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Protests in the 21st Century 
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ABSTRACT 

Protests have proven to be a powerful and dynamic political tool which has the capability 

to manifest change and convert the wrong to right. Some of them aim for creation of a new 

law while some are a means of expressing disapproval of a new law. This article aims to 

study about the Protests that took place in the 21st century (2001-2100). It discusses about 

a brief history of protests, the different types or means of protests and their impact on the 

society and governance. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

A protest is a solemn declaration of opinion and usually of dissent.2 It is a means of 

communicating one’s opposition to a particular concept which usually takes place in groups 

having resonated opinions on the same. Article 19 of the Indian Constitution provides the 

citizens of India the Right to protest. This concept is definitely prevalent in every corner of 

the world only where the system of governance is identified as democracy. 21st century has 

witnessed the more educated, cognizant and courageous citizens voicing their opinions to 

initiate change and sometimes revolutions. Protests can be peaceful or violent and depending 

upon their success, they can also transform into movements becoming the highlights of 

history. 

II. HISTORY 

The earliest forms of protests took place in the 13th century by the name of the Peasant’s Revolt 

in the medieval Europe against the poll tax introduced.3 This was followed by Martin Luther’s 

95 Theses in 1517 which challenged the Catholic Church and Boston Tea Party in 1773 in 

North America which was against import taxes on tea. The first of the kind protest that took 

place in India was the House Tax Hartal in 1810-11 in Varanasi. All these protests marked 

some important milestones which achieved what we possess today in reality. 

III. FORMS OF PROTEST 

1. Political Protests 

                                                      
1 Student at Gujarat National Law University, India 
2 MERRIAM WEBSTER, https://www.merriam-webster.com (last visited Dec. 8, 2006). 
3 BBC UK TEACH, https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/the-people-are-revolting-the-history-of-protest/zdpdgwx (last 
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A considerable chunk of protests are conducted with the agenda of demonstrating the 

disapproval of a particular policy of the government and sometimes against the election of the 

government itself. These forms of protests can be registered using voting, letter writing, 

campaign contributions, participation in interest groups and political parties, and other means. 

It can be executed through 2 ways either non- violent i.e by petitions, newspaper articles, works 

of art, sit-ins, and peaceful demonstrations or violent which can be in the form of harm to 

property, bodily injury and even terrorism. Take for example, the Orange Revolution of 

Ukraine in 2004-05, wherein people protested against the controversial outcomes of the 

presidential elections which was rigged to be in favour of Viktor Yanukovych and suspected to 

be corrupted and a result of a malicious fraud.4 Further the Umbrella Movement that took place 

in Hongkong in 2014 wherein the citizens displayed opposition to the newly formulated 

features in the electoral system. 5 

2. Economic Protests 

Many of the protests being ignited across the world are primarily based on economic grounds usually 

the cause being either economic inequality or high costs of living. The Occupy Wall Street protests 

in the United States 2011 had people step down on the streets and literally occupy the Wall Street to 

fight against the wide economic gap and lack of opportunity. It was succoured by various celebrities 

and became the epicentre for the worldwide Occupy protests which continue even today. Apart from 

this, a slew of new taxes on tobacco, petrol and voice calls were introduced by the government of 

Lebanon via Whatsapp. The most severely hit by this were the vulnerable groups like the refugees 

and migrant workers. This enraged the people who began anti-governmental demonstrations which 

even led to the removal of the President.6 The Anti Austerity Movement that took place in countries 

like Spain, Ireland, and Portugal after the beginning of Europe’s debt crisis. These countries were 

also ordered by IMF and World Bank to cut down on expenses on security nets. Further, in India in 

2010 the skyrocketing prices of onions due to errant rainfall created a havoc leading to a nation-wide 

protest. This was resolved by the then Prime Minister, Dr. Manmohan Singh by banning onion 

exports, and lowering import taxes facilitating imports from Pakistan. 

3. Social Protests 

It is a collective and joint effort of people usually to introduce a breakthrough and replace certain 

                                                      
visited Jan. 7, 2019). 
4 Steven Pifer, Hannah Thoburn, Ukraine: Protests and Memories of the Orange Revolution, BROOKINGS (Mar. 20, 

2020, 3:32 PM), https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front. 
5 BLOOMBERG, https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2019-hong-kong-protesters-umbrellas/ (last visited on 

Apr. 29, 2019).  
6 AFP, LEBANON IN ‘WEEK OF WRATH’ PROTESTS OVER POLITICAL VACUUM, ECONOMIC CRISIS, TIMES OF 

ISRAEL (MAR. 22, 2020, 3:00 PM), HTTPS://WWW.TIMESOFISRAEL.COM/. 
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practices existing from time immemorial having a negative impact on the society. It may include 

certain mode of discrimination either gender, religious, racial or other forms and aims to promote 

equitable human rights. The LGBT Movement, Russia in 2006 took such a righteous shape where 

the LGBT rights activists dragged the Government to the European Court of Human Rights. Further, 

the capital of India witnessed massive crowds outside courts demanding expeditious execution of 

death penalty of the four convicts of the Nirbhaya case in 2011. It took place in the form of candle 

marches wherein people showcased their solidarity towards the mounting rape cases arising in India. 

This led to some extremely significant amendments made to the rape laws and even the inclusion of 

death penalty. Even after 8 years, the protests proved to be fruitful as justice has been served. Also, 

in Switzerland the women protested demanding equal pay as men at workplaces wherein purple was 

used as their representative colour. The women boycotted going to work and participated in huge 

numbers in the protest.7 Even such a developed country suffered from issues which should not have 

existed in the first place. 

4. Environmental Protests 

This category of protests, according to me, is of utmost importance and the need of the hour. The 

only reason as to why the current generation is more aware of the sensitivity of the issue is because 

of the persistent protests being conducted. During the 1970s environmental protests became more 

organised and manifested with itself, some radical changes. With influential personalities like Greta 

Thunberg, a 17 year old Swedish girl who with a passage of time became the face of the 

environmental protests. Millions of those concerned, demonstrated across time-zones and cultures to 

protest against the global heating which led on to become the biggest environmental protest of all 

times. 21st century has witnessed several climatic catastrophes like the recent Australian bushfires 

which have ensued vigorous protests demanding a concrete action from the people in power as 

opposed to the false and misleading promises made by them. In India masses held protests against 

the Sterlite Copper factory in Thoothukudi, India due to pollution concerns. It gradually became 

violent with 12 people losing their lives. The factory had also caused havoc previously in 2013 

wherein a gas leak made all the locals face nausea, respiratory illnesses and even led to 

contamination of ground water to a humungous level. 8 

IV. IMPACT OF PROTESTS 

There is no sure shot probability of the success or failure of a protest. Some protests have ended up 

                                                      
7 John Henley, Swiss Women strike to demand equal pay, THE GUARDIAN (Mar. 23, 2020 6:39 PM), 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jun/14/swiss-women-strike-demand-equal-pay. 
8 DW, https://www.dw.com/en/environmental-protest-in-india-turns-deadly/a-43886495 (last visited Jun. 30, 

2011). 
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achieving their primary goal like the protest against Trump’s executive order of 2017 barring refugees 

from entering the US. Keeping aside the unity and efforts put in by groups of protestors, they 

sometimes do not achieve their agenda. A Princeton study concluded that public opinion hardly shape 

or change legislations which can be proved by the results of many protests. In 2016, the Womens 

Day March intended to ensure reproductive rights for women not just met with failure but also 

resulted in President Trump signing an order stripping the governmental aid provided to the foreign 

institutions that offered abortion services. Another striking example is of the Standing Rock protest 

in 2016, which even though garnered a lot of publicity through media but ended up losing in the court 

of law. 9 

V. CONCLUSION 

Protests are a part of the society since the beginning of human civilisation. They are an invincible as 

well as indispensable especially in the 21st century. With continuously altering scenarios of the world, 

the reasons, forms and results of protests keep evolving with no change in the spirit. The ongoing 

protests against the Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019 took a violent turn leading to become one of 

the most controversial protests of the 21st century even with 80 years still remaining. To sum up, 

protest is a representation of that which is the blueprint of the very spirit of democracy.“ Protests are 

not merely coalitions of the aggrieved, but are more correctly understood as an expression of 

a shared fate.” 

                                                      
9 THE PERSPECTIVE, https://www.theperspective.com/debates/politics/do-protests-work (last visited Nov. 5, 

2019). 


