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is just like dust in

Without clearing
the dust, we can’t

clearly, so clear

the ego and see
the World.

uring a time of
global crisis, from
the impact of the
COVID pandemic
to Climate Change,
the freedom to pro-
test has become a litmus test for
the health of democratic values.
Globally, how far States will contin-
ue to restrict that right in the face
of popular momentum for change
on multiple issues will be key to the
people’s ability to campaign, hold
authority to account and get their
voices heard to create meaningful
change. Two of the globally respect-
ed and inspiring leaders of non-vio-
lent protest were the great Indian
Leader Mahathma Gandhi and
American civil rights champion
Martin Luther King, known as
MLK.

Mohandas Gandhi is the innova-
tive leader who introduced the con-
cept of Ahimsa, in non-violent pro-
tests. His famous Satyagraha cam-
paigns impacted the British to leave
India. A very important point to
remember is that Mahathma Gan-
dhi always led his protest marches
from the front. He didn’t use any
‘agents’ to represent him. This is
the hallmark of true leadership and
boldness. The most memorable and
successful was his ‘Salt March’. The
Satyagraha campaigns attended by
thousands were often silent pro-
tests. It was a show of force, but a
force of disciplined and united peo-
ple. These Indian protestors did not
breach the law in any way. This is
why decades after his death he
remains the Father of India.

PROTECTING PROTESTORS

Martin Luther King fearlessly
championed the rights of the segre-
gated and marginalized African-
American community. His famous
speech “I have a dream” is relevant
today across the world. Unlike the
Indian atmosphere during the time
of Gandhi, the civil rights cause of
MLK was met with fierce police
brutality and vengeance. The
‘majority all white police’ abused
their authority and supported white
extremists to intimidate and harass
black Americans. Martin Luther
King was shot dead when preparing
to address a protest rally. During
most of their protests the African-
Americans sang Christian hymns of
hope and prayed on the roads.
However there were recorded inci-
dents of some retaliating with force,
which was against the concept of
MLK’s ideology. During the inaugu-
ration of President Barack Obama,
on worldwide media channels one
of the political commentators duly
reminded the world that it was
Martin Luther King who paved the
way for a coloured American to
ascend the White House.

Internationally, the core principle
of Public Order Management is that
the vast majority of crowds that
gather are law abiding citizens who
are legally exercising their rights to
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This is an age of protest: from direct action in Europe

against Climate Change and demonstrations against

COVID restrictions to protests against the re-election
of President Lukashenko in Belarus and the
pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong.

But it’s also an age of retreat from the duty to
facilitate our right to protest. In authoritarian
regimes, the crackdown on popular dissent

has been brutal and sometimes lawless.

protest and voice their concerns
and beliefs. This understanding
should be the basis of any lawful
protest and the Police Forces,
worldwide must remember they
took an oath to “Serve and Protect”
and that oath includes protecting
protestors and their right to lawful-
ly protest- free from acts of vio-
lence. May 9, 2022 in Sri Lanka
will be remembered as a day that
democracy was buried. Well organ-
ised rowdy elements, influenced by
liquor descended like a demonic
legion from the Temple Trees,
armed with iron rods and swords
and brutally attacked unarmed pro-
testors. It was sad to see clergy
being attacked by thugs. These
uneducated thugs had no respect
for priests, women and youth. They
even burned and vandalized the
medical tent of the St. John Ambu-
lance brigade, which is an interna-
tional level first aid organisation.
The Sri Lanka Police failed misera-
bly in their duty to serve and pro-
tect the peaceful protests. The
world saw these events and now
excuses and lies are flowing like a
river from those who are guilty of
these crimes.

This is an age of protest: from
direct action in Europe against Cli-
mate Change and demonstrations

against COVID restrictions to pro-
tests against the re-election of Pres-
ident Lukashenko in Belarus and
the pro-democracy movement in
Hong Kong. But it’s also an age of
retreat from the duty to facilitate
our right to protest. In authoritari-
an regimes, the crackdown on pop-
ular dissent has been brutal and
sometimes lawless. Even in liberal
democracies, where civil liberties
have been won through protest
movements, there is a backlash. In
the United Kingdom, unprecedent-
ed new legislation will reduce peo-
ple’s ability to mobilize and voice
their views. The departure of
democracies from safeguarding pro-
test not only erodes the rights of
its citizens — protected by the
Human Rights Act — it weakens the
state’s role as an advocate for inter-
national human rights.

The right to freedom of assembly
and association is closely linked to
the right to freedom of expression.
Neither are absolute rights and can
be limited in certain circumstances.
Yet both are recognized as central
to an open society, enabling each of
us to participate in public life and
express political opinions. That
tension, between grassroots move-
ments that are growing ever more
creative in their tactics and states

that are pushing back, has reached
a peak over the past two years,
exacerbated by the pandemic.
Prudent readers will know that
in 2020, the UN Human Rights
Committee adopted a General
Comment on the right to protest,
which provided an authoritative
interpretation of its protection in
the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR). It
stated ‘failure to respect and ensure
the right of peaceful assembly is
typically a marker of repression’.
Worldwide, today the new gener-
ation of activists who face arrest,
prosecution and possibly prison for
civil disobedience simply feel they
have no choice. In his new book,
Hong Kong activist Nathan Law
writes: ‘It was hard to process the
idea that I was now a criminal. To
have broken the law felt so alien to
me. While I was prepared to face
my sentence, as all activists who
confront unjust laws must be, [ was
nevertheless irritated by the irony
of such acts of civil disobedience -
that in order to advocate for
democracy and justice and safe-
guard the rule of law, sometimes
laws had to be broken.” Under-
standing that a group has a certain
behavior is one thing, but knowing
“Why” it behaves the way it does is

Mahathma Gandhi

the key to understanding “How” to
deal with these people not only as
a group but as individuals. A group
of any sort is made up of individu-
als; individuals with certain behav-
iors and characteristics.

UNIVERSAL DECLARATION
OF HUMAN RIGHTS

UN Article 2- Everyone is enti-
tled to all the rights and freedoms
set forth in this Declaration, with-
out distinction of any kind, such as
race, colour, sex, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national
or social origin, property, birth or
other status. Furthermore, no dis-
tinction shall be made on the basis
of the political, jurisdictional or
international status of the country
or territory to which a person
belongs, whether it be independ-
ent, trust, non-self-governing or
under any other limitation of sover-
eignty.

Further Article 3 says- Everyone
has the right to life, liberty and
security of person. Article 6- Every-
one has the right to recognition
everywhere as a person before the
law.

Article 19- Everyone has the
right to freedom of opinion and
expression; this right includes free-
dom to hold opinions without
interference and to seek, receive
and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless
of frontiers. Article 20- (1) Every-
one has the right to freedom of
peaceful assembly and association.
(2) No one may be compelled to
belong to an association.

Article 25- (1) Everyone has the
right to a standard of living ade-
quate for the health and well-being

THE RIGHT TO LIFE
AND NON-VIOLENT

PROTEST

of himself and of his family, includ-
ing food, clothing, housing and
medical care and necessary social
services, and the right to security
in the event of unemployment, sick-
ness, disability, widowhood, old
age or other lack of livelihood in
circumstances beyond his control.

Article 26- (1) Everyone has the
right to education. Education shall
be free, at least in the elementary
and fundamental stages. Elementa-
ry education shall be compulsory.
Technical and professional educa-
tion shall be made generally availa-
ble and higher education shall be
equally accessible to all on the
basis of merit.

It has been observed by sociolo-
gists that when Article 25 and 26
are not met to the people’s desired
expectation, it is then that the peo-
ple feel a sense of injustice, resent-
ment and also being deceived. Peo-
ple naturally start comparing their
countries to other nations, which
are perceived to have a better
standard. This is also why people
desire to take risks and migrate,
seeking greener pastures.

Today the world is a global vil-
lage. People are effectively con-
nected by vibrant social media.
The quest for change in many
spheres will continue, globally.
When we uphold the rights of oth-
ers we can all live in peace and
cherish the dividends of prosperity.
This must become a universal man-
date. During this week of Vesak, all
Sri Lankans must remember the
prudent warning of the noble Bud-
dha “Three things cannot be hid-
den- the sun, moon and the truth”.
The truth will always triumph.
(The writer is the author of the
book Target Secured- Police
Special Task Force)
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N vy The separate area that has been allocated outside the Presidential Secretariat close to the Galle Face Green for
A ‘Black Lives Matter’ protest protesters to carry out protests and demonstrations.
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