism (Matulis and 

Moyer, 2018). The activism in this case nevertheless proves that even under stifling 

political climate, political expressions, online and especially offline, can still be triggered 
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and materialised by concerned citizens as part of a broader, less formal civil society. In 

conjunction with 2015 Green Trees movement (Vu, 2017) and 2018 protests against 

China’s special economic zones and cybersecurity laws (Reed, 2018), the coastal pollution 

appeared to be another instance where social media-mobilisation led to resistance against 

government’s restrictions when it comes to environmental issues. The “emergent 

counterpublic” (Matulis and Moyer, 2018:395) born out of this case suggested that 

activists on social media can indeed contribute towards physical expression of political 

dissatisfaction in a manner that remained as politically ‘insensitive’ as possible.   

4.6. Conclusions 

This chapter set out to understand how food symbolism and social media helped 

activists express and transform their environmental grievances into spaces of resistance 

amidst political restrictions in Vietnam. Findings thus add to literature on how the 

connective – collective connection can broaden opportunities for contentious actions and 

expressions. Social media activism not without criticism (Dumitrica and Felt, 2020); 

however, when physical activism mobilised conventionally through a collective goal is 

disincentivised, social media is an outlet for those concerned and yearning for making 

political statement and taking actions. Building on food symbolism, social media enhance 

the resonance of calls for actions to mobilise digital discourse of angst and anxiety into 

mass protests that would otherwise be impeded under authoritarian restrictions. This 

transformation also provides an empirical understanding of how both connective and 

collective actions can take place in cases of environmental disaster in oppressive political 

settings. That said, such a transformation is still subject the government’s treatment of 

social media, as well as how the market responds to such attitudes, e.g. Facebook agreeing 

to censor posts after being threatened with slower traffic by the Vietnamese government 

(Pearson 2020). The role of state-sponsored Internet commentators, who actively 

construct counter-framing against political actions and advocate for unquestionable trust 

in the government, should also be considered as a major force of discouragement against 

online activism (Hookway, 2017). 



 

 121 

 

Future research, as such, could pay further attention to these influences, as well as 

the complexity to the positioning of involved actors beyond the duality of frame 

articulators versus receivers, protest organisers versus supporters, or urban versus rural 

activists. However, plenty concerns can be raised regarding the process of ‘academically 

exposing’ the networking and organisational strategies of the at-risk activists and other 

actors. As such, this chapter advocates, practically, that following papers put this case in 

comparative light with other cases fuelled by food politics in Vietnam as well as other 

countries with reasonably comparable institutional and cultural settings to determine the 

degree of similarity regarding the roles of food symbolism and social media in triggering 

larger-than-expected counterpublic.  

The chosen approach entailed certain compromises. First, using historical data (as 

opposed to stream data) means deleted posts could not be accounted for (Matulis and 

Moyer, 2018). Relatedly, the privacy settings and availability of commentors, posters, and 

other types of interactions at the time of data collection might differ from the reality back 

in April – June 2016, meaning the numbers of reacts, comments and shares have changed. 

Secondly, only public content was analysed, which did not allow us to address how 

Facebook private communication via Messenger might have contributed to mobilisation.  

Third, the content and the response they generated took place in an accumulative 

manner, meaning, the earlier contents could have some effect on how the audience 

responded to latter ones, thus the relation between each post and its publicity is not 

straightforward. The analysis, while taking this into consideration, cannot treat it 

separately as a control variable. Finally, scholars residing “in democratic states but 

maintain[ing] citizenship in authoritarian countries‐of‐origin may be forced to self‐censor 

in order to maintain access to and protect their family members in the home country” 

(Chen and Moss, 2018). Self-censoring repositioned the authors’ involvement with the 

case and influenced the responses from the interviewees. 
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CHAPTER 5: ACTIVISM AND NON-ACTIVISM: THE 
POLITICS OF CLAIMING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE IN 
VIETNAM 

Abstract: This chapter aims to explore how under authoritarian regimes, undergoing 
reform processes, divergent forms of environmental activism may emerge. Two severe 
cases of environmental degradation serve as our starting points: the pollution in central 
coast of Vietnam in 2016 and the Mekong Delta’s ongoing environmental degradation. 
While the former offers a case of rural grievances over mass fish death in Central Vietnam 
triggering protests on a national scale, the latter presents a continuum of environmental 
changes leading to serious impacts on deltaic livelihoods, albeit with no observable efforts 
of activism compared to the situation in other countries along the Mekong Delta. 
Drawing from in-depth interviews and participant observation with NGO workers in 
Vietnam who focus on environment and community development, we unravel the 
conditions, methods, and rationalities behind their engagement (or lack thereof) with 
environmental activism in each case. We argue that the difference between the cases can 
be explained by tracing the process of politicising environmental grievances, taking into 
consideration culinary nationalism, anti-China nationalism, and political opportunities 
under authoritarianism. Moving beyond current literature on activism under authoritarian 
regimes which relies mainly on institutional and/or social network approaches, our 
analysis helps further shed light on how contemporary environmental activism is 
mobilized in Vietnam from a geographically and politically grounded as well as culturally 
embedded position. 

 

Keywords: activism, civil society, environmental conflicts, nationalism, politicisation, 
Vietnam  
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5.1. Introduction  

Environmental activism has been challenged by the increasing complexity of 

environmental and societal issues, as well as a growing list of authoritarian political 

leaders and power configurations. In Southeast Asia, a region marked with a strong legacy 

of authoritarian regimes, scholars have focused on struggles of environmentalism in either 

illiberal democracies, such as Thailand or Myanmar (Simpson and Smits, 2018), or 

communist states like Vietnam (Bruun, 2020a). In Vietnam and China, formal NGOs as 

well as grassroots activists need to overcome restrictions from the central government. 

Such a context would hamper any confrontational tactics and, thus, require a more 

discreet modus operandi from activists, working through personal and institutionalised 

networks (Zhu and Ho, 2007; Ho, 2008). However, recent literature has suggested 

moving beyond this “first-generation” discreet approach to civil society under 

authoritarianism, advocating for understanding of the wider opportunities and challenges 

posed by new methods of resistance (Yew, 2018).  

On paper, the political space of civil society in Vietnam remains restricted. The 

reality, however, depicts a repressive state apparatus with varying degrees of tolerance 

(Wells-Dang, 2014). While political restrictions mould activism, activists are not 

necessarily inert actors being forced into de-politicised spaces. Rather, they engage in 

strategic framing and consciously select strategies deemed optimal (Wells-Dang, 2012). 

The strategies are at times embedded in the restrictive context while at other times 

‘boundary-spanning’ or ‘transgressive’, breaking through the tame, constrained mould of 

activism in such a context (ibid). Hannah (Hannah, 2009:87) theorised a “mutual 

colonisation” relationship “where less than autonomous organizations may influence the 

state to the benefit of the citizenry, while at the same time such organizations are forced 

to operate under state restrictions”. Other works have addressed the pragmatic network-

based advocacy practiced by these activists working for or associated with the more formal 

side of civil society (Wells-Dang, 2012; Vu, 2019), and nascent attempts at transnational 

activism (Dore et al., 2012; Thim, 2013). More recently, Gillespie and Nguyen (2019) 
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and Vu (2017) investigated confrontational resistance where most participants were 

aggrieved citizens protesting what they deemed inappropriate use of public spaces and 

resources such as parks and street sidewalk trees.  

This body of work depicts a dynamic landscape where civil society, with NGOs on 

one side and independent activists on the other (with mutual interactions), adapting their 

modus operandi to various spatial, cultural, and political variables. Scale is another variable 

in this function of difference in materialisation between ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ civil 

society in Vietnam, shaping the different framings and expression of activism. Scholars 

have discussed the importance of boundary-spanning practices such as network forming 

(Wells-Dang, 2012, 2013), continual differentiation, formalisation, and networking at 

multiples scales (Thim, 2013), or through the use of social media (Vu, 2017). In doing so, 

activists aim to be more responsive to oppression and censoring and still maintain a 

certain level of legitimacy for their cause. 

In this chapter, we are interested in the diverging forms of environmental activism 

under authoritarian regimes as well as the mechanisms behind these forms. We question 

and reveal the rationale and manner of how activists28 decide to engage with the political 

discourse and take political actions differently in each case. While the topic of civil society 

in Vietnam has been explored, we offer a deeper explanation based on the mechanics of 

the environmental protests against a coastal pollution in 2016 and how these evoked new 

ways of understanding how environmental activism works in Vietnam. We also look into 

the on-going struggles along the Mekong River, exemplified by the severe drought in 

2016, which received considerable attention at policy levels yet little from the bottom-up. 

My previous analysis found that despite their silence due to the political sensitivity, 

institutionalised actors did attempt to get involved and assert influence on the coastal 

pollution (Chapter 2). This prompted the question of the relationship between 

 
28 We conceived activists in this paper as both grassroots activists and those working for institutionalised 
organisations. Our analysis shall take into consideration how some of our participants can flexibly switch 
between either side of such dichotomy.  
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environmental politicisation and the corresponding public reaction, particularly the 

communities at risk and the activists involved.  

Here, politics are understood as internal affairs of the state or opposition to the 

regime, as well as the transformational responses to certain policies and practices of the 

state (Wells-Dang, 2012:43). To politicise the environment is thus to amplify the 

contentious dimensions of environmental issues in combination with the alignment of 

attitudes towards such issues with existing norms and ideologies (Swyngedouw, 2010; 

Pepermans and Maeseele, 2016). Our contribution here is threefold. First, in theorising 

the relationship between politicisation of environmental issues with aspects of culture and 

nationalism, we both learn from and enrich the growing literature addressing the 

intersection between political ecology, critical environmental justice, and social 

movements. Second, the cases illustrate how lack of activism can provide as much insight 

as activism about how different drivers lead to different forms of activism (Haß et al., 

2014). Third, our results did not serve to isolate Vietnam as a unique variable, but to 

position the country among cases of environmentalism against rising oppression 

(McCarthy, 2019).  

In what follows, we present how activists initiated and participated in 

environmental activism under the (limited) legal recognition of civil society in Vietnam. 

We first look into the rationale for taking specific actions and/or engaging in specific 

cases of formal civil society, considering that political identities and social struggles are 

embedded in issues of endangered food supply, livelihood as well as well-being. Then, we 

analyse the manner in which environmental issues are repackaged by different civil society 

actors into tropes of (in)securities at personal and social levels to leverage actions and 

non-actions. Our analysis pays attention to how food symbolism, nationalism and scales 

of activism influence the political process of civil society actors claiming justice and pursue 

counteractive solutions. I conclude with discussion on the implications of these findings 

for theorisation of environmental governance in the face of authoritarianism.  
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5.2. Theoretical framework  
To investigate politics of claiming environmental injustice, we use three theoretical 

lenses. Firstly, we take cues from the environmental justice and social movements 

literatures, focusing on the influence of political opportunity structures and framing of 

environmental activism. Secondly, we draw from political ecology’s conceptualisation of 

political action and subject formation motivated by environmental conflicts or injustices. 

Essentially, these two strands of literature are complementary, which allows us to address 

our cases most effectively. We are interested in environmental justice in specific relation 

to discourse and framing because the construction of environmental disasters is critical to 

the corresponding activism. Meanwhile, political ecology was developed out of an attempt 

to not only understand how cultural identities and values are developed and expressed on 

and within the environment but also the complex political economy behind such a process 

(Robbins, 2011a). Political ecology is thus capable of addressing the cultural element of 

mobilisation, i.e. food and nationalism in Vietnam. It also allows interpretation about the 

possible impacts of different forms of activism. Thirdly, we place these theoretical 

understandings in the context of authoritarian regimes, both regionally and in Vietnam. 

5.2.1. Critical environmental justice and its transformative conception  

From the early 1990s, environmental justice research has started to follow more 

critical trajectories. Analyses thus shifted from patterns of environmental inequality 

themselves to distinctive ways that communities and activities translated these patterns 

into “grievances, attributed blame, and advocated remedies” (Holifield, 2015:589). 

Critical environmental justice, as discussed by Pellow (Pellow, 2018), embraces multi-

scalar methodological and theoretical approaches to environmental issues to more 

efficiently grasp the complex spatial and temporal causes, consequences, and possible 

resolutions to environmental justice (Holifield, 2015; Pellow, 2018; Svarstad and 

Benjaminsen, 2020). Environmental justice, as a utility of social movement frames and 

discourses, managed to bridge environment, labour, recreation and social justice issues by 

restructuring and repackaging “structurally separate but ideologically compatible issues” 

into one environmental justice frame (Taylor, 2000:562).  
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Faber et al. (2021:2) argue that liberal-informed environmental justice scholarship 

originating in the United States and Britain, has mistakenly let “racism to subsume and 

become a metaphor for all forms of inequality impacting nonwhite groups”. This led to a 

mismatch in application to the Global South contexts and make environmental justice 

more subject to a “liberalist” mentality (Álvarez and Coolsaet, 2020; Faber et al., 2021). 

As distributive, procedural, and recognitional justice cannot address the fundamental 

processes that produce the problems, newer conceptions i.e. reparative and transformative 

justice were developed to answer “how are actions corrective or compensatory?” and “how 

do these actions transform systems of […] exploitation of people and nature?” (Faber et 

al., 2021:9). 

These critiques show that critical environmental justice have certain intersections 

with political ecology’s emphasis on environmental conflicts as contextualised by and 

played out through cultural differences, discursive representations and material practices 

(Le Billon, 2015). Svarstad and Benjaminsen (2020) commented that environmental 

justice helps specifying forms of justice, while political ecology complements with 

discussion on power versus participation as well as dynamics within ‘activist’ and/or 

impacted communities. This chapter learns from these intersections to investigate the 

influence that tropes of injustice, authoritarian restrictions and civil society groups have 

on the manifestation of activism.  

5.2.2. Political ecology and ‘the political’ of environmental movements 

Political ecology stresses that environmental issues are political. It encourages 

exploring the conditions and change of social/environmental system through various 

forms of resistance, such as movements, political actions, and social activism, with explicit 

consideration of power relations (Robbins, 2011b). While earlier political ecology 

research focused more on state institutions aiming towards counterhegemonic goals, more 

recent literature in the field has shifted attention to social movement dynamics (Heynen 

and Van Sant, 2015:169), articulating the motivations, interests, subjectivities and actions 
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of actors involved in the use of and control of resources (Bixler et al., 2015). This requires 

an attention beyond institutional approaches, specifically: 

“Such questions of environmental politics – struggles over who has access to, 
use of, control over, or benefit from the environment; over how the 
environment is understood and valued; over how environmental issues are 
politicized or depoliticized – are central to political ecology” (ibid.: 571).  

Political ecology’s empirical attention tends to the informal, unorganised politics of 

those suffering from impoverishment, exclusion or exploitation (Wolford and Keene, 

2015). Here, ‘the political’ lies in “the terrain of dissensual dispute articulated by those 

who do not count […] and become excluded through this procedure of disavowal” 

(Swyngedouw, 2014:127). Thus, norms and popularly held ideas of fairness are more 

important than unfairness or grievances themselves to social mobilisation. To ‘do’ political 

ecology is to seek out the oft-hidden political in environmental concerns and define them 

as emancipatory struggles (Kenis and Lievens, 2014). In addition, environment conflicts 

should be seen from not only economic and ecological perspectives, but also cultural ones, 

as movements increasingly adopt a non-negotiable culture-over-economy stance 

(Escobar, 2006; Le Billon, 2015). 

Furthermore, as Agrawal (2005:16) suggested, presence or absence of activism, 

either in a single form or a combination thereof, renders different types of environmental 

subjects, “those for whom the environment constitutes a critical domain of thought and 

action”. This assertion “explores the way that people’s behaviours and livelihoods (their 

actions) within ecologies influence what they think about the environment (their ideas), 

which in turn influences who they think they are (their identities)” (Robbins, 2011a:216). 

As such, our analysis shall reveal how engagement with environmental activism can 

transform involved individuals into differentiated types of environmental subject with 

distinctive awareness of and attitude towards environmental issues. 



 

 130 

 

5.2.3. Environmentalism and political opportunities under authoritarian regimes 

The prevalence of conflicts around environmental issues indicates that all human–

environment interactions are unavoidably political (Le Billon, 2015), especially when 

environmental movements demand meaningful political reform (Xie, 2015). However, 

authoritarian and communist regimes, such as Vietnam, raise distinctive issues in this 

regard since they combine ongoing (if less severe than in the past) state capitalism – a 

blend of socialism and capitalism, rapid economic growth and pervasive environmental 

upheaval (ibid.). Political opportunities (and constraints) and interactions between social 

movements could be useful for understanding how and why activism takes place in 

authoritarian regimes (della Porta et al., 2013). 

As awareness of and communication about injustices and grievances do not directly 

translate to actions of resistance, political opportunities are also critical to materialisation 

of activism (Taylor, 2000). Activists are motivated to make use of such opportunities to 

take actions when (i) the political system is open, (ii) they are capable of manipulating 

elite alignment within the polity, (iii) they have elite allies, and (d) repression is tolerable 

(McAdam, 1996). Opportunities also vary among civil society groups in accordance with 

how they position themselves among the formal-informal spectrum. On the formal side, 

Böhmelt (2014) understood political opportunities as the level of repression of autocracies 

on environmental NGOs. Authoritarian regimes “vary in character, […] degrees and 

mechanisms of responsiveness” (Chen and Moss, 2018:675). Yet, compared to other 

regimes, single-party regimes, those of China and Vietnam for instance, actually offer 

more political opportunity structures for the development of environmental NGOs 

(Böhmelt, 2014).  

Meanwhile, for grassroots organisations/groups, Spires’ study in China (Spires, 

2011:20) discovered that the state’s tolerance for “illegal NGOs” was closely linked to 

local level politics. Local officials are more preoccupied with their reputation that they 

refrain from telling superiors about problems, particularly the grassroots activism 

occurring on their watch. This feature allows such activism to take place in relative 
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security. Quite similarly, the function of Xinfang29 of holding local officials accountable 

often leads to coalitions between petitioners and upper authorities, encouraging collective 

action directed against rogue officials at the grassroots (Chen, 2011). 

The state, be it democratic or authoritarian, as an environmental actor is more 

internally fractured than it is as a provider of welfare services, paver of roads, or maker of 

wars (Robbins, 2008). Kenney-Lazar et al. (2018) exemplified this with ‘state spaces of 

resistance’ in Laos, where land-grabbing opponents capitalised on conflicting state 

ideologies of spatial zoning, institutional divisions, and direct actions to resist 

privatisation plans. Southeast Asian’s rural resistance, mostly grounded on environmental 

grievances, results at the local level involving variables such as solidarity, identity, and 

social networks, and shifts at society levels including economic globalisation, agrarian 

transformation, and political liberalisation (Turner and Dominique, 2009). These 

‘fractures’ provide opportunities for resistance to take place, even in the face of heavy 

oppression.  

5.2.4. Environmental activism in Vietnam and a framework for comparative analysis 

Studies concerning Vietnamese environmental activism remains largely focus on 

protests against land grabbing in rural (Kerkvliet, 2014b; Labbé, 2015; Nguyen Quang 

Phuc et al., 2015). Some others also pay attention to misuse of urban public space (Coe, 

2015; Vu, 2017; Gillespie and Nguyen, 2019)30. Fewer studies scrutinize state-affiliated 

NGOs’ involvement, or a lack thereof, with Mekong Delta development amid a complex 

background of regional geopolitics (Yasuda, 2015). With the exception of Kotsila and 

Saravanan’s work on the biopolitics of diarrhoea prevention in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta 

(Kotsila and Saravanan, 2017) or Bruun’s critical examination of the state and global aid 

(2020a, 2020b), there remains a research gap for linking empirical observations to popular 

theories within the broadly identified fields of environmental politics, namely 

 
29 An administrative system for complaints and grievances in China (Chen, 2011). 
30 Nuances certainly exist, since how ‘environmental’ a case can be is subject to the authors’ analytical 
approaches and goals. 
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environmental justice and political ecology (Holifield, 2015; Svarstad and Benjaminsen, 

2020). Equally intriguing for us are the interactions between different categories of 

activist (i.e., NGOs, ‘semi-state civil society organisations’ (Pistor and Quy, 2013), or 

independent grassroots activists) when confronted with different environmental issues. 

To this end, our research is interested in the rationale and manner of how activists 

decided to engage with the political discourse and take political actions differently in each 

case. We conceived activists in this chapter as both grassroots activists and those working 

for institutionalised organisations such as NGOs. Our analysis shall take into 

consideration how some of our participants can flexibly switch between either side of such 

a dichotomy. The answers to this question can provide not only insights into the 

methodologies and rationalities of civil society under political repression, but also specific 

factors influencing this process, leading it either towards a more discreet or explosive 

forms of activism (Tranter, 2010; Dalton, 2015). To explore this question, we employed a 

comparative case study approach, looking into the 2016 coastal pollution together with 

the ongoing environmental degradation in Mekong Delta due to both climate change and 

hydroelectric dam development (Foran, 2015; Smajgl et al., 2015). Both are cases of 

threatened water-based resources being threatened, yet each receives quite different 

responses from activists, the central government, and the impacted ‘communities’31. Both 

are also comparable as instances of environmental threats propelling citizens towards 

specific forms of resistance, or a lack thereof, based on food-related concerns (Bush, 2010; 

Mares and Peña, 2011).  

Building on our previous articulation, politicisation is a process of filtering and 

defining how such issues will be addressed, and which perspectives of the environment 

and justice flow from them (Patsias, 2020). This process seeks “to disturb the socio-spatial 

ordering by re-arranging it with those who stand in for “the people” or the community” 

(Swyngedouw, 2014:132). Environmental issues are easily depoliticised due to a lack of 

 
31 Broadly defined, as our analysis also involved revisiting the perception of who the ‘impacted’/’wronged’ 
are.  
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privileged subject and specific objects functioning as the evident focus for environmental 

change (Kenis and Lievens, 2014:540). Thus, environmental movements tend to lend 

themselves easily to discourse of ‘we are all in this together’, where consensus is preferred 

over dissensus (Swyngedouw, 2009; Urry, 2011). However: 

[…] environmental questions are not only easily depoliticised, […] but 
could also become the terrain of politicisation par excellence. Because everyone 
can appropriate these questions and give them a specific content, a genuinely 
political space of plurality can appear, where conflict, contingency, and power can 
become visible and contestable as such (Kenis and Lievens, 2014:545).  

The ubiquity of ‘the environment’, as such, does not translate to only consensus-

based depoliticization but also spaces of activism or resistance. Our analysis references 

Patsias’s approach (2020) to illustrate how different processes of politicisation can result in 

distinctive forms of activism, and the role of political opportunities in these processes. 

Accordingly, we pay attention to how activists made references to rights and justice, 

moving the public conversation from “I want to” to “I have the right to”, and how a sense 

of “us” versus “them” was constructed by activists through expression of antagonistic 

interests and interest groups (ibid.:7). 

Our theoretical approach is summarised in (Figure 5.1). We argue that the different 

processes of politicisation of environmental grievances led to different forms of activism 

in each case, particularly represented by the protests in the coastal pollution and 

transnational advocacy network of in Mekong Delta. The environmental subject(s) 

rendered by the respective forms of activism (Agrawal, 2005) thus serve to influence the 

potential way environmental grievances are perceived and politicised. 
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Figure 5.1. Theoretical framework underlying Chapter 5 (Sources: Author) 

 
5.3. Case study methodology 

We focus on two cases that share comparable grievances concerning food 

production, public perception of and attitude toward ‘China’, and limited space for 

political actions. These cases differ in the manifestations of public discontent regarding 

the disruptive protests of both rural and urban citizens in the coastal pollution and a lack 

thereof in the Mekong Delta, and the presence of NGOs in the latter case and their 

absence in the former one.  

5.3.1. The context of anti-China sentiments in Vietnam’s politics 

Resentment towards China has long been a defined trait of Vietnam politics. In 

ancient times, China was considered the biggest threat from the North. After a period of 

‘communist brotherhood’, the Sino-Soviet split in the 1960s led Vietnam to lean towards 

the Soviet Union (Bui, 2017). Anti-China campaigns re-emerged, stemming not only 

from geopolitical conflicts, but also ‘the need to “reunify” an internally divided population 



 

 135 

 

in the midst of a debilitating economic crisis (Path, 2011:204). Following the 1979 China 

– Vietnam border war, resistance to ‘Chinese invaders’ and anti-foreign heroism has been 

critical to nationalist politics in Vietnam (Vu, 2007). Adding to historical legacies is the 

“growing fear of China’s rising power and influence that can work against Vietnamese 

interests and sovereignty claims in the South China Sea” (Bui, 2017: 173). Most 

outstanding cases of political clashes include the anti-China rallies in 2011 against 

Chinese patrol ships harassing PetroVietnam’s vessels (Bland and Hille, 2011)and in 

2014 against the Chinese Haiyang Shiyou 811 oil rig on disputed territories (Bui, 2017).  

Thus, anti-China is a ‘convenient’ material to construct nationalist discourse in 

times of crises. However, when framed by the government, these sentiments are not 

expressed as direct resentment towards China, but as the government’s rational thinking, 

and efficient relief and unity building measures (Bui, 2017). Meanwhile, civil society 

activists provoke these sentiments to reconcile “Vietnamese who were once ideological 

enemies [pro-state or not] but are now uniting in the face of an aggressive China and a 

Vietnamese government perceived as meek and corrupt” (Vu, 2014:56). Our analysis 

focuses on how perception of China as an enemy-of-the-state played out in the two cases 

and influenced activism differently.  

5.3.2. Data collection  

The research’s primary data draws from 21 semi-structured interviews and 6 

unstructured interviews, conducted by the first author in 2018 and 2019 in Vietnam 

(Appendix A). Regarding the coastal pollution, the sampling was response-driven 

(Goodman, 2010). Interviewees include NGOs-affiliated and independent activists to 

understand how their respective participation in the protest concurs or differs. NGO 

workers who did not participate in the cycle of protests were also interviewed since they, 

as suggested by Wells-Dang (2012), might still have awareness of and indirect 

involvement with the case. The key-informants were identified through desk research and 

network of the first author, who had experiences working for an NGO in Vietnam. The 

key-informants were activists willing to participate in the research and fully aware of 
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political risks of being research participant. They informed other potential interviewees to 

actively contact the first author should they feel comfortable to share information or grant 

the right to contact them. The key-informants offered advice on how research activities 

on the case might affect the researcher and potential interviewees, and whether the 

recruitment could move forward or not.  

Regarding the Mekong Delta, snowball sampling was used to recruit interviewees 

working for relevant NGOs, as well interviewees residing in the research area. Following 

desk research, the first author contacted and interviewed senior staff and consultants of 

the Vietnam Rivers Network (VRN), which is a network of both NGOs, state-controlled 

scientific institutes and other actors working on issues related to riverine resources and 

sustainable development (Wells-Dang, 2013). The first author also attended a conference 

in May 2019 hosted by VRN on mobilising community-level resources to address the 

Delta’s environmental degradation32. Participant notes and recording from this 

conference contribute to the dataset. Another six informal conversations with local 

residents during the fieldtrip in the provinces of Cần Thơ, Sóc Trăng, Trà Vinh, and 

Long Xuyên were used in the analysis to complement the interview data. The first 

author’s contacts at the DRAGON Institute of University of Cần Thơ suggested a local 

guide who had previously worked with researchers on fieldtrips related to environmental 

research. Based on discussion with the local guide and desk research, the first author 

selected several communes that appeared to have been greatly impacted by the 2016 

drought. Influenced by budget, timing, and the accessibility of potential interviewees, in 

the end, the first author visited five communes33. 

Regarding secondary data, in both cases, we used relevant keywords to collect news 

articles. VNExpress and Tuổi Trẻ were selected as these represent most-read newspapers 

that are fully online and the conventional ones with a growing online presence, 

respectively (Appendix C). The keywords (in Vietnamese) included dead fish, Formosa, 
 

32 More details in Vietnamese available at https://vrn.org.vn/thuc-day-cong-dong-vao-qua-trinh-quyet-
dinh-quan-tri-nuoc-song-me-kong/ 
33 The specific locations are not revealed to ensure anonymity of respondents.  
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marine disaster, sea/coastal pollution, and Cửu Long Delta34 drought, Mekong River drought, 

Vietnam National Mekong Committee. A total of 99 articles were collected. We also 

collected secondary data from the website of VNMC and its allies within the network of 

NGOs working on Mekong-related issues, particularly the Vietnam National Mekong 

Committee, and Mekong River Commission.  

Our approach entails certain compromises. The reliance on key-informants and the 

local guide shaped interviewee selection. In the coastal pollution case, to reduce (political) 

risks and potential sanctions related to this research, the interview guides, participant 

information sheet, and consent form, are devoid of words that are politically sensitive in 

Vietnam, such as protests, democracy, or corruption. Due to close monitoring around the 

area of the disaster, we decided not to interview activists based in the coastal provinces. 

The interviews were dominated by activists based in Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội, 

several of whom maintained constant contact with activists in the provinces. In general, 

while interviewees were outspoken, there remained certain hesitancy and scepticism about 

how helpful or risky it would be for their cause to get involved in this research.  

In the Mekong Delta case, NGOs workers and consultants still need to work in 

proximity with the central government and to be selective with the information and 

narrative they presented. With the local residents in Mekong provinces, to make sure that 

the interviewees felt comfortable, we went for a more informal dialogue. Apparently, it 

was not political fear but inundation of ‘research engagement’ that might have influenced 

the local residents’ responses. They were disappointed that they have not received any 

tangible benefits from engaging in previous research like ours. To respond, we explained 

how our research differed from others, and rephrased our questions to avoid 

repetitiveness. 

 
34 The Mekong in Vietnam is constituted by the Sesan and Srepok Rivers Basin in the Central Highlands 
and the Cửu Long River Basin in the South. This paper focuses on the latter, where rice and seafood 
exports activities are located.  
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5.3.3. Data analysis  

Using NVivo, we conducted a thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998). The transcripts 

were coded deductively (Table 5.1). Through several iterations by grouping codes of 

higher or lower abstractness, and of similar, complementary, or opposing relationships, 

and integrating found codes (into pre-established ones), patterns among coded data were 

identified and served as the results for discussion. 
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Table 5.1. Coding scheme 

Theme Guiding concept/indicators 

1 Grievances Wherein “a group or person is experiencing illegitimate inequality, 
has been the victim of injustice, or feels a general moral 
indignation about some state of affairs” (LeFebvre and Armstrong, 
2018:9) 

2 Political 
opportunities 

Perceived, situational or structural opportunities: configuration of 
resources, institutional arrangements and historical precedent 
making the activists feel there are fractures in the state’s restriction 
to take, leaving space for (Böhmelt, 2014; Cheon et al., 2021) 

3 Process of 
politicisation 

References to rights and justice, from “I want” to “I have the right 
to”; 
Building of conflict - “Us” versus “Them”; 
Expression of antagonistic interests and groups supporting these 
interests (Patsias, 2020) 

4 Activism  Actions through which aggrieved collectivities give voice publicly 
to various grievances and press relevant authorities to attend to the 
associated claims and/or demands e.g., protests, demonstrations, 
or revolutions (Snow, 2013) 
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5.4. Findings 

5.4.1. The 2016 coastal pollution and the multi-scalar politics of demanding 
transparency  

In April 2016, a coastal pollution caused by Formosa Hà Tĩnh Steel Corporation 

(FHSC) led to mass fish death along the coastal line of Central Vietnam (Tuoi Tre 

Online, 2016a; Green Trees, 2017). The villagers reported cases of food poisoning and 

loss of income; local fishery and tourism deteriorated, posing the threat of unemployment 

and insolvency for local workforce (Paddock, 2016b; Thanh Nien, 2016; Tuoi Tre 

Online, 2016a). Food safety became a concern for more urbanised areas (Thanh Nien, 

2016). Between April and June 2016, protests and rallies shook the affected provinces, as 

well as urban centres in Hà Nội and Hồ Chí Minh City (South China Morning Post, 

2016). These protests took place without engagement of formal NGOs, even those with 

an environmental focus. Social media saw the rise in popularity of the hashtag 

#ichoosefish [“#toichonca”]. Despite being a Taiwanese corporate, FHSC’s high 

employment of China-imported equipment and Chinese workers created an impression 

of a ‘Chinese’ company (Tuoi Tre News, 2014).  

On June 30th 2016, FHSC admitted to causing the mass fish death and offered a 

compensation package of 500 million USD to the national government (Thanh Nien 

News, 2016). Resistance efforts in the rural provinces lasted well into 2018 with emphasis 

on compensation claims (Nguyên Nguyễn, 2018; RFA, 2018) (Figure 5.2). Interviewees 

also shared that the pioneers/organisers of the protests in the cities gained tactical lessons 

from reports about the Hong Kong’s Yellow Umbrella Movement in 2014, as well as their 

personal contacts with those involved in this movement. Activists in Vietnam also worked 

with activists in Taiwan in making sure the case received political attention in Taiwan 

(Hsiao and Hsu, 2020).  
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Figure 5.2. Locations of the mass fish death and main protests (Source: Adapted from 
Green Trees’ report, interviews, and news articles collected from desk research) 

5.4.1.1. A united front for grievances  

By and large, our interviewees concurred that the fish death provided a rhetorical 

material to bind different aspects of one environmental disaster in a sensationalising and 

action-provoking manner. At its core, the fish death represented pragmatic concerns over 

the potential consequences of an environmental pollution. However, the public frustration 

was stronger rooted in the obscurity around the disaster, since there was a lack of 

information and clear guidance from the government, as captured in the popular slogan 

used by activists “Fish need clean water. People need transparency”.  

[…] we were very frustrated then with the responses of the government, who 
kept buying time and shifting blame. Our focus was to practice our civic right, 
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demanding the government to inform us […]. Back then it was not even about 
ridding of Formosa. [Independent activist] 

The imagery of fish death congealed public frustration that were both concurrent 

(from other issues around the same time) and accumulative (other issues building over 

time). Through the activist discourses, dead fish imagery was linked to tropes of cultural 

identity (fish sauce as essential to the experience of 'being' Vietnamese) and national 

identity and security (particularly anti-Chinaism) to deliver an indirect criticism to the 

government (Figure 5.3). This essentially created a 'not against the (Communist) party, 

just concerned for the country' façade to soften the political tone of the activism in thec. 

 

Figure 5.3. A popular post by online activists reading "I am Vietnamese. I choose fish" 
combining images of fish and the national flag (Source: Part of data collected from 

Facebook using #ichoosefish) 

 Interviewees who protested in Hà Nội explained that the fish death helped ‘reunite’ 

the same network of activists who worked together on the tree felling case in 2015 in the 

same city. Additionally, there was concern for the harms done to ‘the natural 

environment’, but also to ‘the environment of the Vietnamese’, and ‘the environment of 

democratic values.’ In this sense, the fish death imagery allowed the rhetoric about ‘the 

environment’ to jump between nature – culture – nation interfaces.  
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[…] the frustration was from previous cases [as well], which were not handled 
well by the government […] The frustration was still there; people just didn’t 
want to take to the streets yet. When 2 or 3 contextual factors met, like the 
environmental impact, the Chinese involvement, and also the fact that the case 
was an opportunity for those who had been wanting protests to happen, people 
were easily triggered. [Independent activists] 

This quote also shows that the “Chinese involvement” provided Vietnam-versus-

China narrative that conveniently masked, or at least outshone, the citizens-versus-

government dynamics of the activism in this case. Culture, in this instance, manifested 

through the strong association of being a Vietnamese with consuming fish (sauce) and 

maintaining ‘independence’ from China as a threat was not only tangible (FHSC’s 

factories) but also intangible, i.e. the affirmation the anti-Chinaism induced by historical 

legacies. This helped explain the rapid and ‘explosive’ mobilisation of protests in this case. 

Still, how did activists perceive/handle the threats of government oppression, as 

authoritarianism is marked with a stringent approach to activism? 

5.4.1.2. Politicisation with apolitical tropes? 

As the fish death acted to concentrate multiple grievances, #ichoosefish expressed 

an emboldened attitude against the (national) government. Such a ‘choice’ is intrinsically 

political, since it aims at “enunciating dissent and rupture, literally voicing speech that 

claims a place in the order of things, demanding ‘the part for those who have no-part’” 

(Ranciere et al., 2001:6). However, the activists affirmed that they are speaking up not 

only for locals suffering direct socio-economic losses from the disaster, but also for 

themselves as part of the food system, as well as part of ‘the Vietnamese’. To interviewees, 

doing so, including protesting and using the hashtag to express frustration, was not 

political (in a disruptive sense), but a way to “practice their rights as citizens” [NGOs 

worker and independent activists].  

When people take it to the streets, it means they want to make sure their voice 
is heard directly by the government. They want no violence or chaos, they only 
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want to do it peacefully, so the government need to protect them. 
[Independent activist]. 

As such, the construction of “I have the right to” with a façade of political neutrality 

is threefold. Firstly, the activists at the coastal areas claimed injustice for those suffering 

directly from the fish death. Meanwhile, urban activists employed ‘citizenship’ as a 

rationale for political actions. Thus, and secondly, for fear of political punishments from 

the national governments, activists working for NGOs affirmed that they participated in 

the resistant actions as an independent individual and an “ordinary citizen” [NGOs 

worker], not as a leader of or with any relation to any groups/organisations. Thirdly, 

grassroots activists in the cities claimed that their actions were not motivated by ‘foreign 

influence or agenda’ (cf. Matejova et al., 2018), but merely out of their rights to being 

informed and listened to by the government.  

The activism was constantly challenged by interventions from the government, 

namely cracking down on protests, portraying protestors negatively through state news, 

monitoring social media contents from ‘key opinion leaders’, as mentioned by 

interviewees, and maintaining a strict narrative of “experts know best” (Chapter 2). These 

restrictions did deter participation in the protests. However, the activists were still 

motivated to take actions following the perceived success of the Green Trees movement 

in Hà Nội in 2015, where the city’s government was more open to a compromise with 

opponents of the mass tree-felling plan [NGOs worker and independent activist]. In 

addition, the more strong-handed repression from the government did not really come 

until the second wave of protest in Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội, which was 

interpreted by activists as the government’s underestimation of the fish death’s impacts. 

This allowed the activists to protest and frame their grievances in a bolder and more 

provoking manner in the beginning.  

The 6700 green trees case and the death fish case, based on my observation, 
were talked about a lot by media at the time, when the government did not 
consider censoring as necessary. […] Actually, state media discovered the 
information [about the disaster] first and spread it. Initially, there was no 



 

 145 

 

response from the state, until there was a strong reaction from dissidents, or 
those known for having views in opposition to the state’s. [NGOs worker] 

5.4.1.3. Personalisation of dissension and multi-scalar actions 

The activism in the coastal pollution was marked with (i) the use of #ichoosefish to 

raise critical awareness around the disaster and mobilise both protesting and non-

protesting actions (such as petitioning and donating) and, (ii) an unprecedented wave of 

protests on a national scale. The use of social media, particularly Facebook, to assign a 

variety of problem-making claims about the disaster allowed the development of a 

connection action network that is typically far more individualized and technologically 

organized than traditional collective actions networks (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). 

The #ichoosefish was associated with different interpretations of the grievances and 

allowed a variety of Facebook and Twitters users to form perception of and attachment to 

the coastal pollution and its many consequences (Chapter 4). The abstractness of 

environmentalism or anti-Chinaism thus became personalised, rendering a broader 

population of users acceptive to mobilisation. 

[…] “environment” is too generic and broad, so a specific narrative would be 
easier to attract attention. For example, tomorrow, no one would go out and 
protest against 30th April itself35 […] since there was no clear cause associated 
[with that date]. [NGOs worker] 

The personalisation of dissension and the state’s initial ‘softer’ restriction led to 

multiple protests in different cities in the countries, most notable of which were those in 

Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội. The protests were targeted at FHSC, as well as the 

government, hence the slogan popular among protestors: “Fish need clean water. People 

need transparency.” However, interviewees nuanced the direct connection between 

grievances and actions, alleging that public frustration regarding China-related issues 

 
35 Date of the first protests in Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội. Coincidentally, 30th April is the annual 
anniversary of communist regime’s takeover of Saigon, effectively marking the end of the Vietnam War and 
the reunification process of Vietnam into the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. 
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tends to be silenced by the national government [Interview 10, May 2019]. Thus, while 

the anti-China sentiment was essential to mobilising actions, the activists refrained from 

framing the actions per se as such. This resonated with Vu’s observation that “Hà Nội’s 

close relationship with Beijing out of ideological loyalty and regime survival instincts has 

naturally put the [Communist] Party at great odds with widespread anti-China popular 

sentiments that the new nationalist movement thrives on.” (Vu, 2014:34) 

5.4.2. "Who are we to blame China?”: Between transnational advocacy and local non-
activism in the Mekong Delta 

Between late 2015 and mid-2016, the Mekong Delta was confronted by the most 

severe wave of drought and salinisation in 100 years, causing extreme economic loss and 

long-term impacts on the deltaic societies (Figure 5.4) (Directorate of Water Resources, 

2016). How these impacts would exacerbate the already-unbalanced population 

distribution between urban and rural areas was a topic of concern (Tuấn et al., 2014; 

Hiệp, 2016). For the locals of Mekong Delta whose livelihood is dependent on 

agriculture and fisheries, the increasingly harsh and unpredictable climate, exemplified by 

the drought, has become detrimental to not only their earning but also domestic stability 

and life quality (Koubi et al., 2016; Betcherman et al., 2019). Thus, the Mekong Delta 

has been the focus of both local and national governments, with a variety of mitigation 

and adaptation measures discussed and implemented (Poelma et al., 2021). 

Environmental degradation in the region has also received ample attention from local and 

international NGOs, most likely due to its many implications for current and future 

development of not only the delta but also Vietnam. These implications form a complex 

web of pro-urban migration causing extra burden on the cities’ infrastructure and social 

system (Hiệp, 2016), vulnerability to China’s acceleration of upstream hydro-electric 

dams construction (Foran, 2015), and threats posed by climate changes to the coastal 

areas of Vietnam as well as the whole country in terms of food and social security (Smajgl 

et al., 2015). 
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Figure 5.4. Surface and depth of drought (measured through salinity) as of March 15th 
2016 (Source: Disaster Management Policy and Technology Centre, 2016) 

5.4.2.1. Complexity and ambiguity of grievances 

As far as the drought was concerned, our interviewees were adamant about the 

urgency of a “Mekong (or Cửu Long) River issue”. However, there was no end to what 

constitutes this broadly defined problem. As experts in their fields, interviewees could 

distinguish between climate change, industrialised agriculture, and hydroelectric dams as 

potential causes. However, since such causes and their consequences could not be 

separated in reality, interviewees found great challenge in translating concerns over these 

causes into ‘factual’ policy languages. The drought was perceived not as a problem per se, 

but yet another illustration of the increasing complex situation of the delta. A former 

consultant for VNMC casted their doubt over accountability: 

“Well, to be honest, assuming that there was no dam along the Mekong River, 
would Vietnamese themselves not proceed to destroy the delta? […] around 20 
thermoelectric plants, countless illegal industrial zones, countless 3-crops-per-
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year rice fields with loads of pesticide, encouragement of intensive shrimp 
farming with hundreds of industrial shrimp ponds. We destroyed our own 
land.” [NGOs worker] 

What comes next might be clear to both VRN workers and local farmers and 

fishermen. However, compared to the former, the latter did not necessarily see a need to 

problematise not only changing environmental conditions but also the responses from the 

government with varying degree of reliability, as interviews with locals indicated. 

Granted, farmers and fishermen were commonly depicted newspapers as either helpless 

victims of or persistent ‘adaptors’ to environmental hardship. However, such depiction 

largely focused on tangible causes (climate conditions, outdated legal framework) and 

glorifying locals’ adaptive capacity. Similarly, the increasing discussion over adaptation 

measures by scholars (Rutten et al., 2014; Smajgl et al., 2015) and government officials 

tends to highlight the less contentious side of the “Mekong issue” and place an implied 

burden of self-salvation on the locals. The VNMC’s consultant has been through similar 

experiences: 

“[…] while in Cửu Long River Delta, people don’t see [the consequences] 
right away. It happened gradually over time, and the locals adapt in a 
corresponding gradual manner. […] like if you say oh there’s been no rain and 
water, it [China] would respond that it’s not its fault. […] they say that what is 
the proof that the pollution was due to specific, instead of accumulative, 
factors? So yeah, we gave up.” [NGOs worker] 

 This celebration of adaptation should be not confused with the reality, as observed by 

Biggs et al. (2009), of a deep historical distrust between farmers and state authorities over 

the best ways to ‘adapt.’  

5.4.2.2. The non-politicisation of expertise and diplomacy   

The Mekong Delta’s development is the focus of both the Vietnam National 

Mekong Committee (VNMC) and the Vietnam Rivers Network (VRN). VNMC is a 

member of the Mekong River Commission - an international treaty-based organisation 
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working to promote sustainable resources use in the Mekong region (Mekong River 

Commission, n.d.). Similar to how MRC proclaims to be water knowledge and 

diplomacy platform, VNMC functions strictly as “an interdisciplinary agency responsible 

for assisting Prime Minister in directing and managing inter-sectoral, inter-provincial and 

transboundary activities”36. The focus on (scientific) knowledge generation and the 

committee’s direct link to national government of VNMC indicates “an assumedly 

neutral natural scientific knowledge aristocracy” (Swyngedouw, 2010b: 311). VRN, while 

being an open forum with a broad set of members working on river protection and 

sustainable development in Vietnam (Vietnam Rivers Network, n.d.), operates with a 

similarly expertise-centric approach. For instance, in the words of a VNMC’s senior 

employee: 

We are mere participants; we don’t initiate any movements. We do research 
and policy lobbying, but we don’t actively join in any regional network to fight 
for rights […] Vietnam River Network is an NGO [network] that focuses 
more on technical issues, providing proofs for policy-related actions. [NGOs 
worker] 

Thus, during the 2016 drought, politicisation rarely took place, at least by VNMC 

and VRN. While newspapers pointed out negative impacts of Chinese dams, they were 

also keen on expert proposals of potential solutions and depicting a diligent national 

government in negotiation with China’s government to release water from the dams. In 

this sense, there was little space for conflict building and antagonising (Käkönen and 

Hirsch, 2009), especially when social media users were not massively involved in the 

process, not to mention the local governments’ deterrence when actions actually took 

place, as confirmed by the following quotes by VNMC’s employee.  

 
36 Decision 619 signed by the Prime Minister on May 8th 2020.  
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“They [WARECOD37] work on community issues, but they don’t use 
[communication platforms, such as social media]. They support communities, 
but to mobilise or gather [communities] is not their function.” [NGOs worker] 

“We collected the signatures from the locals, while explaining to them oh the 
dams are harmful in this and that way. Then, somehow, the security forces get 
involved, saying [what we were doing] was not allowed. Consequently, all 
projects of [redacted] were suspended, even close to having the approval 
rescinded and being blacklisted. […] It was painful; everything was delayed.” 
[NGOs worker] 

These opinions are also confirmed by interviewees working at other NGOs, who 

argued that considering the context of Vietnam, it is more important for NGOs to secure 

deliverables than to unnecessarily “create conflict” [NGOs worker]. 

5.4.2.3. Transnational advocacy network and political impacts  

The work of VNMC and VRN is strongly focused on consultancy, which also pre-

defines how they can affect policy changes. The actions taken by these agencies did not 

provide, nor are they expected to, a rhetoric that can activate bottom-up actions beyond 

their expert-bounded scope. A senior at VNMC contended that:  

“The Mekong River Commission has this important principle called PNPCI 
[sic]. That would include information, pre-consultancy, and negotiation. […] 
Essentially, we [VRN] relied on this principle to try to provide information to 
and influence on the government. That’s the limit [to our impact].” [NGO 
worker] 

Even when an NGO has a chance to do so, the broad scale of the drought, or any 

environmental issues in the delta, and a lack of discernible causes of loss, make such a task 

unfeasible. Decades of decentralization and ‘participatory development’ have hardly led to 

collective empowerment but rather merely act as tools to extend government control 

(Bruun, 2020a). Such limit was also acknowledged by the VNMC consultant:  

 
37 Center for Water Resources Conservation and Development, which is also a member of the Vietnam 
Rivers Network. 
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“We can target a few hundred [people], but not thousands. The only way to 
reach that was for the provincial public broadcasts to talk about it. Otherwise, 
1 or 2 NGOs cannot do much, not to mention the risks for those involved. All 
the farmers who were active in [redacted]’s activities were summoned by the 
security forces.” [NGO worker] 

The lack of attachment to an environmental cause was also mentioned by local 

residents. They made similar claim to the NGOs workers about the multiple causes of the 

drought and other environmental issues, and that as long as the government can provide 

them with a compensation scheme, they would keep trying to adapt to changing 

conditions. Such a claim is quite surprising, considering the dire impacts of 

environmental quality decline as reported by the newspapers. This possibly reflects how 

the popularisation of ‘adaptation’ as a solution by the government, academia, as well as 

newspapers has impacted the locals’ mindset. Thus, local activism led by communities and 

citizens remained lacking in this case. Table 5.2 provides a summary of findings from 

both cases. 
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Table 5.2. Summary of findings 
 Coastal pollution Mekong Delta Drought 

Grievances - Visually imprinted 
through the imagery of 
mass dead fish. 

- #ichoosefish capturing 
case-specific as well as 
preceding frustrations.  

- Involvement of China 
was highlighted, 
merging 
democracy/representati
on with 
environmentalism as 
motivations 

- Complexity and large 
scale obscuring a clear 
construction of what to 
be aggrieved. 

- Environmental issues are not 
conflicts, but changes to 
which people should adapt. 

Actions - Mass protests in the 
cities (organised 
through Facebook by 
independent activists) 
and the coastal areas 
(organised by local 
priests). 

- Discreet participation 
from NGO-affiliated 
activists. 

- Transboundary 
advocacy networks 
focusing on evidence-
based recommendations 
to the government. 

- Explicitly distancing 
the label of “movement” 

Politicisation   

Reference to rights 
and justice 

- Rights of citizens to 
‘transparency’ from the 
government. 

- Rights of Vietnam as a 
member the Mekong River 
Commission (yet ineffective 
arbitration) 

Building of conflicts - Vietnamese against 
Chinese corporates and 
government.  

- Construction of conflict 
between upper- and lower-
stream countries 
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- Rural and urban 
Vietnamese fighting the 
same struggle. 

overshadowed by 
approaches favouring 
expertise and diplomacy. 

-  Weak awareness of the rural 
– urban connection. 

Expression of 
antagonistic interests 

and injustices 

- Impacts on locals in the 
polluted area linked to 
broader risks for urban 
residents.  

- Dead fish signalling 
endangerment essential 
features of the nature and 
culture of Vietnam.  

- Challenging pro-
development arguments, 
as well as demanding 
accountability from both 
the corporate and 
government.   

- Undefined antagonists.  
- Tropes and principles of 

cooperation prioritised 
over those of unequal 
impacts and 
accountability. 

- Adaptation instead of 
resistance.  

Political 

opportunities/constraints  
- Lack of action/response 

from the central 
government required 
and justified actions 
from citizens. This, 
combined with the 
culinary and anti-China 
nationalism, provided 
an apolitical front.  

- Building up on the 
1700 Green Trees 
movement in 2015.  

- Initial response of the 
government to protests 
was ‘softer’. 

- Proximity to government 
allowing some policy 
impacts, but also a lot of 
restrictions.  

- The government and 
government-approved 
agencies’ involvement left 
no need and space for 
citizen actions/voices. 

- Lack of support/political 
will from local 
governments.  
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5.5. Discussion 

Both cases are strongly related to food security, geopolitics in relation to China, and 

the restrictive political climate. However, the different trajectories of (de)politicisation 

have led to distinctive forms of activism in each case. Under constraints imposed by the 

Communist Party-State of Vietnam, confrontational actions, such as mass protests 

demanding transparency from the government, are still feasible. Our findings show that 

such actions can possibly be stimulated by a framing strategy principally focused on 

culinary and anti-China nationalism, activists’ own perception of political opportunities 

and the diversity of activists from different backgrounds during mobilisation. Without 

this constellation of factors, it remains challenging for activists, especially those working 

with institutionalised NGOs, to step out of the strictly defined territory as stipulated by 

the government. By engaging with different forms of activism in response to 

environmental reality, locals and activists also learned to “secure and represent themselves 

politically” (Robbins, 2011b:216). 

5.5.1. The imperatives of culinary nationalism and anti-China nationalism   

We find that the construction of nationalism is critical to provoking unprecedented 

confrontational environmental resistance in Vietnam. Nationalism is a multi-faceted 

phenomenon; still, culture plays an undeniably critical role in its formation (Leerssen, 

2006). The critical role of fish sauce to the Vietnamese’ cultural identity (Avieli, 2011) 

helped trigger discussion on the marine disaster beyond the polluted-polluter boundary, 

touching upon issues of food safety and anti-Chinaism on a national scale (Authors, 

forthcoming). The popularisation of #ichoosefish went beyond culinary preferences to 

signal an intricate connection between fish as food resource and being a ''nationalistic' 

Vietnamese (cf. Allison, 2013). The sense of personalised victimhood allowed the activist 

framing to enhance not only sympathy-based but also culture-based resonance from the 

frame receivers (Buijs et al., 2011). The multi-faceted nationalism emerging from our 

analysis is constituted by two elements distilling the convergence of food politics, cultural 
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cultivation and nationalism construction for the Vietnamese society: culinary nationalism 

(King, 2019) and anti-China nationalism (Vu, 2014).  

On one hand, “food may indeed reinforce essentialized notions of national identity, 

yet also simultaneously contest these ideas through the assertion of heterogeneous 

difference” (King, 2019: 2). King38 emphasised the perception of linkages between 

environment, culture and society from a food politics perspective. On the other hand, 

anti-China nationalism coincides with Leerssen (2006)’s cross-national examination of 

cultural nationalism, and in this case, how ‘not being Chinese’ defines ‘being Vietnamese’ 

– a strong sense of ‘the other’ (Bui, 2017; Vu, 2014). The nationalism found in the coastal 

pollution thus differs from the nationalism that is “articulated and justified in the name of 

frighteningly exclusive and often racialized iterations of ‘the people’” and used by populist 

and authoritarian authorities to promote militant and economic discourses of common 

resources governance (McCarthy, 2019:302).  

By grounding their actions on these notions of nationalism, environmental activists 

in the coastal pollution case were able to frame their argumentation as not-anti-

government, justifying taking actions not only to themselves but also potential allies. This 

argumentation apparently rallies various supporters from different backgrounds and 

scales. Most noticeably, urban and rural citizens were united personalisation of grievance, 

instead of charitable sentiments for coastal locals suffering from the environmental 

disaster. The fish death thus embodies justice-oriented political momentum that food can 

generate (Sbicca, 2018b). Moreover, anti-China sentiments solidifies this momentum by 

reconciling the Vietnamese who may be ideologically different but are now uniting 

against an aggressive China, to whom the Vietnamese government’s response was 

perceived as meek and inefficient (Vu, 2014:56). By comparison, the causal chain of issues 

 
38  Following Atsuko Ichijo’s caution (2020), we distinguish King’s concept, which focuses on expressions of 
nationalism in reference to food, from Michaela DeSoucey’s gastronationalism (2010), which refers to how 
state actors interact with one another and with international organizations in the global arena in reference 
to food.  
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in Mekong Delta is longer, more complex, and much less visible (Keck and Sikkink, 

1998), making it harder to crystallise the argumentation around connotations with similar 

sense of urgency and ‘personalisability’.  

5.5.2. Seizing opportunities: diversity, hybridity, and social media  

Political opportunity as a concept is broad and subject to interpretation and social 

construction by movement (and other political actors) (Cheon et al., 2021). Our findings 

showed that perceived and situational opportunities played a critical role in mobilising 

protests, despite the institutional challenges. Activists saw the improper responses from 

the governments to the fish death as a justification for actions that otherwise would be 

socially and legally illegitimate. Reckoning that government’s reactions would be less 

oppressive based on the precedent of the Green Trees movement in 2015 (Vu, 2017), the 

activists were emboldened in organising protests, especially in the cities (with higher level 

of political monitoring). The Green Trees movement of 2015, with similar focus on 

environment and transparency albeit at a smaller scale, provided a solid foundation upon 

which mobilisation was possible without the need to establish new networks of allies and 

supporters (ibid.). Meanwhile, the Mekong Delta case is characterised by a less elastic 

circle of actors working around pre-established principles, yielding little space for other 

forms of activism other than policy recommendations and transnational advocacy.   

The leadership and the constituency of activist groups are critical to seizing such 

opportunities for protests (Ganz, 2004). The coastal pollution benefitted from a pool of 

diverse actors, allowing different strategies of mobilisation to take place in different socio-

spatial settings. Equally important is the hybridity of employees from institutionalised 

NGOs discreetly participating as independent activists or using their institutional 

familiarity to garner non-public information. Aiding human resources was the strategic 

use of social media to attract public support for more ‘radical activism’, as seen in broad 

backing for and participation in the protests (Fan et al., 2020; Milstein et al., 2020). 

Activists have also engaged in “scale-jumping”, referring to civil society organizations 

bypassing the state to engage directly at the international level (Smith, 2004), particularly 
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between Vietnamese and Taiwanese activists in the coastal pollution. Adding to 

leadership and structure is the interaction between activists in Vietnam and Hongkong. 

The insights gained from the Yellow Umbrella Movement provided input for strategies, 

as well as a certain belief that similar actions of protesting could still take place in 

Vietnam. While more substantiation is needed, the international interaction between 

Hongkong and Vietnam appears to pre-condition the merge between democracy and 

environmentalism as motivations for engagement of informal civil society.   

These conditions, however, did not apply to the Mekong Delta case. Specifically, 

the use of expertise as an appeal to objectivity of expertise (politics of unquestionable 

facts) (Pellizzoni, 2011), served to limit the activism to VNMC and related agencies 

‘authorised’ to come up with solutions, not to charge up political debates. As these actors 

strictly defined their advocacy as unrelated to any radical/confrontational approaches, they 

worked within the norm of knowledge-based and ‘non-political’ civil society in Vietnam.  

5.5.3. Politicisation and environmental subjects  

To this end, the key difference between the two cases appears in how dissensus and 

discontent can be strategized to mobilise political actions. Even when the activists in the 

coastal pollution strongly affirmed their actions are not political, the ‘successful’ 

mobilisation was largely supported by effective antagonising supporters and unifying them 

across socio-spatial scales. The Mekong Delta case, meanwhile, affirmed that presence of 

conflict in the politicisation processes is only as important as the content of this conflict, 

namely the ways of defining the boundaries at stake (Patsias, 2020). The focus on 

expertise and diplomacy at the expense of dissensus as the base for politics obscures ‘the 

political’ (Swyngedouw, 2015). This difference is further enhanced by insights from 

successful anti-dam movements in other countries along the Mekong River. For instance, 

the movement against the Myitsone Dam in Myanmar benefitted from framing the 

project emotionally as a threat to the country’s national cultural heritage, aided by the 

political change in the country around 2010-2011. Meanwhile, the movement against the 
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Kaeng Suea Ten Dam in Thailand ensured its success by actively responding to 

competing framings (Kirchherr, 2018).  

Engaging in politicisation processes brought forward both policy outcomes and 

‘transformative outcomes.’ Radical transformations tend to result from conflicts, 

oppositional consciousness and resistance to hegemonic structures (Temper et al., 2018). 

Here, we call upon the concept of environmental subjectivities – “the lived experience of 

relating to the environment in a social context that recognizes the effects of power and 

culture on individual practice” (Ford and Norgaard, 2020:47). Involvement in political 

actions of challenging others and social relations in which they are embedded allows these 

subjects to challenge and transform themselves, as observed by Calvário et al. (2017) in 

politicisation of environmental issues during austerity in Greece. Following these 

assertions, we argue that the ‘personalised and disruptive’ activism in the coastal pollution 

facilitates the emergence of a culture of environmentalism (or environmentalism-through-

culture) that dispels the authority of the state over environmental issues.  

By comparison, the Mekong Delta’s complicated reality combined with VNMC’s 

consensus-based methodology moulded by institutional commitments has a dual impact. 

First, it keeps political debates and actions truncated for involved NGOs activists, and 

second, it might also disincentivise any local agency to speak up vis-à-vis political 

censorship. Such a narrow focus on policy-making and planning runs the risk of 

characterizing adaptation processes as exclusively beneficial and primarily technical or 

managerial (Eriksen et al., 2015). Along these lines, Kaika (2017) warned that discourse 

on resilience and adaptation vaccinates citizens and environments so that they can take 

larger doses of inequality and degradation in the future. The emphasis on adaptation in 

Mekong Delta being inevitable and even desirable may thus yield similarly undesirable 

effects to locals.  

Certainly, in both cases, the embeddedness of the activists and/or locals is not just a 

state of being, but rather a process of being in relation to the environment. For example, 

Doshi (2019:129) looked into how middle-class conservation activism was motivated by 
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aesthetic desires as well as concerns for air and water quality, while "slum residents' 

environmental subjectivities were contoured by the logics of resettlement." The formation 

of subjectivities within each of our cases is possibly differentiated through different 

embodied experiences through which activists and locals mobilise in relation to either fish 

death or drought as an ‘environmental problem’ (ibid.:119). While further investigation is 

needed, our findings on activism also allow certain peaks into the role of the state in the 

two cases, particularly in relation to Nightingale’s proposal of “socioenvironmental state” 

concept in defiance of the state as predefined actor acting as a dominant and resisted 

domain within society (2018). The coastal pollution suggests traces of a 

socioenvironmental state. Struggles over claims of competence to govern, conflicting 

definitions of what constitute common resources, and different forms of ex- and inclusion 

come together to partly shaped the government’s reactions. In Mekong Delta, meanwhile, 

the state’s authority is not a given, but rather established in relation with processes of 

institutional alignment to promote the incontestable nature of expertise and uncritical 

pragmatism. 

5.6. Conclusion 

This chapter offers comparative insights into different forms of environmental 

activism in Vietnam. The argument we extend here is that different processes of 

politicisation of environmental grievances led to different forms of activism in the cases of 

coastal pollution in the central coast and drought in Mekong Delta. Particularly, framing 

injustice, conflict building, and naming of antagonists took place in a more ‘explosive’ and 

emboldened manner in the former than the latter case. This divergence, in turn, produced 

different environmental subjects whose relation to the state and the environment is 

decisive in their involvement, or lack thereof, in confrontational tactics. Environmental 

subjectivities also suggest how future grievances would be politicised by actors with 

different experiences of political engagement. Factors encouraging confrontational 

activism like mass protests are nationalism – expressed through food and culinary 

traditions as well as anti-China sentiments and empowered by social media, diversity and 
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hybridity of involved activists, and explicit dissension over environmental injustice as the 

base for politicisation. In contrast, handling environmental issues as a function of 

expertise, diplomacy and (simplified) adaptation acts to dilute politicisation process. The 

government’s authority over who gets to claim environmental justice, and how, is thus at 

the very heart of the debate. In this sense, our results provide insight into not only 

activism under authoritarianism but also how such activism can be shaped by different 

constructions of environmental justice. On the other hand, the results reflect the value of 

critical environmental justice in advocating for analysis going beyond institutions for a 

broader anti-authoritarian perspective (Pellow, 2018). The opportunities and challenges 

for activism presented in this chapter should not be limited to Vietnam as a stand-alone 

unit among the global context, but patterns that might arise in the face of oppression and 

exclusion. We conclude that a deeper look into the enabling and disabling factors of 

confrontational environmental activism in increasingly authoritarian regimes, including 

both democracies and autocracies, around the world remains a topic worthy of further 

attention.   
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 In this concluding chapter, I first come back to the proposed questions, followed by 

a discussion of the findings in relation to important concepts. I will then reflect on the 

theory and methods used in this study with a view to future research agenda. Finally, I 

suggest recommendations for future research. 

6.1. Summary of findings 

I have so far presented four analyses regarding the rhetoric, motivation, and tactics 

behind the mobilisation of civil society activism in Vietnam. I will now revisit these 

findings before fitting them into the larger debate on social movements and 

environmental governance under authoritarianism. Chapter 2 applied a framing 

perspective to understand the differences between the government and activists, as well as 

urban and rural narratives, in constructing the coastal pollution. The contrasts sketched 

out by this analysis provided a foundational grasp of the actors and agendas involved in 

the coastal pollution case in 2016. It also prompted further investigations into the 

dynamics within the civil society actors, specifically how urban versus rural ones presented 

their arguments and beliefs in negotiation for recognition of their voices by the 

governments. This chapter posited the coastal pollution's role in the landscape of the 

Vietnamese environmental governance as an opportunity to discover a lesser-known 

methodology of activism that were not too common in Vietnam.   

Chapter 3 dived into dynamics of mobilisation in the protests in different provinces 

and cities in Vietnam following the fish death by coastal pollution. Using qualitative data 

from interviews and participant observation, I explored how civil society actors, consisting 

of both casual citizens and seasoned activists, motivated, rationalised, and devised tactics 

to voice their frustration over the lack of transparency from both Formosa corporation 

and the government’s reaction. My inquisitive methodology detangled the intricate 

manners in which civil society actors navigated through volatile spaces of resistance versus 
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restriction to organise protesting actions. Theories on boundary-spanning in activism 

(and the boundaries to be spanned) helped me make sense of empirical insights about 

food-driven grievances as triggers of political actions and the different tactics to initiate 

such actions. Such differences pointed to intra-movement dynamics, as urban activists 

relied on social media network and appeared mostly unorganised. Meanwhile, religious 

leadership upheld rural resistance and actions. That said, rural-urban collaboration was 

also important to the trans-local mobilisation.  

In Chapter 4, I turned my attention to the digital space. Using #ichoosefish and its 

Vietnamese equivalent #toichonca, I conducted content analysis of the online discourse 

generated through these hashtags to capture the food symbolism in multiple meanings 

assigned to the imagery of dead fish, as well as how online activism resonated with 

protests on the streets. I showcased how such symbolism encouraged personalisation of 

grievances among social media users, which helped create a sense of collectivity 

surrounding the coastal pollution case. Through the theoretical lens of connective - 

collective action relationship, these findings indicated that activists on social media can 

indeed contribute towards physical expression of political dissatisfaction.  

In Chapter 5, I distilled findings from Chapter 2 to 4 and juxtaposed the coastal 

pollution in central Vietnam against the extreme drought in Mekong Delta, both in 2016. 

The comparative analysis was based on interviews, policy documents and newspapers 

articles. It was theoretically guided by a politicisation model taking cues from political 

ecology's focus on cultural influence, authoritarian politics, and critical environmental 

justice. I argued that the different processes of politicisation of environmental grievances 

led to different forms of activism, exemplified by the protests in the central coast and 

transnational advocacy network of in Mekong Delta. The environmental subject(s) 

rendered by the respective forms of activism thus serve to influence the potential way 

environmental grievances are perceived and politicised.  

Altogether, the findings from Chapter 2 to 5 make up a compelling picture of civil 

society activism under authoritarianism in Vietnam. Empirically, the results provide rich 
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and nuanced details on how civil society actors navigated through the 'tricky' political 

systems on their own and in collaboration with others. Theoretically, the findings 

substantiate the coming together of literature on social movements, environmental 

politics and governance, and social media communication towards understanding the 

diversity and spontaneity of civil society in response to environmental issues. 

Methodologically, I have showcased the benefits of not only the research methods 

themselves, but also the use of a 'non-activism' case to enhance findings on activism. This 

summary of findings, thus, serves as the premise for further theoretical and 

methodological reflections.  

6.2. Synthesis of findings and theoretical reflection 

This study has focused on a variety of aspects leading to the unexpected waves of 

protests in the coastal pollution case. Based on the findings, I extended three main 

argumentations to understand informal civil society's modus operandi and their 

implications for Vietnam and similar contexts. These syntheses do not only theoretically 

inform us of environmental politicisation in defiance of political restrictions, but also 

illustrate the oft-hidden power and capacity of informal civil society in defiance of 

political restrictions. My syntheses focus on food symbolism, social media activism and 

the expansion of political space. My intersecting-lanes model aims to explain civil society 

activism between physical and digital spaces. As I shall demonstrate in section 6.2.3, it 

consists of two planes and three spectra to help explain the variety of civil society activism 

occurring across (authoritarian) contexts (Figure 6.1). This concept is built from the 

theories of social movements, environmental politics, and spatial planning that I have 

applied to Chapter 2 to 5.  

After crystalising them into this model, I showcase both my theoretical approach of 

this dissertation and the foundation for creating the latest ‘generation’ of concept (from 

grass-roots to rice-roots) to explain the politicisation process of civil society in Vietnam 

and other oppressive contexts, which I name as fish-roots civil society (Figure 6.2). I then 

argue the intersecting lanes model and fish-roots civil society concept allow both flexibility and 
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precision when applying to investigation of civil society activism in a variety of political 

contexts. Flexibility is achieved by incorporating various dimensions contributing to 

political space. Precision is bolstered by accounting for cultural and geographical patterns 

native to a given research context.  

 

Figure 6.1. Intersecting lanes of civil society activism between digital and physical spaces 
(Source: Author) 

To substantiate such assertation theoretically, I also reflect, in this section, on the 

literature regarding food politics, social media activism, and environmentalism versus 

authoritarianism. I focus on both how the literature of these topics contributed to my 

analysis and how my conceptual effort can further advance these fields under the broad 

umbrella of social movements and/or environmental governance. 
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Figure 6.2. Fish-roots civil society within the intersecting lanes model (Source: Author) 

6.2.1. Power of food: can food politics be both insurgent and non-pragmatic? 

The first synthesis emphasizes the power of food symbolism in activating political 

actions among civil society actors, particularly those who would typically distance 

themselves from any suggestion of anti-state attitude as dictated by authoritarian 

governments. The broad array of dimensions to any given environmental issues 

necessitates communication strategies that can straddle the line between maintaining a 

sense of political dissension and that of relatability to the broad public with a less-than-

receptive attitude towards what they might consider 'radical' (Chapter 3 and 4). Also 

worth noting is that not all food grievances are equal; that they can generate political 

momentum depends on specific framing and political opportunities as argued in Chapter 

5. The results suggest four ways ‘food’ contributes to the mobilisation of activism in a 

politically oppressive environment: as a metaphor for issues beyond food itself, as a 

neutraliser of political rhetoric, as a connector between different spaces of activism, and as 

a catalyst for governance practices. After elaborating on these four contributions, I reflect 

these findings on literature about food politics and food-driven political momentum.  

The first contribution is that food can provoke discussion over socio-environmental 

issues beyond food itself. With my findings throughout chapter 2 to 5, I have showcased 
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the central role of food symbolism, particularly dead fish, to the attempt of activists in 

tying contentious materials in the coastal pollution case together. The cultural weight of 

fish sauce in Vietnamese cuisines and culture39 (McIntyre, 2002; Avieli, 2012; Thông, 

2012) facilitates the role of this condiment as a medium for concerned citizens to translate 

their frustrations and grievances over the coastal pollution into broader discourses about 

food security, environmental safety, and national identity.  

Regarding food security, in Vietnam, changes caused by a globalising market to the 

food system have affected the representation of food in relation to health and 

consequently consumers' trust (Ehlert and Faltmann, 2019:153). A series of industrial 

pollutions have planted a deeply rooted “chemophobia” among consumers, particularly 

those in urban areas who are not well aware of the supplying end of food (ibid.:154). 

There also exists a lack of meaningful data and protocols to address such concern (ibid). 

In response, consumers take initiatives to build trust in the food system themselves, 

growing sensitive to any perceived threats to this continuously challenged sense of safety 

(ibid). The coastal pollution struck a chord with concerned citizens as the imagery of dead 

fish provoked this sense of distrust among wary customers (discussed in Chapter 3).  

Turning to the relationship between food and environment, fish (and piscary) 

imagery draws their mobilising power through provocations of not only the resources but 

also the sea environment. Vietnam's coastline is critical to the country's economic growth 

(Le Thi Quynh Anh, 2020). Thus, activism over dead fish does not only rely on 

individualism stemming from pragmatic concerns over food shortage and safety, but also 

the deeper implications for economic justice, social equality, and democracy suggested by 

 
39 Avieli (2012:115) detailed how in certain areas in Vietnam, fish sauce is even more important than fish per se due to 

its rich symbolism: "If fish and rice lose their importance and even disappear from festive meals entirely because of their 
ordinary and profane nature, it is necessary to explain the continuous presence of fish sauce, both as a condiment (when 
cooking) and as a side dish (the fish-sauce dip). Here we realize the centrality of nuoc mam as a taste agent or, more 
precisely, as the essential taste marker of Vietnamese food. Nuoc mam remains on the festive table because without it 
the dishes simply would not taste “right.” Fish sauce is, therefore, not only a nutrient and definitely not merely a fish 
dish or a fish extract. Fish sauce is the taste agent that defines Vietnamese cuisine and, as such, must accompany a 
festive meal just as it defines all other meals as Vietnamese." 
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a troubled (marine) environment (Alkon and Guthman, 2017). Addressing food issues 

often leads to, or should lead to, more radical questions regarding inequality, power 

structure, and autonomy embroiled in environmental justice (Gottlieb, 1996; Gottlieb 

and Fisher, 1996; Mares and Peña, 2011).   

Perhaps the strongest source of mobilising capacity generated via food symbolism in 

the coastal pollution stemmed from the tie between fish and national identity of a 

Vietnamese40. In its most banal sense as a household-stapled condiment and seasoning 

ingredient, fish sauce provoked dissent as aberrant acts of the hungry. It also stirred up 

counteractions against broader issues of (potential) poverty and resistance to it, and 

outrage that politicians ignored the suffering that this generated (Bush, 2010). As a tool 

of self-expression and social interaction, fish sauce's contribution to collective identity of 

activists and supporters was not as simple as 'being what we eat'. Rather, the condiment 

signified how the collective 'we' was produced and specific food came to represent and 

shape it (Joassart-Marcelli, 2022). This is observed in how fish was made sense by 

activists and supporters in specific relation to nationalist tropes with specific reference to 

being a Vietnamese as opposed to a Chinese. Being Vietnamese was not just to consume 

and appreciate fish and fish sauce, but to do so in a territorial spirit of delineation 

between the two nations.    

The second contribution is that emphasizing food as their core concern served to 

neutralise political tones of the activist discourse, which helped activists reduce the risk of 

being labelled anti-government. Tropes about food security inherently provoked 

discussion over the Vietnamese government's authority (Chapter 2), since food provision 

and accessibility are crucial in terms of national sovereignty and political authority, 

 
40 McIntyre (2002:7) also argued, much to my agreement, that fish sauce (nước mắm)’s cultural 
significance even surpassed that of rice: "Nước mắm gives many Vietnamese a type of cultural traction: a 
sense of social sticking, an intricate bond of sameness, an adhesive collective identity […] Much as it serves 
to partition Vietnamese from Chinese and other food, and hence the majority population from this and 
other ethnic minorities […]. Fish sauce is not the only cultural element in Vietnam to do these sorts of 
things, but it is the only food that can claim this mantle. Even rice, I will argue, does not attain a similar 
position.” 
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providing the essential backbone for a regime’s legitimacy (Bohstedt, 2016). Via the 

symbolism associated with dead fish imagery, activists in my research, whether 

intentionally or not, neutralised overtly political tones during formation and 

dissemination of their pro-actions discourse (Chapter 3 and 4). It also helps that food 

could be discussed and celebrated in a rather apolitical manner in Vietnam: 

[…] while so many Vietnamese are enthusiastic gourmands who 
demonstrate something of a “national obsession” when it comes to matters of 
food and the pleasures of eating, they rarely reflect on the social and cultural 
meanings of what they cook and eat, and certainly not on its political 
implications. This is probably why my research was never perceived as 
threatening or subversive […] so long as I confined myself to the realm of 
food and eating. (Avieli, 2012:246) 

As such, the activists working on the coastal pollution could craft a narrative for 

their political actions without having to spell out the politics, i.e. the conflicts between 

groups with different viewpoints. Efforts of civil society under authoritarianism to appear 

apolitical have been explored and mostly debated as conscious and intentional strategies 

utilised by fully informed and purposeful civil society actors (Zhu and Ho, 2007; Gleiss, 

2014; Soon and Sim, 2015). Meanwhile, only a few of seasoned activists with a proactive 

role in organising protests were aware of strategic depoliticisation, whereas for other 

activists and supporters, that they were "not against the state, just protecting citizens' 

interest" (Zhu and Ho, 2007) was inherent in the food anxiety-derived motivations of 

activists (Chapter 3).  

The third contribution is that next to its symbolic and cultural roles, food also 

facilitates activism by connecting multiple spaces of activism in pursuit of expanding 

political space for civil society. Geographically, the shared concerns over food and 

resultant issues brought together civil society actors across rural areas and major cities 

such as Hồ Chí Minh City and Hà Nội. As chapter 2 has illustrated, the momentum 

generated by grievances from impacted rural areas was utilised by urban activists to 

encourage supporters' expression of demand for transparency from the government and 
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participation in protests on the streets. Such an instance, while not unprecedented in 

Vietnam, is still quite uncommon in terms of scale and physicality (actual protests in 

addition to, not instead of, verbal expression of grievances) (Ortmann, 2017).  

That the grievances transcended rural - urban distances helped augment not only 

the pool of supporters but also intensity of the grievances, caused by the costal pollution, 

themselves. Relatedly, visualisation of dead fish, using real-life footages or animation 

techniques, invigorated discussion over the coastal pollution on social media and provided 

political momentum to mobilise protest participants (Schneider and Nocke, 2014). The 

#ichoosefish campaign extracted relevant visuals from the impacted locales to keep urban 

audiences updated and also archived sentiments and acts of supports from the cities to the 

coastal provinces (Chapter 2 and 4). The connection between material and digital spaces 

of activism, which are not necessarily cohesive, broadens the scope within which 

mobilisation can take place against usual expectations (Bickerstaff and Agyeman, 2009).  

The fourth contribution is that engaging with activism provided civil society actors 

with a strong awareness of fish's material and symbolic importance (McIntyre, 2002) and 

how food security could instigate instances of conflicts (Mitchell et al., 2015). Activism 

was thus mobilised quickly by a sense of urgency. Activists gained awareness of food 

politics as a medium allowing them to bypass limitations of censorship. For supporters 

who did not dare embrace physical resistance out of concern for personal welfare, the 

coastal pollution activism reified the idea that political actions need not to arise out of 

radical anti-government ideologies but can also mean engagement with quotidian tropes 

and imageries. Food politics, in this sense, allow citizens to embrace politicisation 

through 'detoxifying' their political awareness from the idea that political actions are anti-

government.  

Theoretical reflection 

So far, I have portrayed food as a source of political momentum in a more explosive 

and dissentious manner, as opposed to discussion about potentials of, for instance, urban 
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community gardens and slow food movements (Mares and Peña, 2011; Barthel et al., 

2015). Departing from an interest in the politics of food in a broad sense, my research 

diversified our understanding of different pathways through which food can generate 

political momentum/actions. Since such food movements are often considered important 

forces for social change (Giménez and Shattuck, 2011), the question arises regarding 

whether the food politics pictured in this research can contribute to a greater change or 

will remain a fleeting moment of public angst's intensity. Relatedly, what is special about 

fish, as compared to rice for instance, is that it was framed through the lens of cultural 

delineation between Vietnam and China (Chapter 5).  

While it is common sense that food politics are rarely about food itself, discussion 

over mobilising power of food can be quite pragmatic, such as that regarding food riots in 

Western contexts which tends to directly target food distribution and management 

(Bohstedt, 2010; O’Brien, 2012). Compared to the pandemic-induced inaccessibility of 

food supplies in New York (Cohen, 2022) and food riots in Europe and China (Bohstedt, 

2016), this research did not observe a food crisis fully materialised (at least in the same 

manner). Rather, as chapter 2 and 3 have shown, food anxiety remained a perceived risk 

that lingered and triggered actions by provoking a sense of jeopardised cultural and 

national identity. Hence, my findings enriched discussion about Vietnamese food politics 

from a domestic perspective, which seemed to be less imminent compared to Anglophone 

literature looking at such politics from an immigratory and diasporic perspective in other 

countries such as the United States of America (Vu and Voeks, 2012; Tran and Bifuh-

Ambe, 2021), Germany (Sutherland, 2007), Canada (Tran, 2021), or Taiwan (Wu, 

2019). 

Furthermore, complementary to the mechanism whereas pragmatic sense of food 

pushes political actions, this study advanced that food politics can also trigger insurgent 

actions (as defined above) through food's symbolic connections to cultural and political 

phenomena. While not fully comparable, a recent example bearing certain similarity to 

my theoretical proposition here is the Milk Tea Alliance movement in 2020 (Huang and 
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Svetanant, 2022). #milkteaalliance was first coined in a tweet by a Hong Kong-based 

Twitter user ShawTim on 13 April 2020 and popularised by users in Hongkong, Taiwan 

and Thailand against pro-Beijing sentiments (ibid.). Given the popularity of the 

variations of milk tea drinks in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Thailand, and (later) Myanmar, the 

drink served as an apt symbol to unite pro-democracy users against authoritarian 

establishments (ibid.).  

6.2.2.  Social media and the visual politics of activism in authoritarian contexts 

The efficacy of food symbolism in mobilisation also relies on the communicative 

tools utilised by activists. The second synthesis of this dissertation focuses on the role of 

social media in facilitating the transition from grievances to the less than anticipated 

protests in public spaces (Chapter 2 and 4). Numerous studies have focused on the role of 

social media in activism (Bennett and Segerberg, 2011; Lee et al., 2015; Poell, 2015; 

Hendriks et al., 2016; Jost et al., 2018; Matulis and Moyer, 2018). In authoritarian and 

other illiberal contexts, civil society and social media has a complex relationship. 

Essentially, civil society actors utilise platforms such as Facebook or Twitter to mobilise 

beyond geographical boundaries and conventional unite-through-socialise behaviours 

(Bennett and Segerberg, 2011; Jost et al., 2018). At the same time, similar platforms can 

also be used by the governments or other opposing parties to censor and/or suppress the 

pro-activist discourse (Poell, 2015; Pearson, 2020).  

In this research, I focused on the facilitating role of social media, acknowledging its 

censoring role in my conversation with the activists (Chapter 4). I found that the 

multimodality of Facebook and Twitter allowed activist users of these platforms to exploit 

the visual politics derived from the aforementioned food symbolism (Figure 6.3). In 

addition to practical use of information dissemination, these platforms helped infuse 

activist narratives and attitudes into social media users to broaden societal support of the 

activists' agenda. I extended my argument here by examining the visual politics delivered 

through social media, the complimentary role of collective identity to the connection 

between connective and collective actions, and how these functions might counteract, 
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while also being counteracted by, authoritarian governments. I then connect this 

discussion to theories on the role of digital agonism in environmental activism. 

 

Figure 6.3. A group of boys holding graphics and signboard read “I choose fish and 
shrimp” (Source: Public post on Facebook using #toichonca) 

Regarding visual politics, in close relation to the symbols carried by imagery of dead 

fish, this research reaffirms the relationship between social media, visual politics, and 

environmental activism.  

Social movements and the protests they launch are essentially visual 
phenomena. From the clothes activists wear to the posters they put up to 
mobilize for protest, from colorful performances in the street to activist videos 
spread through online social networks, there is a broad range of visible 
expressions of dissent. (Mattoni and Teune, 2014:876) 

The use of the rhetoric and images in environmental politics have been covered by a 

large number of studies (Delicath and DeLuca, 2003; Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Phadke, 

2010; Olowoporoku et al., 2012; Schneider and Nocke, 2014; Gabrielson, 2019). 

Following these studies, my findings affirm the importance of visualisation in the making 

of (environmental) activism, particularly the effort to "document local environmental 
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degradation, publicize EJ issues, build organizations, resist traditional power dynamics, 

and amplify the voices of those committed to building more just and sustainable 

communities" (Gabrielson, 2019:32). Centralised around #ichoosefish, the combination 

of photos, illustrations, cartoon videos, recorded and live footages, memes, and satire 

made the delivery of written critique of environmental governance both culturally 

resonant and tonally punchy, which were critical for walking the blurred boundary 

between the political and apolitical (Chapter 4). Such visual mediums are often more 

powerful than words in invoking sympathy and shared sense of responsibility amongst an 

otherwise disengaged public, as well as casting 'subjectivity' on civil society actors, where 

they observe, analysed, interpreted, and recognised their role and the condition of that 

role in relation to an empirical context (the coastal pollution and the broader Vietnam) 

(Zhang and Barr, 2013). 

The diffusion of activist narrative(s) through the multimodal affordances of social 

media evinced the role of social media platforms, most notably Facebook and to a lesser 

extent Twitter, in establishing counter-hegemonic narrative(s) to attract supporters of 

political actions (Matulis and Moyer, 2018). By actively creating and associating new 

meanings of "dead fish" on social media with different aspects of environmental pollution, 

the activists engage in not only visual problematisation of the disaster but also 

visualisation of the right to protest itself (Figure 6.4) (cf. the cartoonised general in 

Panlee, 2021). This points back to the subjectivity casting capacity of political 

visualisation techniques. More importantly, as Zhang and Pinto (2021) have shown, even 

when such visuals can appear as silly and funny jokes as first, they do have potentials in 

addressing social issues in both humorous and serious ways. 
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Figure 6.4. Graphic reads: #ichoosefish "Fish is edible; steel is not" #dontbesilent (Source: 
Public post on Instagram using #toichonca) 

The engagement with #ichoosefish contributed to a 'hashtag public', who are 

groups of social media users forming in response to an issue and participate in the public 

discussion (Ma and Zhang, 2022) that is capable of mobilising popular opinion without 

having to produce and promote a separate competing counter-narrative (Matulis and 

Moyer, 2018). To do so, not only did this public hijack a narrative that already existed, 

prompted by the 'choose fish or steel' comment of the polluter's representative (Chapter 

2), it also rode on the on-going interwoven tropes of fish sauce, anti-Chinaism, and sense 

of citizenship subsumed under 'Vietnamese identity' (Chapter 3 and 4). 

Regarding collective identity, my results emphasise the potential contribution that 

collective identity can make towards the relationship between connective and collective 

actions.  

Social media provides an active and dynamic stage for contemporary 
environmental politics. It represents not only a platform for mobilizing global 
environmental campaigns, but also a stage upon which local communities are 
seeking to reshape and influence place-based controversies. (Hendriks et al., 
2016:1120) 



 

 175 

 

My findings affirm the strengths of Facebook in documenting and collating 

individual experiences, in community building and norm formation, and in the 

development of shared social realities (Kocer and Bozdağ, 2020). The next line of enquiry 

naturally prompts the question over the level of efficacy that the mediums, delivered 

online, can offer to mobilisation of physical acts of resistance. Following the conception 

of connective and collective actions (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012), this research found 

that connective digital network catered to the communicative and organisational needs of 

activists who played a more initiating/pioneering role in mobilisation of protests. By 

capturing and disseminating sensationalising visuals, protesters engaged in "citizen 

journalism practices that allowed them to communicate with broader publics of potential 

allies and sympathizers bypassing mainstream journalists" (Mattoni and Teune, 

2014:882). The co-production and -consumption of multimedia materials subsumed 

under the pro-action discourse maintained the momentum of not only the discussion 

around the case but also the much higher-maintenance political momentum for protests 

in public spaces against the oppressive hegemony propagated by the government.  

There remains certain complexity behind the promise of social media as means of 

technical liberation (Diamond, 2010; Dumitrica and Felt, 2020; Shahin and Ng, 2022). 

The translation of digital agonism (Matulis and Moyer, 2018) to actions with broader 

and/or longer-term (tangible) impacts tend to be riddled with economic, social and 

psychological barriers. For instance, Shahin and Ng's insights (2022) from India 

recognised three weaknesses that connective actions initiated by diverse groups of Twitter 

– individualization, excessive flexibility, and negative emotional culture – which prevented 

such actions to achieve more impactful achievements. Dumitrica and Felt (2020) 

categorised technological and interaction barriers due to which the incorporation of social 

media into the communicative repertoire of activists appears to be one of adaptation and 

conformity, rather than active shaping of the medium itself. To overcome these 

challenges, it is important that the 'weak public' formed by online connections be 

strengthened by bringing collective identity back into the conversation within the context 
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of digitally orchestrated networks, their affordances, and their limitations (Gerbaudo and 

Treré, 2015; Milan, 2015).  

In response to this theoretical demand, my findings illustrate how such collective 

identity can be formed in a rapid and unanticipated manner, especially considering the 

political context, to mobilise the oft-languid social frustration. The combination of food 

symbolism as the active ingredient and hashtag activism as delivery vehicle fortified the 

link between social media discourse and actions of public protests. On a global scale, the 

2-month span of protests might appear diminutive in terms of impact (Chapter 2). 

Meanwhile, considering the context of Vietnam (and other contexts with a propensity for 

hostility towards counter-hegemonic efforts) and compared to preceding cases of public 

demonstration, the coastal pollution suggested a mechanism to invigorate the impact of 

connective actions on collective actions. This mechanism might be replicable across 

contexts, since food symbolism is inherent to most conception of 'nation' (Ranta and 

Ichijo, 2022).  

Regarding the role of social media in Vietnam and similar contexts, social media's 

support to civil society under authoritarianism is not without caveat, as Greijdanus et al. 

suggested (2020:51):  

In repressive contexts, macro-level analyses indicate that the internet can 
stimulate activism and revolutions, but also facilitate top-down repression. 
Micro-level evidence supports a positive relation between online activism and 
offline protest among citizens under repressive regimes.  

Under authoritarianism, social media is certainly helpful for civil society actors as a 

communicative and organisational tool (Diamond, 2010; Chen and Moss, 2018; Hansson 

and Weiss, 2023). However, it can also constitute apparatus of such oppressive regimes in 

monitoring and censoring counter-narratives. The attention-grabbing algorithms 

underlying social media also propel authoritarian practices that aim to sow confusion, 

ignorance, prejudice, and chaos, thereby facilitating manipulation and undermining 

accountability (Deibert, 2019). While this research found evidence backing both sides of 
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social media usage, three nuances about the mobilisation process should be highlighted, 

i.e. timing and rhetoric, differentiation between platforms, and multi-method 

employment for sake of mobilisation's efficacy. 

Although users in repressive contexts tend to proceed with caution when sharing 

information online, timing and rhetoric matter. The coastal pollution activism was 

preceded (and partially pre-conditioned) by the Green Trees movements (domestically) 

and the Yellow Umbrella Movement (internationally) and defined by a food-centric 

discourse. These circumstances created a strong sense of civic duty, making political 

actions not 'recreation of rebellion' but a necessity inherent to the shared socio-

environmental realities at the given time. Thus, social media users practiced less stringent 

self-censoring. 

 Facebook played the major role in this research as a platform for political 

expression and communication, while Twitter's contribution was less considerable and 

mostly concerned international outreach. This might stem from the overwhelming 

popularity of Facebook in Vietnam as opposed to Twitter and other short text-focused 

platforms. This finding differs from Stockmann et al. (2020), who found that platforms 

aiming to make users a source of information through public, information-centred 

communication, such as the Twitter-like Weibo, are more conducive to political 

expression; while platforms built to optimize building social connections through private, 

user-centred communication, such as WhatsApp and Facebook-like WeChat, tend to 

inhibit political expression. The difference suggests that similarly designed platforms can 

still perform different across various oppressive contexts. It can also signal that the 

makeup of 'political expression' matters in employing capacities of social media platforms.  

I also argue that social media's potential as a political platform/resource is amplified 

when employed in combination with other mobilising methods. This study touched on 

the role of religious leadership, particularly the role played by priests in coastal provinces 

in mobilising protests, liaising with international NGOs, and creating networks between 

supporters of political actions in places where, due to either infrastructural, financial, or 
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technology literacy-related reasons, social media cannot reach certain groups of 

stakeholders who might be more than willing to be mobilised towards actions.  

Theoretical reflection 

Based on the discussion above, I align my findings with studies about visual politics 

in relation to digital agonism (Cammaerts, 2008; Matulis and Moyer, 2018). My 

discussion regarding the fish death imagery as delivered through social media showcased 

how visual representations of protest emerge from the massive production of short videos 

and quick pictures about environmental issues and protests concerning them (Mattoni 

and Teune, 2014). More importantly, I argue that certain visuals can be made stand out 

from the enormous flux of images through a process of sense making focusing on specific 

imageries loaded with socio-political meanings (ibid.). It is also through this process that 

sympathetic audiences make sense of the scattered visual production around mobilization 

(ibid.). 

Regarding agonism, new digital technologies have the potential to facilitate 

agonistic confrontation and empower marginalized counterpublics (Matulis and Moyer, 

2018). Furthermore, building on Mouffe (2013)'s agonistic theory, Collins et al. (2020) 

contended that social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter should best be 

understood as companies who have a public interest in promoting sustainable and 

agonistic talk. Such a 'talk' promotes and respects pluralism not by designing procedures 

that help generate consensus, but by accommodating spaces and means for the 

contestation of consensus(-like) positions, actors, and procedures (Sax, 2022).  

My findings proved that the discourse surrounding the coastal pollution activism 

created a space to contest the 'consensus-like' narrative set forth by the government. 

Particularly, the government insisted that monetary compensation should be considered 

the optimal solution as it was based on experts' calculation (Chapter 2). Meanwhile, 

#ichoosefish represented a counter-narrative zooming into the very differences between 

the governments and the activists and the need to address these differences in a 
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transparent and straightforward manner, while still insisting on the apolitical (and non-

violent) nature of their intentions and actions. In this sense, the digital activism as 

discussed in Chapter 3 and 4 exemplified how Facebook and Twitter were conductive to a 

form of digital agonism that blended Mouffe's meaningful pluralism (2013) with the 

pragmatic façade of apoliticality of activists in Vietnam (Chapter 3). With food 

symbolism and digital agonism discussed, I have laid out the foundation for the third 

overarching synthesis.  

6.2.3. The three-laned political space of fish-roots civil society?  

The third synthesis expounded here concerns how the delineation of civil society 

was challenged. The findings reveal opportunities for geographical connection of activism 

along the rural - urban spectrum, in addition to the spectra of formality - informality and 

invented - invented spaces (discussed in Chapter 3). Adding to this is the connection 

between the geographical (physical/material) and digital space (Chapter 4). In making 

these advancements, civil society actors engaged in the making of environmental politics 

as well as transforming their own subjectivity in relation to the environment (Chapter 5). 

Against the need for pragmatic assessment of civil society's role in repressive contexts 

(Lewis, 2013; Tong and Cheng, 2022), the momentary 'spotlight' that civil society actors 

managed to attain suggests how future efforts might or might not aim to replicate the 

relative success of the coastal pollution activism in materialising political actions.  

Extending understanding of the interplay between spatial and political dimensions 

of civil society, I suggest additional focus on urban areas as the proxy and amplifier of, not 

as an alternative to, grievances and agency of rural areas. I first address the urban 

dimension to civil society's political space, followed with a broader discussion on spatio-

politics as expanded by such 'urban-ness'. I conclude with a conceptual attempt at fish-

roots civil society existing within a three-laned political space. Following this discussion, 

I position my fish-roots civil society against broader scholarly discussion of activism and 

authoritarianism across different contexts. I also relate focus on the conflation of nature 
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with nationality in the coastal pollution with the growing debate on populism or eco-

populism.  

In this study, due to limited access to rural activists, the methodology was quite 

urban-biased. Still, urban protests and involved civil society actors were quite pro-active 

in organising and mobilising activism. This was also evidenced by the more punitive 

reaction from the government to urban protests, compared to the rural ones (discussed by 

interviewees in Chapter 3). This resembles findings on the weight of cities as enabler of 

political mobilisation (Miller and Nicholls, 2013). Moreover, the urban activists were also 

proactive in reaching out with the priests active in the rural areas, as well as working with 

Taiwanese NGOs trying to bring the pollution to court in Taipei. Though the broader 

impact on social transformation remains limited, the rural-urban connections crafted by 

activists provided evidence where translocal mobilisation (across difference areas of 

different urban/rural characteristics) can be built from experiences forged in particular 

places.  

While acknowledging the symbolic importance of public spaces selected as protest 

sites (Endres and Senda-Cook, 2011), focusing on the sites of protest poses the risk of 

seeing the power of cities as incubators and condensers of political protest while missing 

the complex geographies of the myriad processes that must align and become co-

implicated in order for protests to ever occur mobilisation (Miller and Nicholls, 2013). 

The coastal pollution activism manifested as a social movement volarised and popularised 

by urban citizens, rather than a social movement about issues within urban geographical 

boundary (e.g. the ‘urban rage’ discussed by Dikeç, 2017; or the activism against tree-

felling in Hà Nội by Gillespie and Nguyen, 2019). Indeed, the focus on cities as sites of 

fieldwork in this research was mostly due to practical lack of access to rural interviewee. 

However, in doing so, I emphasised such cities' role as a Cartesian origin through which 

processes and dynamics behind trans-local mobilisation of both physical and rhetorical 

resources can be traced and investigated. 
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Following this assertion, I stress that the activation of civil society's capacities relies 

on how cities as spaces of mobilisation (Miller and Nicholls, 2013) were utilised by 

activists/civil society actors in relation to impacted (rural) areas. This is not to dismiss 

agency of rural activists, but to position urban spaces within mobilisation of 

environmental issues that might have origin and scope of immediate impact removed 

from these spaces. Subsumed under these urban spaces are not only the two main cities of 

Hồ Chí Minh and Hà Nội, but also the smaller cities across the country where protests 

took place (Chapter 2). That the activists managed to work together across rural-urban 

spaces proved the role of such cities as spaces of politicisation. It also proved the 

importance of civil society actors working together through dispersed yet connected 

pathways towards translocal mobilisation.  

Moving to broader socio-politics, Nicholls et al. (2016) argued that each spatiality 

has implications for the constitution of social movements, i.e. mobilization capacities, 

internal cohesion or framing. The results reflect how these dimensions simultaneously 

shaped and were informed by civil society activism across these spaces. Particularly, the 

intersection of rural - urban was inducive to the transition of grievances into actions. 

Rural and urban areas function not only as geographical categories, but also as parameters 

for sense-making and problematisation for civil society actors. Using these parameters, 

civil society actors simplified the complexity of urban - rural geography and assigned roles 

of victims, culprits, aggressors etc. to certain groups and individuals (e.g. rural residents 

equal victims, polluting industry - not the government - as culprit, protestors in cities as 

compassionate compatriots). This is exemplified by the constant reference of interviewees 

to fishermen as representative of impacted coastal provinces, despite that these provinces 

are consisted of both rural and urbanised areas.  

Another layer to the spatio-politics is the digital space. Rural and urban difference 

in the coastal pollution activism, albeit still existent, became even less visible when it came 

to the digital space. The interaction between rural and urban social media users online 

was rooted in the visual-based citizen journalism (Mattoni and Teune, 2014) rather than 
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actual communication, due to the perception that Facebook messenger was not safe from 

government monitoring (Chapter 4). Under regimes that are repressive against civil 

society and activism, the digital sphere enables an interconnected space where activists 

raise awareness about social problems in society, generate critique, and challenge 

dominant state narratives through visual means (Jenzen et al., 2021; Barrow and Fuller, 

2022). Here, I extended such interconnection to include the physical space (of rural and 

urban activism), which also effectively extended the notion of network spatiality of social 

movements, as discussed by Nicholls et al. (2016:3):  

Multiple spatialities intersect and shape social movements, but which 
spatialities are most relevant is a context-dependent question, dependent upon 
the positionality of movement actors as well as of the researcher. Most scale-
focused research, for example, tends to concentrate on questions of relational 
state structures and political economy, while network-focused work tends to 
concentrate on actors and the relations they build. 

Based on insights about rural-urban relation and spatio-politics of environmental 

activism, I proposed a three-laned political space (of civil society) model built upon the 

intersection of several spectra (lanes): urban - rural, invited - invented, and formality - 

informality (which can be associated with sensitivity - neutrality, especially in 

authoritarian contexts or specific research needs) (Figure 6.1). If the digital space and 

geographical (physical/material) spaces are considered as spaces that co-exist, even 

reflecting each other, the political space of civil society is moulded through the 

overlapping of the three aforementioned spectra. The delineation between two ends 

within each spectrum decreases proportionally to the preference of civil society actors for 

digital space (and vice versa).  

Following this model, a given case of civil society activism exists at the intersecting 

point between these three spectra and can stay closer to one the plane, depending on the 

ratio between physical and digital activism involved. Civil society activism might prefer 

physical actions (e.g. protesting, marching, squatting) or digital ones, such as hashtag 

activism (Kim et al., 2020). Furthermore, civil society activism's position can be further 
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defined along the three spectra. Such a position is not static and might change over the 

progress of the activism; for example, bolder and more 'sensitive' actions are taken in the 

rural areas versus by urban residents. The combination of two planes and three spectra 

(with six ends) accounts for the diversity of civil society activism.  

Furthermore, within the political space made up of intersecting lanes, as a 

conceptual successor to Wells-Dang's 'rice-roots' civil society (2010), I envisioned a fish-

roots civil society to further understanding of contemporary civil society in Vietnam 

(Figure 6.2). The fish rendition takes cues from the rice one, in that civil society's pursuit 

of democracy is neither through procedural nor electoral process. However, neither is 

fish-roots civil society "in principle participatory, focusing on decentralisation, local 

decision-making, use of government budgets, and consultation" (ibid., p. 106). I would 

argue that fish-roots civil society does not rely on following participation as a principle to 

the letter. Actors of this civil society are neither waiting for an institutionalised invitation 

to participate nor actively seeking to radicalise a whole political system. Rather, they seize 

political momentum that might be disruptive, even insurgent (Miraftab, 2009; Shrestha 

and Aranya, 2015), to push forward with their agenda. 

As I have showcased in this research, such momentum comes from a specific 

framing of food that provokes powerful imageries of cultural and national identity. 

Another point to clarify is that disruptive/insurgent here does not necessarily equal violent 

or physically intrusive (Shrestha and Aranya, 2015); rather, I was referring to how the 

fish-roots conception tries not to put the burden of being 'peaceful' on the civil society 

actors. While appearing apolitical and non-radical is important to civil society in the 

studied case and in Vietnam, the discussion on how non-violent civil society can or 

should be is not always necessarily helpful for pinpointing the methodologies and 

rationales of civil society. I argue instead that we should focus on finding moments of 

insurgencies out of grievances, such as the fish death in this research, that are capable of 

pushing civil society out of the 'slow burn' mode into a rapidly mobilising one.  
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Coming back to the main research question, the fish-roots civil society in the 

coastal pollution case was driven by imperatives born out of food symbolism to move 

beyond conventional participation-upon-permission and embrace multi-dimensional 

political space. Considering that authoritarian governance exists in enclaves across 

multiple regime types and not just in authoritarian regimes (Barrow and Fuller, 2022), my 

concept of fish-roots civil society is a corresponding effort to define and highlight civil 

society driven by symbolism loaded with cultural and political provocations across 

multiple contexts where oppression exists and not just in Vietnam. The concept is a 

response to the call for theoretical perspectives on activism in Asian contexts need to look 

beyond traditional spaces of activism and instead seek out activist practices across a wider 

spectrum of sites and spaces (Barrow and Fuller, 2022).    

Theoretical reflection 

To substantiate my two conceptual models, I position them against current debates 

on civil society under authoritarianism and the rise of populism in environmental 

governance. Authoritarianism continues to spread, not only as an alternative to liberal 

democracy, but also within many liberal democracies where authoritarian leaders continue 

to gain strength and popularity (Adler et al., 2023). Considering that regimes are 

becoming more hybrid and democracy and authoritarianism become less mutually 

exclusives as political categories (Bajpai and Kureshi, 2022), my findings highlight the 

defining characteristics of the chosen cases in relation to Vietnamese political context. 

Looking from the perspective of civil society's tactics, my models contribute to 

contemporary efforts to understand civil society under oppression. Complementing 

previous studies focusing on the more discreet and embedded civil society tactics (Ho, 

2007; Gleiss, 2014; Coe, 2015; Fu, 2017), I theorised a response to authoritarianism 

based on insurgency, with acknowledgement of the need to depolitise to a certain level. 

Furthermore, Tong and Cheng (2022) outlined three more major trending approaches, 

namely eventful, threat alignment, and the affective solidarity. The eventful approach 

provides a temporal analysis of how events shape human actions and their meanings in 
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spatial and temporal dimensions (bid.). The threat alignment approach, in contrast, 

acknowledges spontaneous actions or occasions acting as ruptures in an existing structure 

(ibid.). The affective solidarity approach looks at activism not only as a series of events, 

but of cultural happenings and social encounters (Baumgarten, 2014) under influence of 

emotions such as fear and anger. Such emotions not only provide formative conditions for 

mass mobilisation but also constitute the affective solidarity among protesters and 

movement dynamics (Tong and Cheng, 2022). 

While my analysis in Chapter 2 did take cues from the temporal analysis of the 

eventful approach, the fish-roots civil society bears stronger alignment with the threat 

alignment and affective solidarity approaches. This study's focus on the coastal pollution 

as a crack on the smooth façade of civil society activism in Vietnam proves that ruptures 

advocated by threat alignment approach are valuable to gain insights about civil society. 

The "threat of inaction", combined with moral outrage as provoked by the food-driven 

framing, was the key motivation of activism escalation (Tong and Cheng, 2022:22). 

Meanwhile, the motivation driven from cultural and national identity speaks to the 

affective solidarity approach's attention to cultural and emotional aspects of mobilisation.  

For example, in Hong Kong, public emotion is often associated with memory 

politics, for example, the three-decade-long Tiananmen Vigil held in Victoria Park from 

1990 till 2020 (Cheng and Yuen, 2019). In comparison, my findings suggest that public 

emotion in Vietnam is tied to food politics in relation to cultural and national identity. 

The consequential mobilisation and actions can move beyond 'participation' in its 

conventional sense, embracing agonism politics and pushing for space to speak up despite 

a lack of invitation from the authorities to do so. To facilitate this beyond-participation is 

to counteract what critics deemed the promotion of participation as a way to extend 

control into the (urban) grassroots rather than as tool for emancipation and 

empowerment (Nicholls and Uitermark, 2017).  

In support of such civil society activism, environmental issues might be framed in 

such a manner where the environment per se is not the focus. Even when environmental 
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degradation motivates people in Vietnam to organize, grassroots movements may have 

limited success due to the powerful presence of pro-growth interests in the same ‘civil 

society’ that might have ties with the government (Carlitz and Povitkina, 2021). My 

findings suggest that the 'antidote' to such pro-business discourse is to amplify aspects, 

such as food security and cultural and national identity, of the (endangered) environment 

with certain benefits that the pro-business voices have chosen to ignore. Certainly, one 

might argue that such environmentalism is still anthropocentric and not holistic or 

'sustainable' enough (Koensler and Papa, 2013). Still, my results suggest that under 

authoritarian circumstances, post-anthropocentric environmentalism is not the most 

practical choice for civil society. That is, the conditions enabling such activism directly 

contradicts what post-anthropocentrism advocates for: to conceive of ourselves as 

members of a species, and not just of a culture or polity (Susen, 2022). The environmental 

justice advocated for in the coastal pollution, for instance, was meant for fishermen, not 

the fish as representative the broader environment within which the focus would be on 

coexistence of multiple organic species instead of human’s sole survival (Braidotti, 2019). 

After discussing the connection between environment/nature and national and 

cultural values, I also call upon the growing discussion on populism and environmental 

governance. Specifically, I refer to populism as a political perspective and hybrid set of 

practices by which a leader or party seeks unchecked political power through emotional 

appeals to the defence of certain values against an external enemy (Ofstehage et al., 2022). 

Such values can pertain to resources, territory, nationalities or identities and prospects for 

certain social groups. (Middeldorp and Le Billon, 2019; Ofstehage et al., 2022; Adler et 

al., 2023). More specifically, in approaching environmental governance, such populism 

favours the conflation of nature and nation. Physical and biological environments and 

resources become politically understood as inextricably linked to national identities, 

fortunes, and prospects (Koch and Perreault, 2018). Some authors focused on populism as 

part of a government's controlling apparatus of the governing/'reigning' leader or party 

(Ofstehage et al., 2022). For a fish-based example, Kantel (2019) discussed how Ugandan 

government recently dissolved community-based fisheries management to consolidate the 
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ruling elite’s increasingly hold on power. By using discourses of security and citizenship to 

cast more artisanal fishers as suspect citizens and potential threats to state security, state 

officials justified the direction of resources control and wealth to the country’s elite (ibid.). 

Meanwhile, Middeldorp and Le Billon (2019) also discussed eco-populism as a 

form of social mobilization seeking to broaden solidarities against a dominant elite-based 

system governing resources and the environment. Eco-populism is generally associated 

with left-wing environmental movements struggling against destructive resource use, with 

some exceptional movements pursue conservative right-wing values or involve 

authoritarian practices (ibid.). I position my findings from Chapter 2 -5 among the left-

wing conception of eco-populism because of the strong link between the environment 

and cultural and national identities of the Vietnamese. In addition, Chapter 4 also 

illustrates how social media functioned as a platform for dissemination of such populism 

from the civil society side.  

To this end, this dissertation has presented both empirical evidence and conceptual 

model of how spaces for activism respond to and are shaped by authoritarian governance 

practices. Civil society activism in Vietnam as explored in this dissertation substantiates 

and enriches the diverse and multiple activist practices that emerge across contexts with 

varying level of oppression towards environmentalism. As civil society’s roles are 

heterogeneous, and its concept often complementarily applied, shifting and adapting over 

time (Toepler et al., 2020), the fish-roots concept exemplifies an attempt to reach such 

theoretical flexibility and adaptability. In presenting the case of Vietnam, I affirm both 

my support for moving on from sustainable development discourse, which is based on 

false ideological consensus (Demaria et al., 2023), and a practical attitude to alternative 

approaches since radicalism might be ‘deadly’ (Middeldorp and Le Billon, 2019). 

6.3. Methodological reflection and limitation  

In this research, I have employed a variety of mostly qualitative methods to 

investigate the mechanism of activism over environmental issues. Building on the details 
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of these methods as presented in all of the preceding chapters, I reflected on the 

methodology's analytical values and limits in relation to my own positioning as a 

Vietnamese researcher studying a case study situated in Vietnam with certain political 

restrictions. My reflections touch on the recruitment of interviewees, the need for 

continuous self-censorship, a moral obligation of me as a researcher in approaching my 

research topic, and the positioning of my research journal amidst decolonising calls.  

Firstly, the topic did not allow me full freedom to seek for interviewees through 

multiple channels. Interviewing officials and institutional actors was out of question due 

to political monitoring. To approach activists, I relied on a network of civil society actors 

identified through my own experiences working for NGOs in Vietnam before moving to 

the Netherlands, as well as desk research. What is discussed as 'activism' in this 

dissertation might be tinted through the lens of my interviewees, which were mostly 

middle-class urbanites with tertiary education and a strong awareness of environmental 

and social activism. To address the lack of access to rural interviewees, I have utilised 

urban activists in Vietnam and Taiwanese activists' experiences in supporting their rural 

Vietnamese counterparts as proxies to understanding rural activism. However, such bias 

was inevitable and prompted the need to sample interviewees as meaningful as possible 

within given conditions.  

In addition, there are also challenges in maintaining access to the interviewees. 

Quite a few of the interviewees expressed that I needed not to contact them after our 

interviewees, for they trusted me with their words but more importantly, they wanted to 

avoid leaving unnecessary trails of communication over sensitive topics. Others have 

asked me to present their conversation in a specific manner to ensure anonymity to their 

standards so that no further interaction would follow. Thus, while it is desirable to revisit 

findings with my interviewees to reflect on any changing in opinions and positionality on 

their parts, it was not feasible in this research. 

Secondly, Chen and Moss (2018) argued that researchers who are best positioned to 

analyse state-society relations in authoritarian contexts are those living and experiencing 
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daily realities of such contexts. Living (and not just visiting) in the Netherlands and 

Vietnam has provided me with both the awareness as well as the confidence in analysing 

and discussing political matters (in Vietnam) in a nuanced and informed manner. 

However, researchers like me also face significant constraints. Particularly, scholars who 

live in non‐democratic states are often constrained from writing directly on 

authoritarianism and protest due to repression; those who reside in democratic states but 

maintain citizenship (i.e. me) in authoritarian countries‐of‐origin may be forced to 

self‐censor in order to maintain access to and protect their family members in the home 

country (Chen and Moss, 2018:675).  

Self-censoring most likely impacted my data collection and results discussion and 

dissemination. As I constantly reminded myself to prioritise the safety of myself and my 

own family who are still residing in Vietnam, as well as the safety of potential 

interviewees, I might have subconsciously foregone certain opportunities to be bolder and 

riskier in gaining insights into civil society activism (Smeltzer, 2012). When I conducted 

participant observation in Taiwan, I had to make sure that I would not appear on any 

pictures or recordings that might go public. This limited my flexibility in following the 

event as thoroughly as I wished, and in approaching potential interviewees who might 

agree for a short interview on the spot but have little time for follow-up interview. My 

writing might at times appear not assertive or inquisitive enough, which possibly also 

stemmed from self-censoring being active at the back of my head during the whole 

research process. My already anonymised data is not readily available to my research’s 

audience, which might reduce its validity and outreach. It is not something I can change, 

but it can at least serve as reminder to ensure academic freedom and safety of researchers.  

An essential component of any political ecology research is for the researcher to 
recognize, reflect and to be transparent about their situatedness and 
positionality. Whether, being from the area under investigation and taking part 
in the social-environmental change under examination, or coming from the 
"outside" and observing social-environmental change, both positionalities have 
their advantages and disadvantages. (Helmcke, 2022:271) 
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On the other hand, this does not mean I was completely exempt from foreignness 

while doing my fieldwork (Matelski, 2014). Indeed, I was not, for instance, a Caucasian 

researcher observing a society that is non-native to them. Still, my appearance, accents, 

mannerism, and existing social and cultural capital matter in relation to initial access and 

research permits, and the establishment of (informal) networks and trustful field relations 

(ibid.). Some interviewees treated me as an outsider - an academic with certain naivety 

from the ivory tower - and told me quite frankly about what I need to know and more 

importantly when I should not know too much. Some others welcomed my research 

interest with enthusiasm; they wanted to share their missions and beliefs with me, 

regardless of my background. The perception of the researcher himself certainly 

influenced their responses. However, to address such an influence was not feasible in this 

dissertation, since the writing format of academic publications tend to flat out these 

'nooks and crannies'.  

Thirdly, another aspect that is difficult to acknowledge through writing yet quite 

critical to my epistemology is the morality of being a researcher of a topic like this 

dissertation's, where I wrote about sufferings, injustice, opposition and oppression, which 

are all loaded with emotions, in a scientific and supposedly neutral manner. While there is 

practical guidance on balancing compassion and impartiality, and on supressing a 

researcher's wish to take side while writing, it is easier said than done. In addition, there 

remains a lingering sense of guilt as a self-serving academic banalising such tragedies as 

part of a career trajectory. Certain key informants have frankly told me that while they 

understood that research was needed, most of the time what researchers could offer to 

their interviewees was merely twisting the knife. Unfortunately, the inundation of 

‘research engagement’ might simply act as a disappointing reminder for the interviewees 

of their own pains and suffering, without any tangible benefits from engaging in such 

research. The role of these emotions of a researcher in studying environmental activism 

and politics should be acknowledged and accounted for as part of the methods. They 

influence what I decided to include in the results and how I discussed them.  
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Finally, there is a limit to my time and financing. I was fortunate to have conducted 

two fieldtrips in 2018 and 2019, avoiding COVID-19 related challenges that many of my 

colleagues who started later encountered. However, difficulties remain in trying to recruit 

more interviews and conducting additional fieldwork. Covid-19 also put a strain on civil 

society organisations in Vietnam, since they could not function properly under lockdown, 

adding pressure to their already existing budget pressure. Independent activists were also 

occupied with anxiety and concerns over safety of their own and their family and were not 

responding enthusiastically to my interview invitation. Finance-wise, all PhD candidates 

received the same budget of 5000 euro. In this sense, I have to manage travelling between 

Vietnam and the Netherlands, as well as within Vietnam (which is approximately eight 

times the size of the Netherlands) with a budget similar to a candidate whose fieldwork is 

based, for instance, only in the Netherlands. All of these limitations impacted the design 

of my research and should be a reminder that to decolonise research is to take into 

account these practical matters that might impact researchers from the other global. 

6.4. Future research agenda  

Firstly, regarding methodology, a take home message from my research into 

activism is the need to develop protocols and tools to facilitate researchers in balancing 

between conventional plinths of 'scientific' research and requirements to adapt to 

contextual versus interviewee-activists' expectations. Oppressive contexts rendered me 

cautious and wary, while building rapport with interviewees required certain sense of 

alliance with the interviewees’ belief and mission. Similar to Allan (2017), I made an 

attempt to be an activist and a researcher in two parallel roles: an activist/researcher. The 

activist/researcher me accepts that my academic work may be of limited use to the 

movement I study and therefore commit to aiding a movement in other ways. 

Understandably, more concrete recommendations and examples of how to do so across 

various contexts would be valuable for succeeding endeavours. Researchers adapting the 

fish-roots civil society concept in the future, for examples, can also make note of their 

positionality in conducting such research as part of an on-going collective (with the 
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concept as the tying thread) to record and disseminate knowledge about how to best aid 

activism aside from writing.   

Secondly, this study advanced that food politics can trigger insurgent actions through 

food's symbolic connections to cultural and political phenomena, in addition to 

mechanism where pragmatic sense of food pushes political actions. Going into this line of 

enquiries opens up possibilities to understand how such triggering power manifests 

differently across nations, cultures, and cuisines. Questions waiting to be answered vary. 

Empirically, researchers can figure out what kind of food can trigger which level of 

political activity and the mechanism in which local contexts contribute to such politics. 

Building on this, theories on food politics can be further diversified and enriched to 

account for the variety of pathways through which food can be inductive to social changes 

that are meaningful and powerful. Comparison of these pathways, in addition, can aid the 

ventures into the relationship between food, activism, and social changes beyond, for 

instance, uncritical veganism as the panacea for environmental issues.  

Thirdly, the relationship between social media and civil society activism will benefit 

from additional analyses into the causal mechanism behind such a relationship, as well as 

factors that assist online activism into actions of protests or resistance in reality. This 

research has addressed how certain visual representations of activism emerged from a 

myriad of visual materials, how a movement's supporters versus opponents made sense of 

the dispersed imageries and discourse around mobilization, and the processes that made 

certain imagery and narrative stand out from the media influx. Future research can pay 

attention to comparative analysis of these processes across contexts, taking into 

consideration the changes in society and social media environment. As social media does 

not only benefit civil society, researchers might be curious about how civil society respond 

to digital authoritarianism (Huang and Svetanant, 2022). 

Fourthly, future research is encouraged to apply the fish-root civil society concept to 

relevant contexts to substantiate and strengthen its relevance and validity. As discussed, I 

expect high level of applicability from the fish-root concept due to its focus on 
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omnipresent components of society such as social media and food politics. While this 

concept was built on findings from Vietnam, my intention is to provide enough 

theoretical flexibility to address the diverse manifestation of authoritarianism across 

different regimes, which would benefit from added empirical evidence. Building on my 

fish-root civil society, aspired scholars can identify other pathways, be them similar to or 

different from my approach, towards constructive politics of agonism/insurgency. Across 

Asia, laws regulating civil society organisations have grown increasingly restrictive, even 

in ostensibly liberal democratic contexts (Barrow and Fuller, 2022). Thus, it is important 

to learn from Asian perspectives about how civil society and activism are conceptualised 

in studying environmental activism under authoritarian regimes elsewhere, using the 

intersecting lanes model I have advocated for. 

Finally, it is important that my concepts of political space and fish-roots civil 

society to be further constructively critiqued and developed towards more-than-human 

paradigm (Panelli, 2010). While the result of this research is located within the still-

human sphere, both theoretically and epistemologically, there are still possibilities to 

explore how human – nature relations can be forged in a collective spirit, or cross-species 

affinity (Caiza-Villegas et al., 2023), under authoritarianism just as human – human ones 

could. For instance, in addition to fish, there was perceptible mentioning of the sea/ocean 

and its sacred relation to the Vietnamese environment, identity, and spiritualism. Further 

research can explore how the existence, or the disappearance, of such narration can lead to 

different politicisation trajectories of a society with certain oceanic geography. In response 

to Signh (2022), my research is an attempt to turn to onto-epistemologies of ‘the South’. 

However, compared to cases such as the anti-Bauxite mining movements and the 

involvement of ethnic minorities in the Highland of Vietnam (Morris-Jung, 2015), I did 

not have the opportunity to engage with Indigenous peoples in this research. Future 

attempts to include them and their knowledge are much in need, “for they do know a 

thing or two about alienation, intensification of alienation, loss of life worlds and how to 

resist this in solidarity with the many others with whom we make worlds” (Singh, 

2022:88).  
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A. Interviews41 
 

List of interviewees and time of interviews 
 

Civil society actors (dates unrevealed for ethical reasons) 

 NGOs-affiliated Independent 

1  June 2018 

2 June 2018  

3  
June 2018 

4  

5 

June 2018 

 

6   

7  

8  
June 2018 

9  

10 April 2019  

11  

May 2019 
12  

13  

14  

15 
May 2019 

 

16  

17  June 2019 

18 July 2019  

19 September 2019  

20  March 2020 

21 April 2021  

Residents in Mekong Delta (unstructured interviews) 

22 

July 4th 2019 23 

24 

25 

July 5th 2019 26 

27 

 
41 Interviews protocols are available upon request in accordance with the ethical approval of this research.  
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B. Policy documents and national broadcasts 
 

 Number Date Title42 Issued by Identifier 

1 
2757/VPCP-
KTN 

22 – 04 – 
2016  

Official dispatch: On the 
phenomenon of seafood [sic] 
abnormal death at Central coastal 
provinces ranging from Hà Tĩnh to 
Thừa Thiên-Huế 

Government 
Office, on behalf 
of Deputy Prime 
Minister 
 

O1 

2 
2760/VPCP - 
KTN 

22 – 04 – 
2016 

Official dispatch: On the 
phenomenon of seafood abnormal 
death at Central coastal provinces 
ranging from Hà Tĩnh to Thừa 
Thiên-Huế 

O2 

3 
2815/VPCP - 
KTN 

25 – 04 – 
2016  

Official dispatch: On the 
phenomenon of seafood abnormal 
death at Central coastal provinces 
ranging from Hà Tĩnh to Thừa 
Thiên-Huế 

Government 
Office, on behalf 
of Prime 
Minister 

O3 

4 688/CĐ-TTg 
27 – 04 – 

2016 

Official dispatch: On prohibition 
against using, trading, and 
consuming abnormally dead seafood 
from Central coastal provinces 
ranging from Hà Tĩnh to Thừa 
Thiên-Huế 

O4 

5 68/TP-VPCB 
29 – 04 – 

2016 

Announcement: Conclusion of Prime 
Minister Nguyễn Xuân Phúc at the 
meeting on handling issues 
concerning the abnormal death of 
seafood at some provinces along 
Central coastline 

A5 

 
a) 42 Official dispatch: A type of administrative documents serving the purpose for communication between the state and the public, 

usually providing specific instructions, or responding to specific requests/concerns.  
b) Announcement: A type of administrative documents conveying public statement declaring a specific result to inform the general 

public. There is no guidance on how announcement differs from official dispatches (Ministry of Finance, 
https://daotaomof.vn/van-ban-quan-ly-hanh-chinh-nha-nuoc/).  

c) Decision: A type of legislative documents, as detailed in Law No. 80/2015/QH13 on Promulgation of Legislative Documents. 
When issues by the Prime Minister, a decision regulates: 
- Measures to lead and direct the activities of the Government and the State management system from the central to local 

levels, and the Prime Minister's method of working with the Government. 

- Measures for directing and coordinating activities of the Government members; to inspect the activities of the ministries, the 
horizontal agencies, the agencies attached to the Government, and the local governments in implementing the Party's 
fundamental visions and programs, policies and laws. 
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6 
70/TB – 
VPCP  

30 – 04 – 
2016   

Announcement: Conclusion of 
Deputy Prime Minister Trịnh Đình 
Dũng at the meeting with executive 
boards of ministries, departments and 
provinces of Quảng Bình, Hà Tĩnh 
on remediating consequences of the 
abnormal fish death  

Government 
Office, on behalf 
of Deputy Prime 
Minister 

A6 

7 72/TB-VPCP 
02 – 05 – 

2016 

Announcement: Conclusion of Prime 
Minister Nguyễn Xuân Phúc at the 
meeting with provinces impacted by 
abnormal death of seafood  

Government 
Office, on behalf 
of Prime 
Minister 

A7 

8 
2996/VPCP-
KTN 

02 – 05 – 
2016  

Official dispatch: In response to 
provincial reports on current situation 
concerning abnormal fish death 

O8 

9 722/QĐ-TTg 
09 – 05 – 

2016  

Decision: Emergent aid for locals of 
Hà Tĩnh, Quảng Bình, Quảng Trị 
and Thừa Thiên – Huế provinces 
impacted by abnormal death of 
seafood  

Prime Minister 
 

D9 

10 1138/QĐ-
TTg 

25 – 06 – 
2016  

Decision: Amending and 
supplementing Article 1 of Decision 
722/ QĐ-TTg 

D10 

11 1648/QĐ-
TTg 

23 – 08 – 
2016  

Decision: On establishment of the 
Committee on solutions to stabilise 
daily life, production and trading of 
locals at 4 Central provinces 
impacted by the environmental 
incident 

D11 

News 

 Channel Date Title Broadcasrer  

12 VTV1 
01 – 05 – 
2016   

20h News - 1/5/2016 
Vietnam 
Television 

N12 

13 VTV1 
15 – 05 – 
2016   

19h New - 15/5/2016 
Vietnam 
Television 

N13 
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C. Newspapers 
C1. Coastal pollution 

 Title (originally in Vietnamese) Date 

VN Express 

1 Fish died along the coast of four central provinces April 20th 2016 

2 Possible causes of mass fish death  April 21st 2016 

3 Tons of dead fish buried along the Central coast April 25th 2016 

4 Formosa apologised for controversial statement related to mass dead fish  April 26th 2016 

5 What did Formosa discharge into the environment? April 26th 2016 

6 What is red tide? April 27th 2016 

7 Following Đà Nẵng, senior officials in Hà Tĩnh swim in the sea and eat seafood May 1st 2016 
 8 Đà Nẵng’s Chairman of People’s Committee: “I didn’t swim in the sea to put on a 

show” 

9 Procedure to discharge waste at Formosa Hà Tĩnh June 30th 2016 
 10 Formosa guaranteed 500 million USD worth of compensation for mass dead fish 

incident 

11 Formosa’s apology and 5 commitments  
Tuổi Trẻ 
12 Mass fish death in Central Area caused by polluted sea April 20th 2016 

13 Looking for the cause of dead fish along the central coastline April 21st 2016 

14 Environmental auditing Formosa April 23rd 2016 

15 Formosa imported extremely toxic substances to clean pipes April 24th 2016 

16 “World of maggots” feasted on dead fish at Nhật Lệ estuary 

17 Formosa’s representative: “You need to choose between shrimp/fish and factories” April 25th 2016 

18 A diver died after diving at Sơn Dương – Formosa port 

19 Formosa has severely destroyed the environment in many countries April 26th 2016 

20 Fish died in Thừa Thiên – Huế Province due to heavy metal found in water 

21 Press conference about cause(s) of fish death: Links to Formosa not found yet April 27th 2016 

22 “I choose fish and shrimp” photos went viral online 

23 Where would the fish contaminated with poisons head to? 

24 Eating poisoned fish might lead to toxin accumulation in humans April 28th 2016 

25 Quảng Bình Province welcomes fishing boats to Nhật Lệ Port? April 30th 2016 

26 Fishermen in Central Area could sell fish and sail their boats again May 1st 2016 

27 Prime Minister Nguyễn Xuân Phúc: Have to clarify the cause of disaster 

28 Morning May 1st: Secretary of Communist Party in Đà Nẵng Nguyễn Xuân 
Anh swam in the sea with locals 

29 Đà Nẵng: Clean fish sold out the first day made available at local markets May 3rd 2016 

30 Proposing five solutions to handle dead fish phenomenon May 4th 2016 

31 After Formosa, 2 more businesses discharging waste into sea were audited   May 5th 2016 
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32 Man-made disaster and reputation crisis May 6th 2016 

33 Workers at the factory supported fishermen 

34 Formosa had to pay 2000 billions of Vietnam Dong in back taxes May 25th 2016 

35 Overview of mass fish death case in the Central Area June 30th 2016 

36 Formosa’s compensation of 500 million USD July 1st 2016 

 
C2. Mekong Delta drought 

 Title (originally in Vietnamese) Date 

VN Express 

1 Mekong Delta suffering from the worst drought and salinisation in 2100 
years 

February 17th 2016 

2 Solutions to prevent salinisation in Mekong Delta March 3rd 2016 

3 Salinisation will last until May March 8th 2016 

4 Historic natural disaster jeopardising Mekong Delta March 11th 2016 

5 Hydroelectric dams on Mekong River March 16th 2016  

6 China promising to release double amount of water to Mekong March 17th 2016 
 7 Vietnam asking Thailand to clarify irrigation plan in Mekong 

8 Thailand’s pumping system in Mekong River March 18th 2016 

9 Reviving Danube – historical lessons for Mekong River March 19th 2016 

10 Agricultural expert: “Salinisation is an opportunity to get rich”  March 22nd 2016 

11 Experts suggesting how to earn money in salinized regions March 25th 2016 

12 American experts cautioning against hydroelectric dams along Mekong River March 26th 2016 

13 11th grade student and the equipment to de-salinise water April 2nd 2016 

14 Prices of fruits from Mekong Delta to Sài Gòn sharply increase April 6th 2016 
 15 Precious downpour cooling down Mekong Delta 

16 Dầu Tiếng Lake releasing water for 10 days to ‘save’ Sài Gòn residents April 9th 2016 

17 Thousands of Mekong Delta locals left hometowns to seek employment due to 
‘storms of drought’  

April 14th 2016 

18 Prices of fruits from Mekong Delta increases due to poor crop May 22nd 2016 
Tuổi Trẻ 
19 Salinised rice fields bankrupt farmers January 25th 2016 

20 Why don’t even farmers want to be farmers? January 26th 2016 

21 Drought and salinisation in Mekong Delta is extremely serious February 25th 2016 

22 Severe drought makes Cà Mau Province declare natural disaster level I March 1st 2016 

23 Maximum resources to fight drought and salinisation  March 2nd 2016 

24 Millions of farmers scramble to fight against severe drought and salinisation March 7th 2016 

25 Prevent salinisation: The whole political system needs to participate  March 8th 2016 

26 Vĩnh Long Province declared drought and salinisation as natural disaster March 9th 2016 

27 How to prevent salinisation? March 15th 2016 
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28 Tiền Giang Province drills water wells and builds dams to get fresh water  

29 China promises to release water on Mekong River March 16th 2016 

30 Drought and salinisation will be even more sever March 17th 2016 

31 Who has done anything for Mekong River? March 19th 2016 

32 Israel Ambassador explained how the Jewish defeated drought March 20th 2016 

33 Mekong Delta is dried up during once-in-a-hundred year drought and 
salinisation 

March 21st 2016 
 

34 Tiền Giang Province saved 27.000 ha of water rice from salinisation 

35 Department’s website only showed solutions when rice fields were almost dead,  

36 Salinity sensors sold out  March 22nd 2016 

37 How to get fresh water during drought and salinisation March 25th 2016 
 38 Southeast Asia in severe drought 

39 Laughter on the dried up field March 26th 2016 

40 How to have green argicultre? March 28th 2016 

41 Thousands of hectares of sugar canes died due to salinisation March 30th 2016 

42 Most severe drought in Tonlé Sap in 40 years March 31st 2016 

43 Hydroelectricity damaging illuvium is killing Mekong Delta   April 1st 2016 

44 Xayaburi hydroelectric dam stalled Mekong flow April 2nd 2016 

45 Don Sahong hydroelectric dam intervene with the “Achilles’ heel” of Mekong 
River 

April 4th 2016 

46 Tiền Giang Province is surprised that Vĩnh Long Province would not help 
prevent salinisation 

April 6th 2016 

47 Connecting love 3: Rain of kindness April 7th 2016 

48 Pigs die after drinking salinized water? April 8th 2016 
 49 Dying Mekong River: Come to Jinhong Dam to envision a worrying future 

50 Bến Tre Province finally rained April 11th 2916 

51 “Failure in protecting Mekong River” April 13th 2016 

52 Fresh coconuts ran out; locals had to sell young coconuts.  April 20th 2016 

53 Southern provinces and Hồ Chí Minh City welcome off-season rain April 27th 2016 

54 Cà Mau Province has a lot of solutions to mitigate climate change May 5th 2016 

55 Continuous drought and salinisation: Mekong locals exodus May 6th 2016 

56 “Human security” under threat May 7th 2016 

57 Severe erosion, Cà Mau Province pleads for help May 14th 2016 

58 Replacing rice with lotus to worry less about climate change May 23rd 2016 

59 Hồ Chí Minh City enjoys the rain while worrying about flooding May 16th 2016 

60 CH Vina Agri Ltd. assists locals suffering from drought and salinisation May 24th 2016 

61 “Sharing clean water” with Bạc Liêu Province poor residents June 5th 2016 

62 Why does price of durians drop? June 9th 2016 

63 Climate change exacerbates desertification  June 27th 2016 
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 C3. English articles collected from Lexis Nexis 

 Title  Source Date 

1 Protests in Vietnam over mass fish deaths IANS May 1st 2016 

2 Vietnam Police Stop Protests Over Massive Fish Deaths U.S 
Government 

June 6th 2016 

3 Two Arrested in Connection with Vietnam Fish Death 
Protests 

US 
Government 

March 8th 2016 

4 Protests erupt against Taiwanese plastic company suspected of 
killing millions of fish off Vietnamese coast 

Newstex Blogs 
July 18th 2016 

5 Vietnam breaks up protests as anger seethes over fish deaths Agence France 
Presse 

June 5th 2016  

6 Scores held as Vietnam cracks down on protest after fish die-off The Nation 
(Thailand) 

May 9th 2016 
 

7 Vietnam police break up protest against Taiwan firm over 
fish deaths 

Channel 
NewsAsia 

May 8th 2016 

8 Protests, Suspicion in Vietnam Over Government's Response 
To Fish Kill 

Morning 
Edition 

May 30th 2016 

9 Vietnamese protest over mass fish die-off DPA 
International 

May 1st 2016 

10 Environmental Protests Lead To A Ban On Facebook Inc In 
Vietnam 

ValueWalk 
May 18th 2016 

11 Vietnam inspects Taiwanese factory after mass fish deaths dpa-AFX 
International 

ProFeed 

May 5th 2016 

12 U.S. Sends Mixed Messages about Human Rights in Vietnam Newstex Blogs June 1st 2016 

13 Vietnamese activists, bloggers decry lack of government 
transparency over mass fish kill 

States News 
Service 

June 29th 2016 

14 Vietnam: Vietnamese Police Break Up Mass Fish Deaths 
Protest 

Thai News 
Serivce 

June 8th 2016 
 

15 Formosa Steel Owns Up to Toxic Spill, Agrees to Pay 
Vietnam $500 Million 

U.S 
Government 

June 30th 2016 

16 Vietnamese slam Taiwanese firm over fish deaths Iran Daily May 1st 2016 
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D. Social media 

D1. Elaboration on social media analytical techniques 

The Facebook data analysis follows three steps. Firstly, I performed inductive coding with a focus on 
how activists framed the coastal pollution, as well as how the imageries and connotations of dead fish were 
employed in this framing process. When one post contained different types of content, the first author 
would analyse them together to determine the common code(s). As data composition of each unit varied, 
ranging from text-only to short text accompanied by 10-minute video, textual data were given priority. For 
instance, a picture/video would be coded in relation to the associated text, unless the text provided no actual 
guiding content, e.g., citing the image(s)/video’s source only. In that case, the picture/video would then be 
coded on its own based on its visual (and audio, if any) content. The final coding results were condensed 
into Appendix D5.1.  

Secondly, following Ketelaars (2016), frame resonance was measured by comparing the discourse of 
the frame articulators (content creators of the Facebook pages) and the frame receivers (audience of the 
pages and potential protestors). The degree of resonance was measured by the response to content of the 
three pages. In this step, responses to posts were collated daily to observe the chronological variation of 
resonance. Resonance was also further explored through the extent to which protest participants (via 
interviews), and ‘normal’ Facebook users (via hashtags), as opposed to the three chosen pages with more 
mobilising capacity, used the same arguments and referred to the same concepts, actors, and institutions as 
the frame articulators did on the Facebook pages. 

Thirdly, for the Facebook pages, NVivo’ Matrix Coding was used to cross-tabulate intersection 
between the main themes developed from the coded data. These intersections showed the level of between-
theme association, which were then used to map out how different pages constructed their own arguments, 
albeit with the same starting point of “fish death”, as well as how they contributed to an overarching 
argument. For this paper, we only included strong and mild associations, leaving out weaker ones. Due to 
the difference in coding density between the themes, the association between two intersected themes might 
not be reciprocal. For instance, since the Impacts theme has higher density code then the Information 
theme, the former appeared less associative with the latter than the latter did the former, compared to other 
themes (shown in picture below). In this case, we chose to interpret only the stronger association, as we 
considered it more crucial to the development from the common starting point to the page-specific and 
overarching arguments. Finally, the posts collected through the hashtags were coded using the same coding 
scheme with the pages.  
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Example for Matrix Coding results 

The Twitter data analysis also follows three steps. Firstly, we conducted a content analysis where 
individual tweets were attributed to coding themes using a list of indicators developed from the Facebook 
content analysis (shown in D2). In cases, were Tweets matched with several themes, they were attributed to 
multiple themes. Secondly, the frequency of each theme was calculated to showcase the difference in 
popularity between themes. Thirdly, Twitter activity (favourites and retweets) for the individual coding 
groups was combined into daily totals for the period between April 25th and June 30th 2016. The raw 
number of favourites and retweets per day were summed to measure response from Twitter users. It was 
decided not to weight favourites and retweet differently as a suitable weighting could not be established.  

D2. List of semantic indicators used in content analysis 

Themes Indicating Words: English (Vietnamese) 

1. Opinions on the government’s 
actions  

Government/govt. (chính phủ/chính quyền), state (nhà nước), party 
(đảng), communist/communism (cộng sản), politician/official (lãnh 
đạo/quan chức), policy (chính sách), ministry/minister (bộ/bộ 
trưởng), national assembly (quốc hội), representative (đại biểu), 
VTV, 500 m/million (500 tr/ triệu) 

2. Impacts and implications of the 
marine disaster 

Fishermen/fisherman (ngư dân), dead fish (cá chết), cause/lead to 
(gây ra/làm cho), difficult (khó khăn/khốn đốn), Hà Tĩnh, central 
(miền Trung), impact/affect (ảnh hưởng), pollute/pollution (ô 
nhiễm), life/livelihood (đời sống), poison/poisoning (ngộ độc), 
seafood (hải sản), China/Chinese (Tàu/Trung Quốc/Trung 
Cộng/Tung Của), nation/national (quốc gia/tổ quốc/đất nước), 
justice (công lý), ocean/sea (biển), Taiwan (Đài Loan) 

3. Updates on the marine disaster 
and related news 

(the rest) 

4. Calls for, information, reports, 
and opinions on protests 

Protest (biểu tình), take to the street (xuống đường), march (tuần 
hành), rally (tập trung/tập hợp) 
act/take actions (hành động), speak up/stand up/raise voice (lên 
tiếng), protest (xuống đường/biểu tình/tọa kháng) 

5. Reports and opinions on police 
actions 

Police/cop (cảnh sát/công an/an ninh), plain-clothed (thường phục), 
hit/ beaten (đánh), arrest/ detain (bắt/áp giải/giải), oppress/ suppress/ 
crackdown (đàn áp), banned (cấm/ngăn cản) 
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6. Counteracting accusations of 
being anti-government 

non-violent/peaceful (ôn hòa), righteous (chính đáng) 

7. Criticism of FHSC Formosa 

8. Actions and strategies of non-
protesting activists and 
philanthropists 

petition (kiến nghị), boycott (tẩy chay), report (báo cáo), art (nghệ 
thuật), artist (nghệ sĩ), aid/support (hỗ trợ), restore (khắc phục), treat 
(xử lý), sue (kiện) 

 

 
D3. Descriptive metadata 
Number of collected and analysed posts from public Facebook pages 

 Yellow Blue Red Total 

Collected posts 270  160 136 566 

Excluded 13 0 8 21 

Analysed posts 257  160 128 545 

 & Percentage  47,1% 29,4% 23,5% 100% 

Days with activities 56 45 41 N/A 

 

Facebook pages 

565 posts from the three public Facebook pages were collected. Within this dataset, the earliest post 
was published on April 25th, and the latest June 30th (67 days). Posts that were considered not connected to 
the coastal pollution were excluded from the analysis, resulting in the final number of analysed posts being 
545. Yellow produced the largest proportion of content, followed by Blue and Red, which might result from 
that Yellow and Blue were created in response to the coastal pollution specifically, while Red was created 
earlier with a broader focus on different political topics in Vietnam. Another reason might be that Yellow 
were more active on Facebook than the other two, posting contents daily for a longer period than Blue and 
Red.  

Content-wise, the three pages focused substantially on expressing opinions and feedback on the 
government’s responses to the disaster. Other two topics of high frequency also included impacts and 
implications of the disaster, specifically linked to the imagery of dead fish, and updates related to the case, 
usually in forms of secondary content cited from a variety of both local and international news sources. The 
rhetorical approach to the disaster slightly differed between the pages in the mid- and lower-frequency tiers, 
with the common ground being the consequences of the disaster.  

Hashtagged-posts collected from Facebook and Twitter 

Through the hashtag #ichoosefish and #toichonca, a total of 70 Facebook posts were collected, 
excluding posts shared by the aforementioned Facebook pages. Among the remaining 67 posts, 12 posts 
included only #ichoosefish, 15 #toichonca, and 40 both hashtags. The focus of these posts was mainly call 
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for actions and questioning the government’s reactions. #ichoosefish already implied a ready-to-take actions 
stance. However, these calls for actions were less explicit, compared to the three analysed Facebook pages, 
about endorsing the physical protests. That said, the hashtags were still highly associated with posts 
detailing such protests and the police response to them. The rationales to motivate actions were quite 
congruent with those of the three analysed Facebook pages. From Twitter, a total of 978 tweets were 
collected, among which 434 included only #ichoosefish, 255 #toichonca, and 319 both hashtags.  

D4. Lexicon of "fish death" and associating nouns43 

Vietnamese English Frequency 
cá chết fish death 646 

(sự) vụ serious case 60 
thảm họa disaster 50 
hiện tượng phenomenon 42 
thảm nạn  tragic disaster 7 
sự kiện event 5 
khủng hoảng crisis 4 
sự cố incident 4 
hiểm họa "fatal" disaster 3 
sự việc case 3 
vấn đề problem 3 

 
D5. Coding results of Facebook posts collected on three activist pages versus through hashtags 

D5.1. Main themes of discussion on Facebook activist pages based on popularity 

 Main themes 
Frequency44 

Yellow Blue Red Total 

1 Opinions on the government’s actions  78 117 44 239 

2 Impacts and implications of the fish death 68 76 22 166 

3 Updates on the marine disaster and related news 101 24 2 127 

4 Information, reports, and opinions on protests 31 17 26 74 

5 Reports and opinions on police actions 19 17 34 70 

 
43 In Vietnamese, the position of components within a noun phrase is often opposite to that in English, 

for instance, “fish death phenomenon” would be literally “phenomenon fish 
death”. Certainly, linguistic nuances posed certain challenges to lexicon-based analysis conducted 
through programmes catering mainly to Indo-European languages, yet the scope of this paper did not allow 
a more elaborate explanation. 
44 The hashtag data was not exhaustive; thus, the frequency in this appendix is only indicative, not 
representative. 
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6 Calls and rationales for taking actions  29 22 9 60 

7 Counteracting accusations of being anti-
government 

12 20 14 46 

8 Criticism of FHSC 8 22 3 33 

9 Actions and strategies of non-protesting activists 
and philanthropists 

21 7 0 28 

 

D5.2. Manners of problem identification on Facebook pages based on popularity 

 Sub-themes 
Frequency 

Yellow Blue Red Total 

1. Impacts on livelihood of locals in affected provinces 32 34 3 69 

2. Impacts on international trading and diplomacy    22 13 3 38 

3. Health and other safety issues in affected provinces 13 18 5 36 

4. Nationalism  2 18 9 29 

a. Anti-China sentiments 1 14 7 22 

b Threatened national security (not related to China) 1 4 2 7 

5. Food safety concerns for fish consumers nationally 17 10 0 27 

6. Environmental pollution 7 0 2 9 

7. A part/trigger of accumulative frustrations 0 7 0 7 

8. Citizens’ voice being restricted  1 1 1 3 

9. A need for political change 0 0 1 1 

10. Lack of good journalism 1 0 0 1 

 

D5.3. Strategies to assign responsibility to the government on Facebook pages based on popularity 

 Sub-themes 
Frequency 

Yellow Blue Red Total 

1. Lack of actions/transparency from the government 51 109 14 174 

2. Other (indirect) concerns about the government 28 13 32 73 

a. Linking to other issues in Vietnam 7 1 24 32 

b. Questioning the legitimacy of state news 6 6 6 18 

c. Questioning existing environmental regulations 5 4 0 9 

d. Questioning government-associated scientists, 
exports, or government supporters. 

5 0 0 5 

e. Examples of politicians in other countries taking 
accountability 

4 0 0 4 

f. Questioning compensation scheme  0 2 0 2 

g. Linking to other communist regimes’ problems 0 0 2 2 
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h. Questioning celebrity’s support for the government 1 0 0 1 

i.  Questioning the lack of actions from government-
associated NGOs 

0 1 0 1 

3. Compliment local government 1 0 0 1 

 

D5.4. Counterarguments against police actions and anti-government accusations on Facebook pages based 

on popularity 

 Sub-themes 
Frequency 

Yellow Blue Red Total 

1. Police treatment of protestors was violent and illegal 19 17 31 67 

2. Other cases of police oppression 0 0 2 2 

3. Police oppression was real, not made up by protestors 0 0 1 1 

4. Proving/affirming non-violent nature of protests 6 20 3 29 

5. Discrediting anti-protests content  7 0 6 13 

6. High amount of protestors meaning rightful cause  0 0 4 4 

7. Support/approval from fishermen as justification 0 0 1 1 

 

D5.5. Rationales and motivation to take actions on Facebook pages based on popularity 

 Sub-themes 
Frequency 

Yellow Blue Red Total 

1. Environmental protection and/or justice 9 4 1 14 

2. Practicing citizen duties and rights 5 5 2 12 

3. Personal benefits/safety/well-being 7 3 0 10 

4. Solidarity with suffered locals/compatriots 3 2 4 9 

5. Human rights protection 6 0 0 6 

6. Conscience and morality 1 1 3 5 

7. Proof of critical thinking and awareness 2 1 1 4 

8. No action implying complicity  0 4 0 4 

9. Protecting national security 1 0 0 1 

 

D5.6. Main themes of Facebook posts with #ichoosefish based on popularity 

 Main themes Frequency 

1 Opinions on the government’s actions  20 

2 Affects and implications of the fish death 16 



 

 226 

 

3 Updates on the marine disaster and related news 1 

4 Information, reports, and opinions on protests 14 

5 Reports and opinions on police actions 12 

6 Calls and rationales for taking actions  22 

7 Counteracting accusations of being anti-government 4 

8 Criticism of FHSC 3 

9 Actions and strategies of non-protesting activists and philanthropists 4 
       
D6. Results of Twitter content analysis 

 Themes #ichoosefish #toichonca 

1 Opinions on the government’s actions 47 17 

2 Impacts and implications of the marine disaster 145 105 

3 Updates on the marine disaster and related news 205 161 

4 Calls for, information, reports, and opinions on protests 110 82 

5 Reports and opinions on police actions 90 56 

6 Counteracting accusations of being anti-government 31 21 

7 Criticism of FHSC 54 44 

8 Actions and strategies of non-protesting activists and 
philanthropists 

65 27 

 

D7. Relations between themes 

D7.1. All three pages 
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Legend 

→ non-reciprocal association* 
↔ reciprocal association 

mild/strong level of association  
* The direction of the arrow indicates which theme is higher associated with another theme. The 
interpretation of such direction is, for instance, “calls for and rationales for actions” was highly dependent 
on “opinions on government’s actions”, or, the latter conditioned the articulation of the former.  
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D8. Resonance indication 

D8.1. Chronology of public response (sum of reactions, comments and shares) to the Facebook 
content from April to June 2016   

 
D8.2. Ratio of Likes to Reactions on the three Facebook pages 

 Yellow Blue Red Average 

Like/Reaction Ratio (%) 90,20  89,08% 89,26 89,51% 
 

D8.3. Number of Favourites and Retweets on Twitter overtime 
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SUMMARY 

In Southeast Asia, a region marked with a strong legacy of authoritarian regimes, scholars have 
focused on struggles of environmentalism in either illiberal democracies or communist states like Vietnam. 

In Vietnam and China, formal NGOs as well as grassroots activists need to overcome restrictions from the 
central government. Such a context would hamper any confrontational tactics of civil society actors and, 
thus, require a more discreet modus operandi from activists, working through personal and institutionalised 
networks. However, recent literature has suggested moving beyond this ‘first-generation’ discreet approach 
to civil society under authoritarianism, advocating for understanding of the wider opportunities and 
difficulties posed by new methods and technologies to challenge the status quo and advocate for change. 

This dissertation highlights how environmental politicisation under political oppression can be 
unearthed in a way that is helpful for a more nuanced understanding of contemporary activism in Vietnam 
and beyond. I drew empirical insights from cases of environmental activism to reveal the complexity and 
multiple dimensions within the broad umbrella of 'civil society activism in Vietnam', where a lack of explicit 
and public activism is assumed to be the political norm. Overall, this dissertation provides a critical 
reflection on environmental politicisation in authoritarian contexts. It seeks to understand environmental 
politicisation at the intersection of social movements, spatial planning, and political ecology. In doing so, it 
investigates the complex conditions that makes (environmental) activism possible under authoritarianism. 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

I commenced my investigation into civil society activism amidst growing trends in literature 
promoting flexibility and locality in approaching authoritarianism across both liberal and illiberal contexts. 
Recognising the need to highlight efforts to go against the norms of civil society actors in authoritarian 
contexts such as Vietnam, the main question of this dissertation posed as follows: How do civil society 
actors politicise environmental issues and initiate activism in the authoritarian context of Vietnam and 
which factors contribute to this process?  

The framework supporting my intellectual quest comes from three strands of literature that, while 
having potentials supporting each other, need a thoughtful combination geared at deciphering the nuances 
of activism under authoritarian oppression. Firstly, I took cues from the evolving literature about how 
authoritarianism is not a conception conveniently confined to certain nation or political system. Secondly, I 
combined both classic and contemporary elements of civil society literature, focusing on its increasing 
tactical adaptability and creativity. Thirdly, recognising a need to instil cultural variables to my framework, I 
incorporated elements from political ecology to understand the role of food politics and nationalism in my 
chosen cases. 

Following this framework, I adopted a mixed-method approach. The qualitative methods, using data 
from interviews, participant observation, and desk research, are fit to analyse in-depth patterns behind the 
motivations, reasoning, and thought process of civil society actors before, during, and after engaging with 
different forms of activism (Chapter 2 to 5). The quantitative components were used to explore large scale 



 

 231 

 

data regarding the contents of Twitter activism, as well as how they are interacted with by social media 
users (Chapter 4). The quantitative components complemented findings distilled from qualitative analysis, 
especially about the less-than-straightforward relationship between social media and real-life activism. 
Altogether, the methodology of this dissertation still followed a qualitative ethos, while at the same time 
advocating for flexible choices of data collection and analytical techniques when facing contextual 
difficulties due to the political sensitiveness around the research topic. 

Chapter 2: Fish for transparency? Narrative dispute and diffusion and post-disaster political 
communication 

Chapter 2 applied a framing perspective to understand the differences between the government and 
activists, as well as urban and rural narratives, in constructing the coastal pollution. The contrasts sketched 
out by this analysis provided a foundational grasp of the actors and agendas involved in the coastal pollution 
case in 2016. It also prompted further investigations into the dynamics within the civil society actors, 
specifically how urban versus rural ones presented their arguments and beliefs in negotiation for recognition 
of their voices by the governments. This chapter posited the coastal pollution's role in the landscape of the 
Vietnamese environmental governance as an opportunity to discover a lesser-known methodology of 
activism that were not too common in Vietnam.   

Chapter 3: I choose fish”: Understanding civil society in Vietnam through environmental grievances and 
actions 

Chapter 3 dived into dynamics of mobilisation in the protests in different provinces and cities in 
Vietnam following the fish death by coastal pollution. Using qualitative data from interviews and 
participant observation, I explored how civil society actors, consisting of both casual citizens and seasoned 
activists, motivated, rationalised, and devised tactics to voice their frustration over the lack of transparency 
from both Formosa corporation and the government’s reaction. My inquisitive methodology detangled the 
intricate manners in which civil society actors navigated through volatile spaces of resistance versus 
restriction to organise protesting actions. Theories on boundary-spanning in activism (and the boundaries 
to be spanned) helped me make sense of empirical insights about food-driven grievances as triggers of 
political actions and the different tactics to initiate such actions. Such differences pointed to intra-
movement dynamics, as urban activists relied on social media network and appeared mostly unorganised. 
Meanwhile, religious leadership upheld rural resistance and actions. That said, rural-urban collaboration 
was also important to the trans-local mobilisation.  

Chapter 4: More than keyboard heroes? #ichoosefish, disaster framing, and environmental protests in 
Vietnam 

In Chapter 4, I turned my attention to the digital space. Using #ichoosefish and its Vietnamese 
equivalent #toichonca, I conducted content analysis of the online discourse generated through these 
hashtags to capture the food symbolism in multiple meanings assigned to the imagery of dead fish, as well 
as how online activism resonated with protests on the streets. I showcased how such symbolism encouraged 
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personalisation of grievances among social media users, which helped create a sense of collectivity 
surrounding the coastal pollution case. Through the theoretical lens of connective - collective action 
relationship, these findings indicated that activists on social media can indeed contribute towards physical 
expression of political dissatisfaction.  

Chapter 5: Activism and non-activism: The politics of claiming environmental justice in Vietnam 

In Chapter 5, I distilled findings from Chapter 2 to 4 and juxtaposed the coastal pollution in central 
Vietnam against the extreme drought in Mekong Delta, both in 2016. The comparative analysis was based 
on interviews, policy documents and newspapers articles. It was theoretically guided by a politicisation 
model taking cues from political ecology's focus on cultural influence, authoritarian politics, and critical 
environmental justice. I argued that the different processes of politicisation of environmental grievances led 
to different forms of activism, exemplified by the protests in the central coast and transnational advocacy 
network of in Mekong Delta. The environmental subject(s) rendered by the respective forms of activism 
thus serve to influence the potential way environmental grievances are perceived and politicised.  

Chapter 6: Conclusions 

Altogether, the findings from Chapter 2 to 5 make up a compelling picture of civil society activism 
under authoritarianism in Vietnam. These findings serve as the premise for further theoretical and 
methodological reflections. Theoretically, I extended three main argumentations to understand informal 
civil society's modus operandi and their implications for Vietnam and similar contexts. These syntheses do 
not only theoretically inform us of environmental politicisation in defiance of political restrictions, but also 
illustrate the oft-hidden power and capacity of informal civil society in defiance of political restrictions. My 
syntheses focus on food symbolism, social media activism and the expansion of political space. The food 
symbolism highlighted by this research triggers political momentum by bringing together nationalism and 
cultural identity. Such momentum is more explosive and dissentious than that of urban community gardens 
and slow food movements. It also differs from pragmatism-based food politics or identity-through-food 
politics of immigratory or diasporic studies.  

The social media activism discussed in this research shows how certain visuals can be made stand out 
from the enormous flux of images through a process of sense making focusing on specific imageries loaded 
with socio-political meanings. It is also through this process that sympathetic audiences make sense of the 
scattered visual production around mobilization. Yet, social media activism has the potential to facilitate 
agonistic confrontation and empower marginalized ‘counterpublics’ in the face of the consensus-like 
narrative imposed by the government. In this sense, the digital activism as discussed in Chapter 3 and 4 
exemplified how Facebook and Twitter were conductive to a form of digital agonism that blended 
meaningful pluralism with the pragmatic façade of apoliticality of activists in Vietnam. 

While appearing apolitical and non-radical is important to civil society in the studied case and in 
Vietnam, the discussion on how non-violent civil society can or should be is not always necessarily helpful 
for pinpointing the methodologies and rationales of civil society. I argue instead that we should focus on 
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finding moments of insurgencies out of grievances, such as the fish death in this research, that are capable 
of pushing civil society out of the 'slow burn' mode into a rapidly mobilising one and thus effectively 
expanding civil society’s political space. In presenting the case of Vietnam, I affirm both my support for 
moving on from sustainable development discourse, which is based on false ideological consensus and a 
practical attitude to alternative approaches since radicalism might be ‘deadly’. 

To aid my conclusion, I proposed looking into the political space as constituted and expanded by 
civil society through the intersecting lanes model. Within this model, I generated another concept, namely 
fish-roots civil society to account for the activism form highlighted by this research. I argue that the 
intersecting lanes model and fish-roots civil society concept allow both flexibility and precision when applying to 
investigation of civil society activism in a variety of political contexts. Flexibility is achieved by incorporating 
various dimensions contributing to political space. Precision is bolstered by accounting for cultural and 
geographical patterns native to a given research context.  

Thus, this dissertation recommends further research into how food politics can trigger insurgent 
actions through food's symbolic connections to cultural and political phenomena, in addition to mechanism 
where pragmatic sense of food pushes political actions. Researchers can also pay attention to comparative 
analysis of these processes across contexts, taking into consideration the changes in society and social media 
environment, and about civil society respond to digital authoritarianism. When conducting such studies, the 
use of the intersecting lanes model of political space and fish-root civil society is highly encouraged to effectively 
respond to the call for developing dynamic understanding of activism rooted in cultural and political 
contexts.  



 

 234 

 

SAMENVATTING 

In Zuidoost-Azië, een regio die wordt gekenmerkt door een sterke erfenis van autoritaire regimes, 
hebben wetenschappers zich gericht op de strijd om het milieu in onliberale democratieën of 
communistische staten zoals Vietnam. In Vietnam en China moeten zowel formele NGO's als grassroot 
activisten de beperkingen van de centrale overheid overwinnen. Een dergelijke context zou meer 
confronterende tactieken van maatschappelijke actoren belemmeren en dus een meer discrete modus 
operandi van activisten vereisen, waarbij persoonlijke en geïnstitutionaliseerde netwerken centraal staan. In 
recente literatuur wordt echter voorgesteld om deze 'eerste generatie' discrete benadering van 
maatschappelijke actoren onder autoritair bewind te overstijgen en wordt gepleit voor een breder begrip van 
de kansen en bedreigingen die nieuwe methoden en technologieën met zich meebrengen om de status quo 
uit te dagen en te pleiten voor verandering. 

Deze dissertatie laat zien hoe milieupolitisering onder politieke onderdrukking kan worden 
blootgelegd op een manier die nuttig is voor een genuanceerder begrip van hedendaags activisme in 
Vietnam en daarbuiten. Ik heb empirische inzichten getrokken uit voorbeelden van milieuactivisme om de 
complexiteit en de verschillende dimensies te onthullen die vallen onder de brede paraplu van 
'maatschappelijk activisme in Vietnam', waar een gebrek aan expliciet en publiek activisme wordt 
verondersteld de politieke norm te zijn. Over het geheel genomen biedt dit proefschrift een kritische 
reflectie op milieupolitisering in autoritaire contexten. Het probeert milieupolitisering te begrijpen op het 
snijvlak van sociale bewegingen, ruimtelijke ordening en politieke ecologie. Daarbij onderzoekt het de 
complexe omstandigheden die (milieu)activisme mogelijk maken onder autoritaire omstandigheden. 

Hoofdstuk 1: Inleiding 

Ik begon mijn onderzoek naar het activisme van maatschappelijke actoren te midden van groeiende 
trends in de literatuur die flexibiliteit en lokaliteit in de benadering van autoritarisme in zowel liberale als 
onliberale contexten promoot. Vanuit de noodzaak om inspanningen van maatschappelijke actoren te 
belichten om tegen de normen in te gaan in autoritaire contexten zoals Vietnam, is de volgende hoofdvraag 
opgesteld voor dit proefschrift: : Hoe politiseren maatschappelijke actoren milieukwesties en initiëren ze 
activisme in de autoritaire context van Vietnam en welke factoren dragen bij aan dit proces?  

Het kader dat mijn intellectuele zoektocht ondersteunt, komt vanuit drie stromingen in de literatuur.  
Ten eerste nam ik een voorbeeld aan de zich ontwikkelende literatuur over hoe autoritarisme geen concept 
is dat gemakshalve beperkt blijft tot een bepaalde natie of een bepaald politiek systeem. Ten tweede 
combineerde ik zowel klassieke als hedendaagse elementen uit de literatuur over de maatschappelijke 
actoren , waarbij ik de focus vooral legde op het toenemende tactische aanpassingsvermogen en creativiteit 
van deze actoren. Ten derde heb ik elementen uit de politieke ecologie opgenomen om de rol van 
voedselpolitiek en nationalisme in mijn gekozen casussen te begrijpen, omdat ik de noodzaak erkende om 
culturele variabelen in mijn raamwerk in te bouwen. Hoewel deze stromingen elkaar kunnen ondersteunen, 
vragen ze om een doordachte combinatie die gericht is op het ontcijferen van de nuances van activisme 
onder autoritaire onderdrukking. 
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Op basis van dit kader heb ik gekozen voor een mixed-methods aanpak. Kwalitatieve methoden in 
de vorm van interviews, participatieve observatie en deskresearch zijn geschikt om diepgaande patronen te 
analyseren achter de motivaties, redeneringen en denkprocessen van maatschappelijke actoren voor, tijdens 
en na hun betrokkenheid bij verschillende vormen van activisme (Hoofdstuk 2 tot 5). De kwantitatieve 
componenten werden gebruikt om grootschalige gegevens te onderzoeken rondom Twitter-activisme en de 
manier waarop gebruikers van sociale media hiermee omgaan (Hoofdstuk 4). De kwantitatieve 
componenten waren een aanvulling op de bevindingen vanuit de kwalitatieve analyse, vooral omtrent de 
vaak onduidelijke relatie tussen sociale media en real-life activisme. Over het algemeen stond een 
kwalitatieve aanpak in dit proefschrift centraal, waarbij er wel gepleit wordt voor flexibiliteit in 
dataverzameling en analysetechnieken wanneer noodzakelijk vanwege de politieke gevoeligheid rond het 
onderzoeksonderwerp. 

Hoofdstuk 2: ‘Vis naar transparantie’? Narratieve geschillen en diffusie en politieke communicatie 
na rampen 

In hoofdstuk 2 is een framingperspectief toegepast om de verschillen te begrijpen tussen de overheid 
en activisten, en tussen stedelijke en landelijke narratieven, bij het construeren van kustvervuiling. De 
contrasten die door deze analyse werden geschetst, boden een fundamenteel inzicht in de actoren en 
agenda's die betrokken waren bij de kustvervuiling in 2016. Het leidde ook tot verder onderzoek naar de 
dynamiek tussen de maatschappelijke actoren , in het bijzonder hoe stedelijke versus landelijke actoren hun 
argumenten en overtuigingen presenteerden in de onderhandelingen voor erkenning van hun stem door de 
overheden. In dit hoofdstuk werd de rol van de kustvervuiling in de context van de Vietnamese 
milieugovernance gezien als een kans om een minder bekende vorm van activisme te ontdekken die niet al 
te gebruikelijk was in Vietnam.   

Hoofdstuk 3: Ik kies voor vis": Inzicht in maatschappelijke actorenin Vietnam aan de hand van 
milieuklachten en -acties 

Hoofdstuk 3 ging in op de dynamiek van de mobilisatie in de protesten in verschillende provincies 
en steden in Vietnam na de vissterfte door kustvervuiling. Met behulp van kwalitatieve data uit interviews 
en participatieve observatie onderzocht ik hoe maatschappelijke actoren,  bestaande uit zowel toevallige 
burgers als doorgewinterde activisten, hun acties rechtvaardigen en rationaliseerden en tactieken inzetten 
om hun frustratie te uiten over het gebrek aan transparantie van zowel de Formosa corporation als de reactie 
van de overheid. Mijn onderzoek ontrafelde de genuanceerde wijze waarop maatschappelijke actoren bij het 
organiseren van protestacties navigeerden door vluchtige ruimtes van verzet versus restricties . Theorieën 
over boundary spanning in activisme (en de grenzen (boundaries) die hierbij overschreden moeten worden) 
hielpen me om empirische inzichten op te doen over voedselgerelateerde grieven als aanleiding voor 
politieke acties en de verschillende tactieken om dergelijke acties te initiëren. Dergelijke verschillen wezen 
op de dynamiek binnen de beweging, aangezien activisten in de steden vertrouwden op het netwerk van 
sociale media en meestal ongeorganiseerd leken. Ondertussen hield religieus leiderschap het verzet en de 
acties op het platteland in stand. Toch was de samenwerking tussen het platteland en de steden ook 
belangrijk voor de translokale mobilisatie.  
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Hoofdstuk 4: Meer dan toetsenbordhelden? #ichoosefish, rampenframing en milieuprotesten in 
Vietnam 

In hoofdstuk 4 richtte ik mijn aandacht op de digitale ruimte. Met behulp van #ichoosefish en zijn 
Vietnamese equivalent #toichonca voerde ik een inhoudsanalyse uit van het online discours dat door deze 
hashtags werd gegenereerd om de voedselsymboliek vast te leggen in de vele betekenissen die aan de 
beelden van dode vissen werden toegekend, en ook hoe online activisme resoneerde met protesten op straat. 
Ik liet zien hoe dergelijke symboliek aanzette tot het personaliseren van grieven onder sociale 
mediagebruikers, wat hielp bij het creëren van een gevoel van collectiviteit rond de kustvervuiling. Door de 
theoretische lens van ‘connective – collective action reationships’ toe te passen werd duidelijk dat activisten 
op sociale media inderdaad kunnen bijdragen aan het fysiek uiten van politieke ontevredenheid.  

Hoofdstuk 5: Activisme en non-activisme: De politiek van het claimen van milieurechtvaardigheid 
in Vietnam 

In hoofdstuk 5 heb ik bevindingen uit hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 4 gedestilleerd en de kustvervuiling in 
Centraal-Vietnam afgezet tegen de extreme droogte in de Mekongdelta, beide in 2016. De vergelijkende 
analyse was gebaseerd op interviews, beleidsdocumenten en krantenartikelen. De theoretische insteek was 
een politiseringmodel dat gebaseerd is op politieke ecologie met een focus op culturele invloeden, autoritaire 
politiek en kritische milieurechtvaardigheid  Ik stelde dat de verschillende processen van politisering van 
milieuklachten leidden tot verschillende vormen van activisme, zoals de protesten aan de centrale kust en 
het transnationale netwerk van pleitbezorgers in de Mekongdelta. De ‘environmental subjects’ die door de 
respectieve vormen van activisme worden opgeroepen, beïnvloeden dus de mogelijke manier waarop 
milieuklachten worden waargenomen en gepolitiseerd.  

Hoofdstuk 6: Conclusies 

Alles bij elkaar vormen de bevindingen van hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 5 een overtuigend beeld van het 
activisme van maatschappelijke actoren onder autoritair bewind in Vietnam. Deze bevindingen dienen als 
uitgangspunt voor verdere theoretische en methodologische beschouwingen. Theoretisch heb ik een 
bijdrage geleverd aan drie hoofdargumenten die inzicht bieden in de modus operandi van de informele 
maatschappelijke actoren en hun implicaties voor Vietnam en vergelijkbare contexten. Deze syntheses 
informeren ons niet alleen theoretisch over milieupolitisering in weerwil van politieke beperkingen, maar 
illustreren ook de vaak verborgen macht en capaciteit van de informele maatschappelijke actoren in weerwil 
van politieke beperkingen. Mijn syntheses richten zich op voedselsymboliek, activisme via sociale media en 
de uitbreiding van politieke ruimte. De voedselsymboliek die in dit onderzoek naar voren komt, brengt 
politiek momentum teweeg door nationalisme en culturele identiteit samen te brengen. Een dergelijk 
momentum is explosiever en controversiëler dan dat van stadstuinen en slow food bewegingen. Het 
verschilt ook van op pragmatisme gebaseerde voedselpolitiek of identiteit-door-voedselpolitiek van 
immigratie- of diasporastudies.  
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Het sociale media-activisme dat in dit onderzoek wordt besproken, laat zien hoe bepaalde 
visualisaties zich kunnen onderscheiden van de enorme stroom aan beelden door middel van een proces van 
betekenisgeving dat zich richt op specifieke visualisaties die geladen zijn met sociaal-politieke betekenissen. 
Het is ook via dit proces dat sympathisanten betekenis geven aan de versnipperde visuele producties 
rondom mobilisatie. Toch heeft activisme via sociale media de potentie om agonistische confrontaties te 
faciliteren  en gemarginaliseerde standpunten te versterken tegenover het consensus-narratief dat door de 
overheid wordt opgelegd. In die zin was het digitale activisme zoals besproken in hoofdstuk 3 en 4 een 
voorbeeld van hoe Facebook en Twitter leidden tot een vorm van digitaal agonisme die betekenisvol 
pluralisme vermengde met de pragmatische façade van apolitiek van activisten in Vietnam. 

Hoewel apolitiek en niet-radicaal lijken belangrijk is voor maatschappelijke actoren in de 
bestudeerde casus en in Vietnam, is de discussie over hoe geweldloos maatschappelijke activisme kan of zou 
moeten zijn niet altijd noodzakelijkerwijs nuttig voor het vaststellen van de methodologieën en 
rationaliteiten van deze actoren. Ik stel in plaats daarvan dat we ons moeten richten op het vinden van 
momenten van opstandigheid in reactie op misstanden, zoals de vissterfte in dit onderzoek, die in staat zijn 
om de maatschappelijke actoren uit de 'slow burn'-modus in een snel mobiliserende modus te duwen en zo 
de politieke ruimte van deze actoreneffectief uit te breiden. Door het geval Vietnam te presenteren, bevestig 
ik zowel mijn steun voor het loslaten van het discours over duurzame ontwikkeling, dat is gebaseerd op een 
valse ideologische consensus, als voor een praktische houding ten opzichte van alternatieve benaderingen, 
aangezien radicalisme ‘dodelijk’ kan zijn. 

Om mijn conclusie te ondersteunen, stelde ik voor om te kijken naar de politieke ruimte zoals die 
wordt gevormd en uitgebreid door de burgermaatschappij door middel van het ‘intersecting lanes’-model. 
Binnen dit model heb ik een ander concept gegenereerd, namelijk de ‘fishroots civil society’ om de 
activistische vorm die in dit onderzoek naar voren kwam te verklaren. Ik stel dat het ‘intersecting lanes 
model’ en het concept van de ‘fishroots civil society’ zowel flexibiliteit als precisie mogelijk maken bij het 
onderzoeken van het activisme van maatshappelijke actorenin een verscheidenheid aan politieke contexten. 
Flexibiliteit wordt bereikt door het opnemen van verschillende dimensies die bijdragen aan politieke ruimte. 
Precisie wordt versterkt door rekening te houden met culturele en geografische patronen die eigen zijn aan 
een bepaalde onderzoekscontext.  

Daarom beveelt dit proefschrift verder onderzoek aan naar hoe voedselpolitiek opstandige acties kan 
uitlokken door de symbolische verbindingen van voedsel met culturele en politieke fenomenen, naast 
mechanismen waarbij de pragmatische betekenis van voedsel politieke acties aanstuurt. Onderzoekers 
kunnen ook aandacht besteden aan een vergelijkende analyse van deze processen in verschillende contexten, 
rekening houdend met de veranderingen in de samenleving en de sociale mediaomgeving, en over de reactie 
van maatschappelijke actoren op digitaal autoritarisme. Bij het uitvoeren van dergelijke studies wordt het 
gebruik van het ‘intersecting lanes-model’ van politieke ruimte en ‘fishroots civil society’ sterk 
aangemoedigd om effectief te reageren op de roep om het ontwikkelen van een dynamisch begrip van 
activisme geworteld in culturele en politieke contexten. 
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