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PROtest or ProTEST in the 21st Century? 
 

GYANDA KAKAR
1 

 

ABSTRACT 

Protests have been an integral part of society. Protests take place whenever there are 

conflicts in opinions. They are an expression of dissent or disapproval of a scheme or an 

idea. Karl Marx says that conflicts or protests happen whenever there is a difference in the 

opinion of different classes. He described protests as class conflicts. The protests in the 

20th century are mainly associated with the struggle for freedom. The protests in the 20th 

century were somewhat violent. In the 21st century, saw a shift and protests these days are 

somewhat digital and are also less violent. The protests in the 21st Century are mainly to 

save and restore this freedom. The 1960s saw a shift in the emphasis on the stress of the 

word protest. This paper will examine protests as a model for change. It aims to analyse 

the change in the protests in the 21st century. This paper aims to examine the 

corresponding meaning of the stress in the word protest in the 21st Century. Thus, this 

paper will examine a change in the model for change ie protests. 

 
 

 “You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To change something, build a new 

model that makes the existing model obsolete.” 

― Buckminster Fuller 

Protests are a public expression of dissent or disapproval of an idea or thought, mostly a 

political scheme. The protests are aimed at mobilising public opinion against injustice or a 

political policy which is unjust. Protests are to bring about social change. Sometimes a social 

change can announce itself in the dropping of a preposition.2 It is that when you use the word 

protest, you are to oppose or are against an idea.3 These protests are undertaken to influence 

policy and enact a change themselves. According to Karl Marx, protests are a result of class 

struggle. In his theory of class conflict, he discusses class struggle as a conflict between the 

bourgeoisie (controller of means of production) and proletariat (controller of production or 

workers). In his work, the Communist Manifesto, he says class conflict and revolutions happen 

                                                      
1 Gujarat National Law University, India 
2 Protest has helped define the first two decades of the 21st century – here's what's next (2019). Available at: 

https://theconversation.com/protest-has-helped-define-the-first-two-decades-of-the-21st-century-heres-whats-

next-128745 (Accessed: 15 March 2020). 
3 Geoffrey Nunberg - the history of "protest" (2020). Available at: 

http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~nunberg/protest.html (Accessed: 15 March 2020). 
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when people become aware of their loss. He describes such protests as inevitable due to 

differences in classes and due to individual contradictions. He says that when people become 

aware of their losses, a radical transformation will take place and that in place of the class 

system there shall be a free association of people. The mission is to educate the proletariat 

political and revolutionary, eventually guaranteeing the transfer of the legal force to the 

capitalist proletariat from the democratic bourgeoisie.4 In such a situation. unaddressed protests 

may grow into activism or revolutions. The history of such unaddressed protests can be traced 

back to the 16th century in Northern Europe where the Protestant Reformation took place. 

Protest marches were first used in 1913 to describe the march that Gandhi organized to protest 

the restrictions that had been imposed on the Indian population of South Africa -- the first 

massive civil disobedience campaign. By 1965, people began to use the noun "protest" for a 

vociferous rally. That gave rise to the word "PROtester" in place of the older form 

"proTESTer," which was derived from the verb. The shift in word stress corresponds to a 

difference in emphasis. "ProTESTer" refers to a person with a specific response in mind. When 

you hear "PROtester," you think of a bunch of angry people taking an action. 5 People have 

raised their voice by mobilising in mass movements in the form of marches, demonstrations, 

civil disobedience, strikes, violence, boycotts, press conferences, lawsuits etc. Mass protests 

returned to the streets across the world in the first two decades of the 21st Century. Mass 

mobilization has had a significant effect on both official politics and culture, partly because of 

a sinking faith in traditional politics, and protest has become the mode of political speech for 

millions. In the 21st century, protests have helped define the first two decades of the century. 

Up to now, protests have been the only political action that power can't engage in. In the 21st 

century, social media platforms have given unorganised groups the ability to mobilize and 

organize themselves. In heavily controlled societies, such platforms enable the citizens to avoid 

the official channels and express and check their beliefs with other like-minded citizens; since 

it is common for governments to cut off such official channels when protests or opposition is 

likely to happen. In earlier times, protests mainly happened by way of violence or civil 

disobedience. In the 21st century, a new kind of protests are outfitted with new tools for 

planning and documentation, but on the ground, protest looks just like it did when they 

happened during the time of Gandhiji and Chandrashekhar Azad. Similar to the past protests, 

in the “modern-day” protests take place when people are dissatisfied with something and want 

                                                      
4 Marxism - Class struggle (2020). Available at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Marxism/Class-struggle 

(Accessed: 19 March 2020). 
5 Ibid. 
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to achieve ‘profitable justice’.6 The dilemma for those who petition and demand reform is that 

the influence of the meetings is equally problematic. By nature, large crowds are almost diverse 

and put together a variety of inspiration. And if it becomes clear that the power of the gathering 

is not sustainable, the emotional energy which appears to be released by participation would 

probably vanish.7 

Protests against economic legislation or legislative changes challenge the democratic freedoms 

are in certain cases directly. Others condemn inaction in the climate crisis, which a generation 

of young people in dozens of countries are now seeking new policies. On 15 February 2003, 

the worldwide anti-war movement contributed to the largest mass street marches, in which 

millions protested in over 800 cities to establish a crisis of democracy in Iraq and the United 

Kingdom-led invasion in Iraq. 

Most protests in this century are issue-specific like anti-abortion movements, such movements 

also have a scientific approach. Earlier, protests took place to give the freedom or autonomy of 

people, such as the French Revolution and the Socialist Revolution.8 Modern-day protests 

happen to restore this autonomy or right to self-govern. The Indian Anti-Corruption Movement 

of 2011 was one such movement. The anti-war movement in Afghanistan which started in 2001 

has continued is also an example. Such movements restore the principles of natural justice. The 

2012 Delhi Gang Rape Case, was a popular movement aimed at restoring the principles of 

justice, reasonableness and fairness. 

During the Women’s March in 2017, an official application was launched for organizing the 

protest against offensive statements against women. Apps like Twitter and Instagram were 

useful only on the outskirts of the protest and afterwards, to digest dispatches that had been 

sent whenever a signal could be ferreted out.9 However, this proves that more than an 

application, people are responsible for the revolution. Also, online petitions are signed to voice 

and compile like approaches and opinions. The recent Citizenship Amendment Act, of the 

Indian Government, caused a massive uproar in the country. The National Register of Citizens, 

in addition to the CAA, saw an unprecedented mass civil unrest. As the 20's start, the situation 

                                                      
6 The largest protests of the 21st century | HybridTechCar (2018). Available at: 

https://hybridtechcar.com/2018/08/28/the-largest-protests-of-the-21st-century/ (Accessed: 25 March 2020). 
7 The Power of Street Protest in the 21st Century (2020). Available at: https://about.futurelearn.com/blog/the-

power-of-street-protest-in-the-21st-century (Accessed: 25 March 2020). 
8 Sewell, R. et al. (2020) Socialist Revolution | International Marxist Tendency, Socialist Revolution. Available 

at: https://socialistrevolution.org/ (Accessed: 25 March 2020). On the Theory of the Socialist Revolution by 

Maurice Cornforth 1956 (2020). Available at: https://www.marxists.org/archive/cornforth/1956/theory-

revolution.htm (Accessed: 25 March 2020). 
9 The Women’s March proves that 21st century protest is still about bodies, not tweets (2017). Available at: 

https://www.theverge.com/2017/1/23/14354434/womens-march-on-washington-social-media-twitter-app 

(Accessed: 19 March 2020). 



4 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 3 Iss 1] 

© 2020. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [ISSN 2581-5369] 

is clear: a climatic and environmental catastrophe, a global financial crisis, increasing 

inequalities, trade wars and growing dangers from more imperialistic wars and militarisation. 

We're facing an extraordinary moment in 2020. The “modern-day” protests are more or less on 

the traditional political and economic policies. Although such policies are local to the 

respective country, they still have a wide globally ranging impact. Thus, most protests are 

world-wide, which is different from past protests. Thus, in the 21st century, most of the protests 

happen against climate change rather than addressing the traditional secretary splits. Such 

protests have been carried out by students. The Assam riots are seen in history as a major 

student riot. Some delegates, former President Prafulla Kumar Mahanta of the All Assam 

Students Union (AASU), moved from university hostels into the state assembly overnight. The 

Agreement between the AASU and the central government of the Assam Agreement signed on 

15 August 1985 brought the turmoil to a close.10 Thus, these protests are a legacy for the 

protests happening in this century. The current upsurge due to CAA indicates the advent of a 

new phase in the history of movements, mainly because of a high number of student protestors. 

The movement towards street protest will also be fostered by the climate crisis which has the 

most powerful effects to lose, including on race and gender. Climate activists like Greta 

Thunberg and John Paul Jose have protested to combat the policies of bureaucrats which are 

putting the earth at a risk. In India, peaceful protests were carried out to prevent the destruction 

of Aarey forests for a metro project. Such protests remind us of the Chipkoo Movement, which 

was started in 1970. "Protests" have retained some of the sense of resistance that they acquired 

at the beginning of the last century. Thus, protests in the 21st century are PROtest and rather 

than protest. To conclude,  

“We must always take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence 

encourages the tormentor, never the tormented.” 

-Elie Wesslie 

 

                                                      
10 The History of Student Protests in India (2020). Available at: https://thewire.in/politics/the-history-of-student-

protests-in-india (Accessed: 20 March 2020). 


