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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Sri Lanka’s third wave of COVID-19 cases began 
in April 2021. Increasing case numbers and death 
counts were compounded by economic and political 
instability. The government introduced measures 
to contain the spread of COVID-19, which included 
restricting the rights of freedom of assembly, 
expression and information. During the period of 
April to August 2021, protests by different actors from 
farmers, students, fishermen, trade unions, university 
students, opposition parties and teachers were 
observed. As social media’s relevance as a sphere 
for public discourse increased during the pandemic, 
such platforms often featured discourse around the 
restriction of fundamental freedoms and the state’s 
response to assertions of these freedoms. 

DRI studied online discourse around the restriction 
of the rights of assembly, expression and information 
during the period of April to August 2021. DRI explored 
the social media response around government 
measures that restricted fundamental freedoms 
on the basis of a public health crisis. The impact 
of these restrictions on the fundamental rights of 
minorities and the way in which they were related to 
other political, economic and social issues was also 
examined. 

DRI examined 3,508 posts from Facebook pages and 
groups. The posts were based on relevant keywords 
from a lexicon created in all three languages (Sinhala, 
Tamil and English). This was supplemented by 
qualitative research. 

The study found that the main freedom referenced 
by posts was the freedom of expression, accounting 
for over half of posts on fundamental freedoms; 30% 
of posts referred to freedom of association while only 

14.7% of posts referenced freedom of information. 
Most posts were concerned with civil rights and 
governance, with health and public safety accounting 
for 10% of content. Spikes in online speech in June, 
July and August were corresponding to government 
measures and responses to freedoms of expression 
and assembly. 

The study, which was limited to Facebook, could 
not gauge the level of support that government 
restrictions received through collected data, 
which was limited to Facebook. However, the 
overwhelmingly negative sentiments recorded from 
a variety of perspectives indicate that the online 
discourse on fundamental freedoms is polarized. 
In addition, qualitative research found that the 
government restrictions were criticised on social 
media, especially on Twitter. The debate around 
health risks versus the suppression of democratic 
freedoms often played out along political lines, 
and involved identifying discrepancies within the 
restrictions as well as exemptions that created 
double standards. In addition, online discourse 
around the government’s response in implementing 
restrictions in an arbitrary and often discriminatory 
manner was also observed. Religious gatherings by 
minorities weren´t allowed and targeted by the 
state, while gatherings and festivals by Buddhists, 
the majority religion, were sanctioned. Social 
media discourse also observed that COVID-19 
containment measures such as lockdowns had an 
adverse impact on low-income communities and 
observed class discrimination in how lockdowns 
were enforced as government applied stringent 
measures to low-income groups and policed 
gatherings with any political leaning, while elite 
society events were sanctioned. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Sri Lanka recorded its first case of COVID-19 on 
25 January 2020. The first locally transmitted case 
was reported on 10 March when a local tour guide 
contracted the virus marking the beginning of Sri 
Lanka’s first wave of COVID-19 infections which lasted 
until late July. An island-wide lockdown for 52 days 
and closure of borders resulted in low case numbers 
and deaths being limited to 13. While the government 
response to the first wave was widely considered a 
success, deaths began to increase during the second 
wave that lasted from November 2020 to March 2021. 
Relaxation of health restrictions during the Sinhala 
and Tamil New Year in April 2021 led to a spike in 
cases with over 800 cases being recorded daily. Within 
three months over 3,000 COVID-19 deaths had been 
recorded and by August 2021 the figure had increased 
to over 7,000. Several restrictions were introduced 
during the third wave, with increased implications 

on freedom of expression, assembly and information 
during this period. With physical restrictions on 
association and movement, social media became 
even more significant as a sphere for public discussion 
and discourse. This report examines the social media 
discourse around restrictive measures during the 
period of April 2021 to August 2021. 

The report assess social media discourse around 
three areas:

• COVID-19 restrictions that affect freedoms of 
expression, assembly and information

• The impact of restrictions on fundamental rights 
of minorities

• The relationship between restrictions and other 
political, economic and social issues

Timeline of Travel Restrictions from April 2021 to August 2021

13
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July
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528 3 1

Island wide curfew

Island wide curfew

Curfew from 
10 pm to 4 am

16th

onwards
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10 pm onwards

Island wide curfew
10 pm to 4 am

Third week of August 
-  Trade unions, health experts demand lockdowns
-  Self-imposed lockdowns in towns 
-  Shops were closed in many parts of the country

National 
Lockdown 

Island wide 
curfew lifted

Travel Restrictions
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CONTEXT 

HOW WAS FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY AND EXPRESSION CURTAILED DURING 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC?

On 6 July 2021, the police banned protests and public 
meetings to halt the transmission of COVID-19, after 
the Director General of Health Services informed the 
Inspector General of Police that there was a risk of 
COVID-19 being spread through public gatherings 
such as protests. The police stated that transgressors 
would be dealt with according to quarantine 
regulations. 

This measure was implemented in a socio-political 
landscape where diverse groups and citizens were 
protesting and demonstrating to forward a variety 
of causes ranging from fuel price hikes to the 
militarisation of education. Despite the restrictions on 
the right to assembly, more than 120 protests were 
held across the country in July 2021 according to the 
President’s Media Division, with on average over 
1,500 people attending each. 

During the months of July and August 2021, the 
police arrested over 100 people who were engaged 
in protest, targeting activists and trade union leaders. 
Shortly after the ban on protests, 45 protesters 
were arrested on 8 July and taken to a government 
quarantine centre after bail had been granted. This 
was widely condemned, for example by the Bar 
Association of Sri Lanka pointing out that “quarantine 
is a health precaution and should not be used as a 
punishment or mode of detention.” 

Civil society criticised the ban on protests as 
disproportionate and having no constitutional basis. 
The ban was also introduced at a period when other 
restrictions were being relaxed, including weddings 
at limited capacity. This suggests that the COVID-19 
situation did not warrant excessive restrictions on the 
right to assembly and freedom of movement and that 
the protest ban was motivated by a desire to crush 
dissent, rather than as a necessary move to safeguard 
public health. Notably in June 2021, before the ban was 
implemented, the police were dispatched to remove 

effigies of Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa and 
President Gotabaya Rajapaksa which were displayed at 
a student protest. The fact that there is no prohibition 
on displaying effigies at protests in Sri Lanka indicates 
that police response to the protests was dictated less 
by health concerns and legal grounding and more by 
what was deemed threatening to the government. 

On 15 August, at a Judicial Service Commission (JSC) 
meeting reportedly Magistrates were instructed to 
use Sections 98 and 106 of the Criminal Procedure 
Code, which enabled magistrates to issue 
conditional and absolute court orders to prevent 
or remove public nuisances, to control protests 
and public gatherings. In the preceding months 
magistrates had not consistently decided when the 
police sought court orders to ban protests, with 
some magistrates refusing to grant the order. Early 
that month, Colombo Chief Magistrate Buddhika Sri 
Rala dismissed a request from Cinnamon Gardens 
Police for an injunction order to prevent the staging 
of a protest against the proposed Kotelawala Defence 
University Bill (KDU). He noted that the freedom to 
engage in protests and demonstrations was granted 
by the constitution and that the pandemic could not 
be used as an excuse to suppress the rights of the 
public. On 17 August, Colombo Additional Magistrate 
Lochani Abeywickrama expressed that quarantine 
law could not overpower constitutionally protected 
rights including the right to expression and protest 
during a case against the Propaganda Secretary of 
the Frontline Socialist Party who demonstrated to 
raise awareness on the plight of fishing communities. 

The government’s response to protests and 
measures to restrict public gatherings are vital in 
understanding the online discussion around these 
issues. This is particularly important as government 
members shared views on social media which 
triggered conversation around issues of the right to 
protest and the necessity of safeguarding freedoms 
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of expression and assembly during a public health 
crisis. They also introduced key tropes and produced 
associations about and around the protesters, which 
were then repeated on social media. One of the key 
messages promoted by government actors was that 
protests spread COVID-19 and create new clusters 
of the disease. This was often given as a reason for 
the increasing case numbers, especially as the 3rd 
wave reached its peak during August 2021. During 

his address to the nation on 20 August, President 
Gotabaya Rajapaksa stated that it was not a time 
for protests and that they would destabilise the 
country. Similarly, State Minister of Transport Dilum 
Amunugama remarked that terrorist organisations 
were behind the protests, again portraying protesters 
as a threat and thus undermining the importance of 
the right to assembly. 

KEY EVENTS RELATED TO FREEDOM OF ASSEMBLY AND EXPRESSION 

KDU Bill Protests

Protests against the General Sir John Kotelawala 
Defence University Bill (KDU Bill) began in May 2021. 
The proposed Act would exclude the Kotelawala 
Defence University (KDU) from the purview of the 
University Grants Commission which administers 
state universities in Sri Lanka. The Inter-University 
Students’ Federation (IUSF) and Federation of 
University Teachers’ Association (FUTA) argued 
that the bill would enable the privatisation and 
militarisation of higher education, creating a parallel 
autonomous system for civilian education run by the 
military. The bill would also enable KDU to function on 
a profit basis, admitting local and foreign fee-paying 
students. Furthermore the protests against the KDU 
bill by university students demanded extending the 
freedom of expression and right to assembly to all 
university students, as the KDU bill would prohibit the 
formation of student unions and included provisions 
to suppress dissent in the name of national security. 
Defence Secretary General (Rtd.) Kamal Gunaratne 
stated that “Parents can enrol their stubborn children 
at this university. They will assure you that your child 
will never join any protest or satyagraha”.1 

Protests intensified in June and July 2021. When the bill 
was presented to parliament on 8 July, police arrested 
33 people including Sri Lanka Teachers’ Union General 
Secretary Joseph Stalin for violating a COVID-19 ban 
on public meetings. The Additional Magistrate said 
that the court had no power to send defendants to a 
quarantine centre.  The protesters were granted bail 
but then taken in buses to quarantine centres without 

being subject to PCR tests or the approval of public 
health inspectors.

This resulted in widespread condemnation from 
political parties, unions and the Bar Association of 
Sri Lanka. The United Nations Resident Coordinator 
Hanaa Singer-Hamdy noted on Twitter that it was 
“Vital that restrictions imposed as measures against 
the pandemic don’t go beyond the legitimate 
protection of #PublicHealth.”2 School teacher unions 
stopped online teaching from 12 July to protest the 
forced quarantine. The protesters were released on 
16 July, a week short of the 14-day quarantine period. 

Teachers’ Protests

School Teachers from 18 unions stopped online 
teaching from 12 July to protest the detention of union 
leaders protesting against the proposed KDU Bill. 
While this galvanized teachers to protest, the bill was 
only one of many issues that the protests revolved 
around. They continued their strike after the release 
of the union leaders. The teachers unions demanded 
a salary increase and a permanent solution to the 
existing salary anomalies. Teachers unions stated 
that the salary increments offered to teachers and 
principals are not equal to the salaries earned in other 
public service sectors. Teachers defied a government 
order to return to work on 2 August, intensifying 
their protests in the first week of August around 
the island. Five activists were arrested for damaging 
public property on 3 August, with police alleging 
over 200,000 LKR damage to police barricades and 
the road as a result of burning a mock coffin made 

1   https://www.newsfirst.lk/2021/07/22/student-unions-launch-protests-against-kdu-bill/ 
2   https://www.dailymirror.lk/latest_news/Restrictions-shouldnt-go-beyond-legitimate-protection-of-public-health-Hanaa-Singer/342-215831
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of cardboard. In addition, it was observed that those 
who were connected to activists and protesters were 
also intimidated and arrested, for example seven 
people who transported protesters and provided 
loudspeakers. On 4 August, 44 people were arrested 
for protesting outside the Presidential Secretariat 
and charged with unlawful assembly, obstruction 
of vehicular movement and violating quarantine 
regulations. All of the protesters tested negative for 
COVID-19.

Due to rising COVID-19 cases, on 7 August a protest 
march from Kandy to Colombo was suspended 
midway at Pasyala - a town located about 50 kilometres 
before Colombo, and other teachers’ unions called 
off physical protests planned for the second week of 
August. 

Farmers’ Protests

President Gotabaya Rajapaksa issued a statement 
on 22 April, banning the import of chemical fertiliser. 
The ban was approved by the cabinet and published 
through Gazette Extraordinary No 2,226/48 of 6 May 
2021. While farmers had been protesting earlier in 
the year over deforestation and its impacts on their 
livelihood, protests over fertiliser shortages began 
during April, after the Sinhala and Tamil New Year. 
Farmer protests continued throughout the year and 
became widespread. Police arrested five people in 
Boralanda for violating quarantine laws on 3 July and 
then arrested Janatha Vimukthi Peramuna members 
Samantha Vidyarathna and Namal Karunaratne a few 
days later. 

FREEDOM OF INFORMATION AND EXPRESSION UNDER COVID-19 IN  
SRI LANKA 

In April 2021, Justice Minister Ali Sabry and former 
Media Minister Keheliya Rambukwella tabled a 
resolution to draft legislation to combat false and 
misleading statements on the internet. The Justice 
Minister had previously announced an intention to 
introduce laws similar to Singapore’s controversial 
Protection from Online Falsehoods and Manipulation 
Act. However, the proposed legislation was aimed 
less at combatting disinformation on COVID-19 and 
more at preventing posts that painted Sri Lanka in an 
unflattering light. Civil society groups expressed their 
concern over the proposed law on the grounds that it 
would serve as a justification for authorities to violate 
freedom of expression and media freedom. 

In June the Criminal Investigations Department 
created a special team dedicated to combating false 
news on social media. Police warned the public to 
refrain from sharing “fake news” on social media, 
noting that those who did so could be arrested 
without a warrant. Those arrested could be charged a 
plethora of legal provision, including Sections 120, 286, 
286 A, 291 A, 291 B, 345, 365 D, 402, 403, and 486 of the 
Penal Code, Section 3 of the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) Act, No. 56 of 
2007, Section 06 of the Computer Crime Act, Sections 
02 and 03 of the Prevention of Terrorism (Temporary 
Provisions) Act, No. 48 of 1979, and provisions of the 

Obscene Publications Ordinance, No. 04 of 1927. 
These provisions range from advocating racial or 
religious hatred to possessing obscene books for sale 
and distribution.  On 7 June, a suspect was arrested 
under Section 120 of the Penal Code (exciting or 
attempting to incite disaffection towards the State) 
and provisions of the Computer Crime Act, No 24 of 
2007 for allegedly posting a number of social media 
posts containing “fake news”. 

The Head of the Information Technology Society of Sri 
Lanka (ITSSL) was also arrested on 7 June for allegedly 
publishing false information about a cyber-attack, 
while later on in June an individual in Piliyandala 
was arrested for false statements over the COVID-19 
AstraZeneca vaccine. The Bar Association of Sri Lanka 
warned that this focus on ‘combating fake news’ 
would empower the police to decide what constituted 
fake news based on their subjective ideas and arrest 
suspects accordingly without a warrant leading to 
unwarranted arrests and police intimidation. These 
approaches are disproportionate and ineffective 
measures in tackling the spread of misinformation. 
While disinformation needs to be countered, its 
criminalisation is problematic in a context where 
existing laws against disinformation have been used 
to prevent citizens from exercising their freedom of 
speech.
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There has also been a noticeable effort to stifle 
any criticism of the government’s handling of the 
pandemic, arguing that the loss of confidence in the 
government could affect its ability to combat the 
virus. Yet, the benefits of restricting free speech on 
the grounds of public health seem unclear. Justified 
criticism of government and demanding transparency 
of information are essential to managing the health 
crisis. Even medical personnel have been censored 
by the state for questioning the handling of the 
pandemic, with former Health Ministry spokesperson 
Dr. Jayaruwan Bandara being summoned to the 
Criminal Investigations Department (CID) for 
statements in an interview about the high prices of 
COVID-19 tests, while weeks earlier Dr. Najith Indika 
was questioned by the CID over a Facebook post 
about the increase in patients at a  government 
Hospital in Avissawella. In May, the Health Ministry 

issued a circular barring medical personnel from 
speaking to the media. The stifling of any criticism 
of the government’s management of the pandemic 
not only curtails the freedom of expression but also 
impedes the effective tackling of COVID-19. 

In addition, the increased regulation and censoring of 
social media is more troubling in the context of the 
pandemic where physical dissent and protest have 
been curtailed due to restrictions on public gatherings 
in light of rising cases of COVID-19. Social media acts 
as an alternate, if imperfect, public sphere where 
citizens can express their thoughts and criticism of 
the government. The increased censorship of social 
media platforms under the guise of combating 
disinformation represents a shrinking of space for 
civic engagement and the curbing of democratic 
freedoms of expression, information and assembly. 
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METHODOLOGY 

This report is based on data collected from Facebook, 
which is the most popular social media platform used 
in Sri Lanka. 

In collaboration with Hashtag Generation, DRI 
analysed 3,508 posts. A lexicon of predefined keywords 
in all three languages (Sinhala, Tamil, English) was 
developed with the help of political analysts and 
experts for social media analysis. Public posts from 
Facebook pages and groups were extracted with 
CrowdTangle, a tool offered by Facebook. Posts 
that had over 200 total interactions were selected. 
Accordingly, a total of 459 English datasets out of the 
total of 6,693 scrapped data, a total of 3,295 Sinhala 
datasets out of the total of 21,345 scrapped data, 
and a total of 363 Tamil datasets out of the total of 
6,972 scrapped data were identified for coding. The 
extracted data was manually cleaned, resulting in 
only 51% of posts extracted as being relevant to the 
study. Posts were also limited to the period of April to 
August 2021. 

The content analysis of the data included a positive 
or negative sentiment analysis that recorded the 
expressed sentiment in each post towards COVID-
19 measures that curtailed rights of information, 
assembly and expression, along with the number of 
comments. In addition, data on posts and comments 
that addressed the impact of such measures on 
fundamental rights were recorded and analysed. 
Attitudes towards legislative and judicial responses 
were analysed with the help of identified keywords. 
In a similar vein, attitudes towards the measures and 
their co-relationship with other social, economic and 
political issues were also identified and analysed. 
This was supplemented with a qualitative analysis 
of Facebook and Twitter posts focused on three 
case studies: the Kotalawela Defence University bill 
protests, teachers’ protests and farmers’ protests. 
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LIMITATIONS 

This study is limited to discourses on Facebook, due 
to time and data constraints. This is a limitation as 
significant discourse in Sri Lanka takes place on 
Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, TikTok and WhatsApp. 
In addition, posts are restricted to public groups 
and pages, which is a significant limitation as the 
majority of online discourse occurs through individual 
accounts. The content analysis relied on a glossary 
of keywords which included many words without a 

singular fixed spelling. While the glossary attempted 
to capture multiple spellings of the same word, this 
list is not exhaustive. Observations were also limited 
to public posts and used only historical data where 
data may have been deleted. Most posts retrieved 
from CrowdTangle were in Sinhala and only few posts 
in English and Tamil, and as a result the findings of 
this study may not represent a holistic depiction of 
online discourse. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

A total of 1,811 posts from Facebook pages were 
recorded. An overwhelming majority of these were 
in Sinhala, with 90.2 percent of posts, while Tamil 
and English content accounted for only 8.17 and 
1.6 percent respectively. Over half the posts were in 
the form of photos, while a quarter were videos on 
Facebook. 

Figure 1 | Types of contents published by Facebook 
pages analysed 

Photo 

Native Video

Live Video 
Complete

Link

Status Video

YouTube

58.8%24.9%

6.85%

4.36%4.36%
3.42%3.42%

0.442%0.442%
1.21%1.21%

Figure 2 | Languages of the posts analysed

Sinhala EnglishTamil

1.6%1.6%

90.2%

8.17%8.17%

Politicians, media and activists were the primary 
producers of content, each taking up roughly a third 
of content.  Government politicians often contributed 
content justifying government measures to curb 
freedoms of association and expression under the 
justification of the pandemic. State Minister of 
Fisheries Kanchana Wijesekera, for example, asserted 
that 847 protests had been conducted between 20 
April and 15 August. He shared this on social media 
with an infographic depicting a breakdown of protests 
by issue and organising group with opposing political 
parties seen as responsible for the highest number 
of protests. The infographic showed the number of 
protests by district and the corresponding number of 
COVID-19 patients in the last two weeks, suggesting 
that the surge was caused by protests. The post 
insinuated that politically motivated protests were 
resulting in a rise in COVID-19, however commentary 
on the post mostly criticised it.

Figure 3 | Type of primary producers of contents 
analysed

Politicians

Media

Commercial

Government Propaganda

Activists

Culture

1.71%1.71%

1.8%1.8%

0.0902%0.0902%

35%28.7%

32.7%
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COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS THAT AFFECT FREEDOMS OF EXPRESSION, 
ASSEMBLY AND INFORMATION

35 percent of relevant posts dealt with freedoms of 
expression, assembly and information, with 638 posts 
being recorded. Out of those the majority of posts (54.9 
percent) were concerned with freedom of expression, 
while 30 percent referred to freedom of assembly. The 
remaining 14.7 percent of posts referred to freedom 
of information. Online content often framed protests 
and strikes in relation to freedom of expression rather 
than assembly, which may explain the high proportion 
of posts in that category. 

Figure 4 | Focus on fundamental freedoms in 
contents analysed

Freedom of Expression

Freedom of Association

Freedom of Information

54.9%

14.7%

30.4%

Spikes in online discourse were largely aligned with 
spikes in discussions about democratic freedoms, 
indicating that issues concerning fundamental 
freedoms gained significant traction and generated 
discourse. 

Figure 5 | Frequency of posts during the period analysed
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Figure 6 | Frequency of posts focusing fundamental freedoms during the period analysed

Spikes in content on fundamental freedoms were 
generally recorded in relation to freedom of 
expression and assembly, driven by particular events 
and government measures. Increase in posts about 
freedom of expression and assembly around 21 and 
22 June were fuelled by the Inter University Students 
Federation protests against the KDU bill which 
was scheduled to be discussed in the Consultative 
Committee of the Ministry of Defence on 22 June. 

The highest spike in online content on fundamental 
freedoms was seen in early July, fuelled by the ban on 
public protests on 6 July, followed by protests against 
the KDU bill on 8 July, where 33 people were arrested 
and forcibly quarantined. A continued discourse 
around these freedoms in July and August reflects the 
increasing number of strikes and protests by various 
actors. The spike in mid-August corresponds with 
increasing calls for lockdowns as well as trade union 
and teachers’ protest underway. 

Online sentiment was overwhelmingly recorded as 
negative, with mainly news and media posts being 
observed as neutral. Posts that were recorded 
as positive were generally statements reflecting 
government views by government actors and 
politicians, praising the handling of the pandemic 
by the government. It is important to note that the 
sentiment analysis does not refer to the attitude 
towards the relevant COVID-19 measure that affected 
freedoms of expression, assembly and information. 
Rather, it records the sentiment behind the post itself, 

which shows that the majority of online discourse 
on Facebook was negative in sentiment. Attitudes 
towards the measures themselves, as well as support 
or condemnation of the measures were not included 
in the parameters of coding. 

Figure 7 | Frequency of actors mentioned in the posts 
analysed

Politicians

Government

Trade Union

General Public

Police

International community

Military 

Religious leader

Civil activists

Other

Civil servants

University student

1.6%1.6%
0.3%0.3%

3.7%
0.0999%0.0999%
0.2%0.2%

30.4%

14.6%

11.1%

8.9%

7.9%

4.8%

16.5%

Politicians (30.4 percent) and the government (16.5 
percent) were the most frequently mentioned actors 
in online posts. The diversity of actors mentioned 
in the posts reflects the multiple actors engaged 
in asserting and violating fundamental freedoms 
during this time period. Interestingly, a small fraction 
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of posts referred to the military and police. This is 
potentially a limitation of restricting data collection 
to Facebook. In comparison, on Twitter there was 
criticism of state response to protests, including the 
excessive force used by police against protesters. A 
photograph of a 72-year old lady being carried off by 
two policemen was widely circulated on social media 
with condemnation of the excessive force used and 
lack of following health guidelines by the police.

The lack of reference to the military is interesting, given 
that 6.5 percent of posts referenced militarisation, 
however, this was partly because posts about KDU 
protests were often more focused on the content 
of the bill itself. A majority of posts focused on civil 
rights, including the exercising and suppression of 
democratic freedoms. 10 percent of content addressed 
public health and safety, with many condemning 
protests and attacking protesters for spreading 
COVID-19. Online discussion frequently centred 
around the double standard of what constitutes 
a public health risk. Some users pointed out that 
crowds gathering to support the appointment of Basil 
Rajapaksa as Finance Minister were not considered a 
health risk, while protesters protesting for education 
or teachers’ issues were subject to arrest and forced 
quarantine. Part of the conversation about teachers’ 
protests echoed government messaging that there 
would be a COVID-19 cluster due to the protesting 

teachers. Online attacks against teachers continued 
after the cessation of physical protests. These 
included disinformation content in the form of fake 
obituary notices and misleading posts about the 
death of teachers who allegedly passed away after 
contracting COVID-19 at protests. In late August, it 
was observed that teacher’s protests had not been 
the superspreader event that it was predicted to be. 
Others compared the protests to the Kandy Esala 
Perahera, a historical Buddhist procession which had 
been held in Kandy, Sri Lanka during lockdown with 
more than 500 artists participating in it. 

Figure 8 | Socio-political issues focused in contents 
analysed
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SOCIAL MEDIA DISCOURSE ON COVID-19 MEASURES AND FUNDAMENTAL 
RIGHTS OF MINORITIES

State response to curbing the right to assembly on 
the basis on COVID-19 regulations was inconsistent, 
with its measures restricting the rights of ethnic 
minorities. 

In April, officials of the Sri Kamakshi Amman Kovil in 
Jaffna were arrested for organising a festival despite a 
ban on large gatherings in public. Some social media 
users, particularly on Twitter, pointed out that Buddhist 
religious events such as Vesak festival in May and the 
Kandy Esala Perahera in August were permitted, even 
when they involved public gatherings. In addition, 
photos circulated on social media depicting crowds on 
Adam’s Peak, pointing out that Buddhists were able to 
conduct pilgrimages while other religious gatherings 

were not sanctioned. On 9 August, a religious festival 
was held at the Mamangam temple in Batticaloa, with 
images of crowds of devotees circulating on social 
media. Some online commentary asked why the 
event had been permitted, and observed that they 
would be called racists for criticising the event. In the 
following days, Ministry of Health officials filed legal 
action against five trustees of the temple and the 
police began identifying devotees with the intention 
of directing them to quarantine at home. There is no 
doubt that the backlash on social media hastened 
state response. Online commentary around the 
Kandy Esala Perahera continued to reference state 
responses to Hindu religious events and festivals. 

13SOCIAL MEDIA AND SRI LANKA'S FUNDAMENTAL FREEDOMS IN THE COVID-19 CONTEXT



SOCIAL MEDIA DISCOURSE ON COVID-19 MEASURES IN RELATION TO 
ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXTS

At times of spikes in COVID-19 cases and deaths, 
there was an online debate about the economic 
repercussions of a lockdown and whether they 
outweighed the public health needs in light of the 
pandemic. A central figure to these online debates 
was the ‘daily wage earner’, with critics of lockdowns 
pointing out that the majority of people in the country 
could not obtain an income and survive if lockdowns 
were imposed. Others pointed out that daily wage 
earners would be disproportionately affected when 
rising case numbers crippled the healthcare system. 

There was criticism over the nature of different 
travel restrictions imposed on different events. The 
government was criticised for not adopting stringent 
restrictions over the Sinhala and Tamil New Year 
in April, with social media users calling the move 
cowardly. The move was widely perceived as an 
attempt to placate the majority of the country, while 
increasing the spread of COVID-19 as people travelled 
back across provinces to their homes for the festive 
season. 

Social media responses to lockdown measures 
reflected the widely held belief that lockdown 
regulations were being implemented on an arbitrary 
and unfair basis. For example, many accounts on 

Twitter, derided the government for allowing a horse 
racing event in Nuwara Eliya in April, even though the 
organisers of a Hindu festival were arrested around 
the same time. It was pointed out that May Day 
rallies were not permitted. A few weeks later, when 
police detected a group of boys playing cricket during 
lockdown through the use of drone surveillance, 
pictures from the Governor’s Cup event were shared, 
showing maskless crowds. The sentiment in many 
of these posts was that the government applied 
stringent measures to low income groups and policed 
gatherings with any political leaning, while elite 
society events were sanctioned. This class-based 
discrimination in how COVID-19 regulations were 
implemented was reflected in social media discourse, 
and particularly in how political elites seemed immune 
to regulations. In addition, the regulations themselves 
were seen being orchestrated to suit the convenience 
of political elites. For instance, rumours that VIPs 
children’s weddings were the reason for delays in 
lockdowns or tighter restrictions on weddings often 
abounded on Twitter. 

Inconsistency over health measures was also pointed 
out, with night curfews being derided as ineffectual 
when workers were being made to report to offices 
and public transport was crowded.  
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CONCLUSION 

There has been considerable online discourse about 
fundamental freedoms during the selected time 
period, revealing that Facebook was used as an 
alternative public sphere. Incidents involving the 
exercise or suppression of fundamental freedoms 
have generated discourse online. The study shows 
that freedom of expression is the fundamental 
freedom that receives the highest amount of content 
and is often employed as a way of framing events 
such as protests, even when alternate freedoms such 
as the freedom of assembly are equally relevant. 
Freedom of information and its restriction during the 
pandemic did not gain much traction on social media. 

While this study could not capture the degree to 
which social media discourse supports government 
measures to restrict fundamental freedoms, 
sentiment analysis reveals that the overwhelming 
majority of posts were negative. This indicates high 
levels of polarisation in the online discourse about 
fundamental freedoms and their restrictions in light of 
the pandemic. Qualitative analysis supports this view 
and reveals that opinions on government measures 
are largely drawn on political lines. 

The diversity of actors engaged in protests during this 
time period was reflected in the thematic content of 
online discourse, which was largely fractured between 
different stakeholders and causes. 10 percent of 
relevant content referenced public health and safety, 
showing that while the pandemic has been used as 
a justification for restricting fundamental freedoms, 
online discourse has not been limited to engaging 
with it. While government actors have frequently 
accused protesters of spreading COVID-19, many 

have criticized the suppression of fundamental 
freedoms and countered that the government is 
using the pandemic as an excuse to silence dissent 
and criticism. 

Social media users have responded to the way in 
which government measures have affected the 
rights of minorities. It has been noted that religious 
gatherings by minorities have been disallowed and 
targeted by the state, while gatherings and festivals 
by Buddhists, the majority religion, have been 
sanctioned. Similarly, many have noted that COVID-
19 containment measures such as lockdowns have 
had an adverse impact on low income communities 
and observed class discrimination in how lockdowns 
were enforced. Double standards and discrepancies 
in COVID-19 regulations such as allowing weddings to 
be held when a rise in cases was already noticed, have 
often been expressed on social media.

This study shows that social media has facilitated 
significant online discourse around measures to 
curtail fundamental freedoms to restrict COVID-19. It 
indicates that the debate around the justification of 
these restrictions is polarised and politicised. However, 
a critique of discriminatory, disproportionate and 
repressive state measures has been sustained on 
these platforms. Areas of further research could 
expand to a wider range of social media platforms 
and consider specific stances adopted towards 
fundamental freedoms. An analysis of the role of 
protected characteristics in this discourse could also 
prove fruitful in understanding Sri Lanka’s social 
media landscape and the online discourse around 
democratic freedoms.
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