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 I.            Introduction 
 

Our world has been experiencing deep systemic changes throughout history due to 
injustice, corruption and violence. Minor issues that go under the umbrellas of these three 
activities exist in the world, but there is one 
significant issue that has been existent for 
centuries and still exists until now, which is 
the issue of the use of violence against 
protesters. More than 1280 people died since 
2014 due to ongoing “civil unrests and 
protests”. There are international human 
rights and freedoms totally against the use of 
violence against protesters. Freedom of 
speech and expression is being recognized 
by “the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), the 
African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights (ACHPR), the American Convention 
on Human Rights (ACHR), the Arab Charter 
on Human Rights (Arab Charter), and the 
European Convention on Human Rights 
(ECHR).”   1

A free person should enjoy all their 
freedoms including the freedom of speech and 
demonstration, so they should surely be able to protest without being attacked by police 
forces. These ideas are supported by several governments around the world, governments 
who are ratifiers of treaties and conventions mentioned above. On the other hand, some 
governments believe that protesting may disturb the law and order in the country. Such 
governments’ views are being mentioned in speeches by government officials and supported 
by actions of violence. Protesters have proved to be capable of removing and exchanging 
governments and they are surely a threat to the power of governments, which is why some 
governments support the use of violence against protesters. These are the two main sides in 
the issue with some neutral governments in the middle. The debate here is whether to use 
violence against protesters or not, or at least to what extent should violence be used against 
protesters.  
  
II.                Involved Countries and Organizations 
Brazil 

Brazil is one of the most involved countries in this issue due to several reasons. 
Brazilian police forces use violence in order to disperse protesters. Methods used by police 

1 "Freedom of Expression - International Law - Oxford Bibliographies." 
http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199796953/obo-9780199796953-0105.xml. 
Accessed 2 Sep. 2017. 
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forces in order to control riots in Sao Paolo and other cities include using teargas and rubber 
bullets. There were many incidents of illegal use of violence by police forces in Sao Paulo, 
Rio De Janeiro, Porto Alegre and Belo Horizonte. One of the major incidents that happened 
in Brazil was on June 13, 2013 during a series of protests that started from the 6th against 
former president Fernando Collor De Mello, due to the increase of the prices of bus, train and 
metro tickets. The incident was in the capital and media reported police forces using violence 
against the crowds in order to disperse them. Media reports mentioned several injured 
protesters and police forces. Weapons including “knives, razor blades, scissors, and chains” 
were seized by police forces, which indicates that protesters were violent too. Police forces 
wanted to disperse violent protesters against the president. More than 200 protesters were 
arrested during that series of protests. However, on the 14th, representatives of the Brazilian 
authorities came and apologized for what happened and said that police forces definitely 
“failed to follow police protocol.” Sao Paulo governor, Geraldo Alckmin, prohibited the use 
of rubber bullets by police forces, and then government officials met with the protesting 
leaders to discuss weapons to be carried by police forces during protests, and to discuss 
“further demonstrations”. Further demonstrations locations were agreed upon and violence 
was not reported in the capital afterwards. However after that, the media reported police 
forces using teargas and rubber bullets in different cities across Brazil. The Human Rights 
Watch urges Brazilian police forces to stop using violence against protesters especially seeing 
that Brazil ratified international human rights treaties (mentioned in the introduction) that 
“obligate the government to safeguard the rights of freedom of expression and association.”  2

However the Human Rights couldn’t enforce any punishments on the government which 
makes these urges and requests ineffective and the issue still exists until now in the country. 

Syria  

               The Syrian Revolution, or as it is called now: the Syrian Civil War, started on 
March 15, 2011. In response to government corruption, the revolution started out as simple, 
nonviolent protests after the arrest and torture of teenagers who painted “revolutionary 
slogans on school walls” , but the Syrian police forces started using violence against the 3

protesters. Protests spread in other cities and the revolution started demanding the president’s 
resignation. President Bashar Al Assad, head of the Syrian government, refused to resign 
even after President Obama asked Assad to do so. The Syrians mark the date March 18, 2011, 
as the beginning of the deaths of the Syrians by Assad’s forces. This nation is actually very 
involved in this issue because of this. Syria has been experiencing an escalating civil war 
between the rebels who want Bashar to resign and the government forces. It started out as 
several protests demanding changes in the government, and the government refused to do so. 
Instead, the government started to use violence against protesters; the violence started in 
Daraa during the protests post the arrest and the torture of the teenagers who painted 
“revolutionary slogans”. The protests then increased and demanded Assad to resign but he 
refused to do so, and ordered his military to start shooting the protesters and anyone who 
opposes. In this issue, there are governments who refuse to give their people full freedom of 
expression, however the Syrian government refused to give its people any freedom of 
expression; they used violence against protesters, and they didn’t just injure them, they 

2  "Brazil: Investigate Use of Violence against Protesters | Human Rights ...." 18 Jun. 2013, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/06/18/brazil-investigate-use-violence-against-protesters. 
Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
3 "Syria: The story of the conflict - BBC News." http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-26116868. 
Accessed 3 Sep. 2017. 
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tortured and killed them. This escalated into a 
civil war. The Syrian regime refused to stop 
using violence with the protesters and they 
actually used chemical weapons against the 
rebels. In August of 2013, the Syrian 
government attacked Damascus with chemical 
weapons and hundreds were killed. Then later 
in October, the government destroyed its 
chemical weapons under international pressure 
from superpower governments including the 
United States. The Syrian government doesn’t 
only use violence against protesters, but against 

peaceful civilians including women and children. 
Weapons of mass destruction are being used 
against rebels and civilians; the government turned 
it into a civil war.  More than 400,000 Syrians died 4

in this war, 5 million fled from the country and 6.3 
million became internally displaced. The Syrian 
government used weapons of mass destruction, 
including chemical weapons, against its protesters 
which led to a war zone, partially inhabited by the 

rebels, partially inhabited by the government, partially inhabited by the Russians and partially 
inhabited by ISIS. Using violence against protesters and refusing to respond to their demands 
turned the country into ashes.  President Assad said, “The captain doesn't think about death, 5

or life, he thinks about saving his ship.”  There were many efforts dedicated to solve the 6

Syrian crisis but the problem remains unsolved. Those efforts include the meeting of Global 
Powers including the United States and Russia several times. In October 2015, those global 
powers, also known as the International Syria Support Group, met in Vienna and agreed upon 
the following principles:  

“1. Syria’s unity, independence, territorial integrity, and secular character are fundamental. 

2. State institutions will remain intact. 

3. The rights of all Syrians, regardless of ethnicity or religious denomination, must be 
protected. 

4. It is imperative to accelerate all diplomatic efforts to end the war. 

5. Humanitarian access will be ensured throughout the territory of Syria, and the 
participants will increase support for internally displaced persons, refugees, and their host 
countries. 

4 "Syrian civil war timeline: Tracking five years of conflict | The Independent." 13 Mar. 2016, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syrian-civil-war-timeline-tracking-five-years-of-conflict-
a6929411.html. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
5 "Syrian Civil War Fast Facts - CNN.com." 8 Jul. 2017, 
http://www.cnn.com/2013/08/27/world/meast/syria-civil-war-fast-facts/index.html. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
6 "TOP 25 QUOTES BY BASHAR AL-ASSAD (of 303) | A-Z Quotes." 14 Feb. 2017, 
http://www.azquotes.com/author/613-Bashar_al_Assad. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
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6. Da’esh (Islamic State), and other terrorist groups, as designated by the U.N. Security 
Council, and further, as agreed by the participants, must be defeated. 

7. Pursuant to the 2012 Geneva Communique and U.N. Security Council Resolution 2118, 
the participants invited the U.N. to convene representatives of the Government of Syria and 
the Syrian opposition for a political process leading to credible, inclusive, non-sectarian 
governance, followed by a new constitution and elections. These elections must be 
administered under U.N. supervision to the satisfaction of the governance and to the highest 
international standards of transparency and accountability, free and fair, with all Syrians, 
including the diaspora, eligible to participate. 

8. This political process will be Syrian led and Syrian owned, and the Syrian people will 
decide the future of Syria. 

9. The participants together with the United Nations will explore modalities for, and 
implementation of, a nationwide ceasefire to be initiated on a date certain and in parallel 
with this renewed political process.”  7

 

However after all these efforts, the Syrian problem is still ongoing and remains 
unsolved. This case actually shows that using violence against protesters might escalate into 
the death of thousands, so the issue needs to be solved. Syria is an example of a nation where 
the government used violence against its protesters and it turned into a civil war because the 
issue remains unsolved. 

  

Human Rights Watch  

The Human Rights Watch (HRW) has been defending the right of total freedom of 
speech since the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 that insisted that one of the main rights 
of human beings is having total freedom of speech. The HRW is the other side of the issue; it 
is the entity that warns countries from using violence with protesters and urges them to stop 
doing so. The Human Rights Watch are not able to enforce any punishment or impose 
sanctions but they just warn government who practice such type of violence and they request 
them not to do so. The HRW  is backed up with many globally ratified treaties and principles 
like the UN Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officers 
that states that police officers “shall, as far as possible, apply nonviolent means before 
resorting to the use of force and firearms.” and that when they have to use force they should 
“[e]xercise restraint in such use and act in proportion to the seriousness of the offence and the 
legitimate objective to be achieved.” It also states that police officers shouldn’t use firearms 
“except in self-defense or defense of others against the imminent threat of death or serious 
injury.” (the HRW considers rubber bullets as firearms too). In these principles, the term 
self-defence refers to cases where protesters start using deadly methods of violence against 
police forces, then police forces are allowed to defend themselves using firearms. In response 
to the violence that was used in Brazil against protesters (mentioned before), José Miguel 
Vivanco, Americas director at Human Rights Watch, said, “Authorities have an obligation to 

7 "To Solve the Syria Crisis, We Need to Overcome These Three - HuffPost." 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/seyed-hossein-mousavian/syria-crisis-obstacles_b_8740514.html. Accessed 9 
Sep. 2017. 
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re-establish order when violence erupts during public protests...But that doesn’t give security 
forces license to violate protesters’ or bystanders’ rights, or make them immune from 
punishment when they go too far...We are witnessing the escalation of protests across Brazil, 
in part fueled by the heavy-handed response by its police force...Unless Brazil issues clear 
instructions to the police to use force only as a last resort and hold officers who commit 
abuses accountable, it is all too likely that the events last week in São Paulo will be repeated.” 
This basically summarizes the stand of the Human Rights Watch in this issue; it is to give 
people complete freedom of expression, and not to use violence against protesters except 
when forced to do so in very rare cases of self-defence.  However the HRW’s efforts weren’t 8

that effective due to their incapability of enforcing punishments; the HRW just pushes, not 
forces, governments in specific directions; solutions for the issue weren’t reached by the 
HRW. 

 III.            Focused Overview of the Issue 
The issue at hand is one of the most vital issues present in the world and it is 

definitely able to escalate, and the proof is what happened in Syria. The issue needs to be 
solved and global protocols regarding this topic should be issued, in order to deal with the 
issue and prevent it before it happens. The two sides in this issue are the countries that use 
violence against protesters like Syria, Iran, Bangladesh, Turkey and Brazil, and the other side 
is the countries and the organizations against that including the United States and the Human 
Rights Watch. One side believes that it is necessary to use violence for the well-being of the 
nation and in order to establish law and order, and the other side believes that the freedom of 
speech is the right of everyone on this planet and violence shouldn’t be used except in very 
rare cases. 
 
Use of Violence 

Police forces are ordered to use violence in order to disperse crowds during protests 
and riots. In most cases, law enforcement forces use teargas as the first way to separate 
protesters. Then if it does not work they start using water cannons. These two methods do not 
really injure people except in very rare cases (most of these cases are due to water cannons). 
The next step is to injure the protesters, which is using rubber bullets. Rubber bullets are 
supposed to injure protesters but not kill them, but in some cases it might cause death.1 The 
HRW puts rubber bullets under the category of firearms. The next step is actually killing the 
protesters using firearms including pistols, snipers, shotguns, and machine guns. Firearms 
were actually used in Egypt more than once in the past few years in order to disperse 
protesters (in the revolution of the 25th of January and in the incident of Rab’a Square on the 
14th of August, 2013)  and in many other countries. The next step, which is really rare, but it 
actually happened nowadays (Syria) is using weapons of mass destruction (mainly chemical 
weapons).  
 
Effects of Banning Freedom of Expression on the Citizens’ Lives 
 

Taking away one of the main natural rights of people, freedom of speech, surely has 
great effects on the citizens' lives. Throughout history, most corrupt, unsatisfying 
dictatorships end by an uprising by the people even if they weren't allowed to do so, however 
it may take them time to do so. So that indicates that people will always be trying to protest 

8  "Brazil: Investigate Use of Violence against Protesters | Human Rights ...." 18 Jun. 2013, 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2013/06/18/brazil-investigate-use-violence-against-protesters. Accessed 1 
Aug. 2017. 
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against corruption, however not necessarily dictatorships. In many countries around the 
world, such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE, freedom of speech is not granted however the 
local citizens love their leaders and support them because they do not experience corruption 
and their life standards are high. On the other hand, citizens in countries experiencing 
corruption in the government that bans their freedom of speech are in a completely different 
situation. Those people do not feel comfortable being in that situation and they feel depressed 
that they cannot voice out their opinions and complaints. Such feelings cause people to be 
less productive. According to studies, people are never productive if they lose faith in their 
government because they do not believe that the government is worth their hard work. 
"Corruption is the enemy of wealth, trust and justice." People do not trust corrupt government 
especially if their life standard is low, which is common in such nations. Justice is never 
achieved in corrupt nations, which pushes people more towards revolution. People feel 
miserable in their lives. They believe that a revolution would make their country and their 
lives much better, and that they will enjoy their rights if they succeed in removing the current 
corrupt government; however, throughout history that wasn't the case after many revolutions 
against corrupt governments.  9

 
III.             Key Vocabulary 
 
Protesters: A group of people who demonstrate their complaints in the streets, including 
complaints about the system of government. 
 
Revolution: A revolution is a fast, deep change in the system of government where the old 
regime is replaced with a new, different regime. 
 
Tear-gas: A gas that causes “severe irritation to the eyes” and is used by police forces to 
“disperse” crowds and protesters.  10

 
Water Cannon: A machine that “shoots” a strong “stream of water” to disperse crowds and 
protesters.  11

 
Legal Protest: An authorized protest that is organized with government consent. 
 
Illegal Protest: An unauthorized protest that is organized without government consent. 
 
Rubber Bullet: It is a metal bullet covered by rubber in order to injure people rather than 
killing them, and it is used by police forces to control “riots”.  12

 
 
 

9  "Poverty And Corruption - Forbes." 22 Jan. 2009, 
https://www.forbes.com/2009/01/22/corruption-poverty-development-biz-corruption09-cx_mj_0122joh
nston.html. Accessed 11 Sep. 2017. 
10  "Tear-gas | Define Tear-gas at Dictionary.com." http://www.dictionary.com/browse/tear-gas. 
Accessed 31 Jul. 2017. 
11  "Water Cannon | Definition of Water Cannon by Merriam-Webster." 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/water%20cannon. Accessed 31 Jul. 2017. 
12  "Rubber bullet definition and meaning | Collins English Dictionary." 
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/rubber-bullet. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
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IV.              Important Events & Chronology 

Date  Event 

 10 December, 1948 
(many nations and 
government systems 
were gaining 
independence) 

The Universal Declaration of Human rights was adopted by 
the UN General Assembly and insisted on the presence of 
the freedom of expression in the world.  13

 16 December, 1966 The International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights was signed (including freedom of 
expression)  

 16 December, 1966 The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights was 
signed, which stressed on the presence of freedom of 
expression in nations 

 25 September, 2009 
(about a year before 
the Arab Spring) 

The Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights was signed (mentioned the right of 
freedom of expression)   14

26 February, 2011 
(Arab Spring just 
started) 

The Security Council adopted Resolution 1970 
(SC/10187/REV.1) “in wake of crackdown on protesters”  15

March 15, 2011 The Syrian Civil War began (still ongoing until now)  16

  
V.                 Past Resolutions and Treaties 
 
Past Resolutions: 
The Security Council adopted Resolution 1970 unanimously regarding the situation in Libya 
of political violence. 
Resolution number: SC/10187/REV.1  
Link: https://www.un.org/press/en/2011/sc10187.doc.htm  
 
Past Human Rights Treaties: 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
Date: 16 December, 1966 
Ratifiers: 65 countries (6 countries signed but did not ratify including USA) 

 

13  "OHCHR | Universal Declaration of Human Rights Main." 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Pages/UDHRIndex.aspx. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
14  "Brazil - University of Minnesota Human Rights Library." 
http://hrlibrary.umn.edu/research/ratification-brazil.html. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
15  "In Swift, Decisive Action, Security Council ... - the United Nations." 
https://www.un.org/press/en/2011/sc10187.doc.htm. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
16  "Syrian civil war timeline: Tracking five years of conflict | The Independent." 13 Mar. 2016, 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syrian-civil-war-timeline-tracking-five-years-of-c
onflict-a6929411.html. Accessed 1 Aug. 2017. 
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Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights  
Date: 25 September, 2009 
Ratifiers: 35 countries (Jamaica denounced the treaty)7 

 
The three treaties weren’t really sufficient because there are several countries who ratified the 
treaties and still use use violence against protesters, and they did not solve the issue. 
  
VI.              Failed Solution Attempts 
 

The fact that the issue remains unsolved indicates that all the past solution attempts 
regarding the issue were failures. The three international human rights treaties signed 
regarding the issue, the resolution adopted by the Security Council (SC/10187/REV.1) and all 
the HRW warnings and urges, in speeches by HRW officials, were attempts to solve that 
issue but were definitely failures. The world has been trying to fix that issue the past few 
decades but have been failing to do so.  

 
These solutions were insufficient due to the bias of the solutions towards one side of 

the issue which is giving total freedom of expression to protesters without any violent 
interference from police forces, disregarding the other side of the issue that wants the 
opposite. Such insist that total freedom of expression should be given; so they are not 
reaching a compromise that satisfies both sides of the issue, so those solutions aren’t 
successful. Another reason is that there aren’t consequences faced by countries going against 
these treaties even if they are ratifiers of these treaties, therefore nations go against these 
treaties freely, and the HRW just requests and urges. Nations aren’t forced to abide by them 
and the Security Council’s binding resolution actually focused on Libya’s situation in 2011 
so it wasn’t really global.  
 
VII.           Possible Solutions 
 

As mentioned before, this issue has been existent for centuries and it needs to be 
solved. There were many failed solution attempts but that doesn’t stop the world from finding 
new solutions, and keep on trying to solve the issue until it is solved in the world.  
 

In this issue, we have two opposite sides with different views about the issue, so in 
order for a solution to be successful, it should be a compromise. Solution attempts failed 
because they were always biased towards only one side of the issue, so they didn’t work out. 
Solutions should be in a middle ground to satisfy both sides; a one-sided solution will not 
work out in this issue. Solutions always stress on the presence of total freedom of expression 
and that is not really a compromise that will satisfy nations supporting the use of violence 
against protesters. A solution for the issue needs to be a compromise. Solutions need to be 
global too; not focusing only on specific regions and nations. 

 
Solutions might include things such as but not limited to allowing peaceful, legal 

protests under certain conditions (ex: specific locations and dates agreed upon), using 
violence with violent protesters, using specific, non-deadly weapons with violent protesters, 
not allowing illegal protests (however government consent should be based on things such as 
the availability of locations in specific dates, the availability of police forces that protect 
protesters, etc.) and using non-deadly methods to disperse the crowds, creating NGOs and 
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committees that make sure governments respond to their people’s complaints (for example, 
representatives of such organizations can meet up with representatives of the people and 
government officials to discuss if that really happens) and applying punishments for the 
governments not abiding by these rules like having the Security Council impose sanctions on 
them. These are just some examples for possible solutions for the issue and there are many 
more. Always remember that the closer the solution is towards neutrality, the bigger the 
chance is for the solution to work out. 
  
VIII.        Useful Links 
 

● General links about the issue (help in understanding the issue as a whole): 
De Vos, Pierre. "Protests and State Violence." The Journalist. The Journalist, n.d. Web. 29 

July 2017. 
<http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/protests-and-state-violence>. 

Chomsky, Noam. "The Legitimacy of Violence as a Political Act?" Chomsky. N.p., 15 Dec. 
1967. Web. 29 July 2017. <https://chomsky.info/19671215/>. 

"Under What Conditions Is Violence in Political Protest Justified? • 
R/PoliticalDiscussion."Reddit. Reddit, n.d. Web. 29 July 2017. 
<https://www.reddit.com/r/PoliticalDiscussion/comments/44x4m8/under_what
_conditions_is_violence_in_political/>.  

 
 

● Analyzing government justifications for the use of violence against protesters 
(help in understanding the view of such governments on the issue and finding, 
both, weak and strong points in their justifications): 

Finlay, Christopher J. "Is Violent Political Protest Ever Justified?" The Conversation. The 
Conversation, 28 July 2017. Web. 29 July 2017. 
<http://theconversation.com/is-violent-political-protest-ever-justified-72630>. 

Dean, Louisa. "An Analysis of the Justification for the Use of Violence for Political 
Purposes."Mountbatten Journal of Legal Studies (n.d.): n. pag. Web. 29 July 
2017. <http://ssudl.solent.ac.uk/997/1/2005_9_1%262.pdf>. 

 
 
"Is Violent Protest Ever Justified?" BBC News. BBC, 27 June 2001. Web. 29 July 2017. 

<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/talking_point/1394633.stm>. 
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