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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• In April 2017, following the first protest by Dong Tam villagers against local 
authorities’ decision to reclaim their land, the Hanoi government gave 
unprecedented concessions. 
 

• Observers attributed this development to the growing role of social media in 
empowering ordinary citizens in Vietnam. 
 

• The 9 January 2020 clash in Dong Tam which left three policemen and one villager 
dead raised questions about the earlier optimism. 
 

• This long-standing land dispute in Vietnam shows that social media enhances the 
central government’s ability to monitor local grievances and allows it to respond to 
land disputes with strategic flexibility. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Guest writer Mai Thanh Truong is a doctoral candidate at the University of Arizona. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Social media has dramatically transformed the political landscape in Vietnam. Scholars 
argue that it empowers ordinary Vietnamese by providing an avenue for political 
participation, public discussion and social activism.1 However, because social media is 
introduced and controlled by governmental actors, there is reason to believe that the 
government can use this technology in its own favour. This article analyses how social 
media supports the Vietnamese government in dealing with the Dong Tam land dispute, 
calling for a more circumspect perspective on the impact of social media on politics in 
contemporary Vietnam.   
 
On 9 January 2020, a clash between protesters and the police over a longstanding land 
dispute in Dong Tam commune in suburban Hanoi resulted in the death of three police 
officers and Le Dinh Kinh, the lead protester.2 This violence is in stark contrast to how the 
first clash between Dong Tam villagers and the police ended in 2017. In April 2017, when 
Dong Tam villagers first protested against the government’s decision to recover their land 
for a commercial project, they were able to secure significant concessions from the Hanoi 
government.3 On 22 April 2017, seven days after the clash, the Chairman of Hanoi People’s 
Committee, Nguyen Duc Chung, signed an agreement with protesters that made three 
important promises. First, Chung would not file criminal charges against the villagers. 
Second, he would investigate the land management issue in Dong Tam. Finally, he would 
investigate the police’s treatment of protest leader Le Dinh Kinh. 
 
Many Vietnamese netizens and observers were optimistic that this unprecedented 
agreement signalled the positive role that social media could play in empowering and 
advancing villagers’ interests. For example, John Gillespie, a professor at Australia’s 
Monash University, contended that social media played a critical role in mobilising public 
support for Dong Tam protests in 2017. 4  Similarly, Toan Le, a lecturer at the same 
university, praised social media for shaping public opinion and undermining anti-protester 
messages perpetuated by state media.5 Others believed that the government was forced to 
pursue peaceful solutions because of strong pressure from the cyber world.6 Implicit in these 
arguments is that social media empowers Vietnamese people while weakening the central 
government’s control of society. 
 
Over the past two years, however, that optimism has gradually faded as the government 
went back on its word and opted to repress the villagers. The government’s determination 
to force Dong Tam villagers out of the disputed land in early January 2020 has made many 
realise that social media pressures have been insufficient to direct the government away 
from repressive strategies. 
 
This article revisits the role of social media and the internet in the Dong Tam land dispute, 
and analyses how the government of Vietnam utilises social media to its advantage. It argues 
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that social media has, counterintuitively, strengthened the capacity of the Vietnamese 
government to monitor local grievances and to respond to land disputes with strategic 
flexibility. First, thanks to social media, national leaders are better informed of grievances 
over land issues at the local level, instead of being reliant on inadequate reports from local 
officials. Second, social media undeniably helped Dong Tam villagers overcome the 
challenge of horizontal coordination by spreading news of local authorities’ abuse of power 
in 2017, and the strong but spontaneous pressure encouraged the central government to 
strategically take peaceful measures to quickly defuse tensions. Finally, the central 
government’s determination to evict Dong Tam villagers from the disputed land in early 
January 2020 shows its tremendous capacity to mobilise all available means at its disposal, 
including online platforms, social media and coercive means, to pursue its goals.  
 
 
SOCIAL MEDIA AS A MEANS TO MONITOR LAND MANAGEMENT  
 
With restricted freedom of the press, the central government depends largely on the local 
government’s reporting system to acquire information about local affairs. However, one of 
the flaws in this system is that local authorities often misreport or provide false information, 
and this can keep the central government in the dark about important local grievances. 
Indeed, the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) has strongly emphasised the importance of 
enhancing the reporting system and establishing alternative monitoring means to strengthen 
its supervision over local governments. 7  The CPV even considered the option of 
“establishing the central government’s representative organisations at the local level” in 
order to be better informed of local affairs.8 The inefficiency of the reporting system makes 
it extremely challenging for the CPV to manage and monitor a variety of local issues, 
especially in areas where central authorities are not embedded. 
 
With such vague oversight, the central government may be unable to monitor how 
agricultural land is distributed, taxed, and recovered. Indeed, there is strong evidence that 
the lack of direct monitoring from the central incentivised local authorities to distort the 
implementation of land policies in ways that benefit themselves. Perhaps the most 
prominent example of this is the large-scale protest that mobilised over 40,000 villagers 
throughout Thai Binh province in 1997. What united Thai Binh villagers was their 
unhappiness with the local authorities’ abuse of power, which included illegal land grabs 
and excessive taxation that went against the central government’s policies.9 The central 
government often became aware of land mismanagement only after disputes broke out. Such 
disputes were most visible when those directly affected made their grievances public 
through mass protests. Research in rural China suggests that protests serve as a signal to the 
central government about local problems.10 However, in the pre-internet age, protests could 
only fulfil their signalling function when they became (very) large.11 With videos and 
pictures about protests now circulated widely on social media, new technology keeps the 
central government informed of rural issues immediately after the start of public 
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mobilisation, enabling it to intervene in the protests in a timely fashion to prevent them from 
developing into large-scale movements.12 
  
With the help of social media, the Dong Tam villagers’ first protest in 2017 brought their 
land dispute into prominence by drawing the central government’s attention to how local 
authorities had mismanaged the dispute. Villagers who circulated videos and images about 
the protest via social media informed the CPV of the land dispute in real time. By appointing 
the chairman of Hanoi to negotiate with villagers, the CPV officially intervened in the land 
protest within just one week, much faster than would have been the case before the internet 
age.13 In 1997, for example, the party officially intervened in the Thai Binh unrest only after 
nearly seven months.14 
 
A 2017 investigation into the land dispute conducted by the Hanoi Inspectorate and later 
confirmed by the Government Inspectorate suggests that although the disputed land 
officially belonged to the state, local authorities at the communal level allowed unlawful 
use of the land and illegally granted land-use certificates to households. 15  Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that local authorities were bribed to provide these certificates to villagers. 
With the land use rights, villagers were led to believe that the land belonged to them, leading 
to resistance when the government decided to recover the land for Viettel, a military-run 
conglomerate. Such public resistance provided the party with first-hand information about 
the land issues at Dong Tam. Social media, closely monitored by the central government, 
enabled the authorities to quickly intervene to defuse the situation, thereby weakening the 
protesters’ ability to sustain pressure on the government. 
 
 
SOCIAL MEDIA AND “SHALLOW PROMISES”  
 
Social media undeniably played a significant role in connecting Dong Tam villagers with 
outsiders, especially political activists, in 2017. Videos and images circulated through social 
media kept not only the central government but also the general public as well as activists 
of the protest informed in real time. In the 2017 dispute, many activists even travelled to 
Dong Tam to report live on the protest, which helped shape the protesters’ online narrative.16 
However, while villagers attempted to mobilise public support by arguing that the land 
dispute was rooted in local authorities’ corruption and abuse of power, activists tended to 
portray the CPV’s policies as the root cause of the protest. During the 2017 protest, villagers 
hung a red banner at the village gate that said: “We completely believe in the Communist 
Party’s policies and guidance.” Certainly, whether this statement truly reflects villagers’ 
belief is debatable. However, by doing so, villagers tried to minimize tensions with the 
central government. On the other hand, activists’ narratives directly attacked the party’s 
legitimacy by attributing the root cause of the protests to the weaknesses of current land 
laws and the lack of a strong civil society.17  
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These anti-government messages had unintended consequences. First, they triggered an 
immediate intervention from the central government to undermine protesters’ ability to 
sustain pressure on the government. The CPV mobilised state media to counteract the anti-
regime messages circulated by dissidents almost immediately after the protest broke out18. 
Because state media still serves as a major news source for most Vietnamese,19 the CPV 
might have been successful in undermining anti-regime messages by activists. Second, 
because the online anti-government narrative negatively affected the party’s legitimacy, 
central authorities were under pressure to quickly de-escalate the dispute. While social 
media support of the dispute was intense, it was spontaneous and ad hoc, which likely led 
to the central government’s strategy to peacefully negotiate with the villagers. Seven days 
after the protest in April 2017, the chairman of Hanoi was directed to hold dialogues with 
Dong Tam villagers, resulting in an agreement in which Hanoi promised not to file criminal 
charges against protesters. This move helped defuse the explosive situation by breaking up 
the protest and calming down online debate over the issue.20 
 
At the same time, the CPV was able to go back on its promises and investigate the land 
dispute without facing further collective threats from villagers. On 13 June 2017, less than 
two months after the protest, the Hanoi government filed criminal charges against the people 
of Dong Tam who took police officers hostage during the incident.21 On 13 October 2017, 
Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc called on villagers who participated in the protest to turn 
themselves in.22 While the CPV clearly broke its promises, no threats of collective action 
from villagers were visible. Research shows that grievances expressed on social media 
motivated quick intervention from the government, thereby undermining protesters’ 
organisational and leadership capacity, which is essential in sustaining long-term pressure 
on the government.23 In turn, the lack of collective action from villagers directed public 
attention away from the issue, creating favourable conditions for the central government to 
resolve the land dispute at its discretion. Over the past two years, the central government 
dominantly controlled the narrative of the dispute. While anti-government narratives 
supporting villagers did not disappear, they were weak and confined to urban populations. 
Most articles critical of the central government came from the international media, which is 
inaccessible to most Vietnamese citizens. Without collective action from villagers, activists 
were unable to promote their anti-government messages in ways that could draw as much 
public attention as had been the case. 
 
 
TIGHT CONTROL ON SOCIAL MEDIA  
 
The central government’s use of social media to its advantage is clearly illustrated in the 
deadly clash in early January 2020, after the central government started to construct a wall 
around the area reserved for the Mieu Mon military airport, including the disputed land.24 
Determined to force villagers out of the area, the central government emphasised that the 
land, which was illegally granted to villagers by local authorities, must be returned to the 
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state. Perhaps, by repressing villagers, the government also wished to signal its willingness 
to punish both the protesters and local authorities involved in land mismanagement, thus 
asserting its power over local governments. The decision did not garner much attention from 
the public until the clash between villagers and police occurred. 
 
Perhaps from the central government’s perspective, social media was no longer needed as 
a monitoring tool in early 2020, which likely led to their strategy to shut down internet 
access in Dong Tam to implement the construction work. Consequently, unlike the first 
protest in 2017, almost no videos and pictures on the clash could be circulated by the 
villagers on social media.25 This helped the government dominate the narrative on the event 
in both social and state media.  
 
On 9 January 2020, state media reported that the protesters led by Le Dinh Kinh used 
grenades, firebombs, and spears to kill three policemen who were on duty during the 
construction of the fence.26 State media consistently portrayed villagers who participated in 
the attack as “extremists” and “terrorists” backed by foreign anti-government forces.27 On 
13 January 2020, the government filed criminal charges against villagers involved.28 In 
addition to shutting down the internet, the government deployed police forces to the 
commune to stop outsiders from reporting on the event.29 Consequently, anti-government 
narratives were suppressed. While non-state and international media suggested that it was 
the government that provoked violence by deploying 3,000 security officers to arrest 
villagers who resisted the construction of the fence,30 the overwhelming reach of official 
narratives, the government’s strong arm tactics and limited direct evidence from villagers 
themselves undermined activists’ side of the story. Indeed, until now, many questions 
remain unresolved as to what led to the death of the three police officers and the protest 
leader, and how many people were involved in the clash.31 Unlike the protest in 2017, there 
is a deep polarisation among Vietnamese internet users regarding this clash.32 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The Dong Tam protests exemplify how the Vietnamese government, in addition to the use 
of other coercive measures, utilised social media to its advantage to resolve land disputes. 
First, the 2017 protest, publicized by social media, enhanced central government’s 
awareness of land mismanagement issues at Dong Tam. Second, while social media helped 
connect Dong Tam villagers with external allies, especially political activists, such a 
connection also led the central government to make quick but “shallow promises” in an 
effort to defuse the situation and weaken the villagers’ ability to mount sustained pressure 
on the government. Third, the central government has been skillful in putting across its own 
narrative via social media to shift public opinion about the dispute.  
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Finally, the conventional argument that social media can empower the weak and powerless 
has to be tempered following the case of the Dong Tam dispute where the CPV and central 
government remain very much in control. 
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