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Mainstream theories of how and why social movements mobilise, act, and achieve outcomes 

have been developed based primarily on research on movements in Western liberal 

democracies (Gamson 1975; M. Giugni 2008; 1998; Amenta et al. 2010). Research 

conducted in non-Western non-democracies has largely focussed on revolutionary 

movements that aim to overthrow authoritarian governments and usher in democracy (see 

for example recent research into the Arab Spring, or research on the fall of the Soviet 

Union). However, these are not the only, or even the most interesting movements in non-

democratic environments. To the surprise of those who characterise Vietnam as a 

repressive, authoritarian State, various social movements have recently emerged and are 

engaging with the state to change or introduce policy that will provide significant benefits for 

particular groups in society; increased access to income, health, welfare, and education for 

people with disabilities, recognition of the rights of transsexual Vietnamese, or health care 

and non-discrimination for people living with HIV. These movements are increasingly 

involved in the whole policy cycle, from agenda setting to implementation and review.  

 

My fieldwork, including extensive interviews and participant observation of the movement of 

people living with HIV (PLHIV), the movement of people with disabilities (PWD) and the 

newly emerged movement of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transsexual people (LGBT) reveals 

that current social movement theory could benefit from widening its focus to consider a 

broader range of movements in different contexts. For movements that are focussed 

primarily on inclusion not revolution, and which rely on tactics other than protest, some of the 

accepted wisdoms of theory cannot be relied upon. For example, the LGBT movement has 

achieved significant political influence in a very short period of time, without resorting to 

violent or aggressive tactics (Patterson and Stephens 2012; Gamson 1975; Oosterhof, 

Hoang, and Quach 2014). These ‘inclusion’ movements operating in a developing country 

environment also highlight factors that affect mobilization and success that have been 

underemphasised or operate differently than in developed liberal democracies. Specifically, 

these movements offer insight into the role of international ‘rights’ discourses, external 

resources, and public opinion in non-democratic environments.  

 

This research provides detailed case studies of three movements in the thus far under-

researched area of movements in non-democratic settings that do not try to overthrow the 

government but rather constructively engage with it in order to achieve their goals. The 

findings thus far indicate that these cases can contribute unique understandings about how 

such movements contribute to social change in authoritarian regimes, challenging traditional 

understandings of political participation in non-democratic settings. 
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