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An 
unprecedented 

movement & 
moment

• Activist-researcher engagement, focusing on information 
ecologies

• The same 1,000 Facebook Pages, 1,000 Facebook Groups, 
400 Gossip, 440 Meme Facebook Pages studied for PhD

• 950 pro-protest Facebook Pages, & 900 pro-protest 
Facebook Groups

• #GoHomeGota on Instagram, Pages, Groups, Twitter, Tik 
Tok, & YouTube

Ishara S. Kodikara / AFP - Getty ImagesPhoto by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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31 March 2022

From candlelit, neighborhood vigils to 
major, stochastic protests

AFP Photo
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😂 reactions
27 March - 10 April 
2022
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😠 reactions
27 March - 10 April 
2022
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Irrepressible narratives
Stories seeded, spread, & shared despite dire context

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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3 April 2022

• Telecommunications Regulatory Commission (TRC) 
blocked Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Twitter, 
and YouTube due to a request from the Ministry of 
Defense.

• Chairman of ICTA resigned

• The Public Utilities Commission of Sri Lanka (PUCSL) 
said they were unable to inform consumers about 
impending power cuts as electricity has been 
declared an essential service. 

• The social media blackout ended 15 hours after it 
had started.

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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April 2022 March 2018 April 2019
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April to July 2022
The aragalaya through some of the most engaged with memes on 

Facebook

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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Sri lanka train add new horn kaputu kaak kaak, Any Lanka, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9JfjMxuZ1DY, 
1 million+ views, 450 shares on Facebook 17
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Historic highs:  Politics as 
gossip & memes

~400 Junk News & ~440 Meme Facebook Pages

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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Interactions: 9 
May & 9 July

3,285,827

4,229,590

2,581,584

4,001.003
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Video views: 9 
May & 9 July

25,789,307
26,354,212

21,725,266

8,179,125
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Posts: 9 May & 
9 July

2,241

2,642

1,599

2,623
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Aragalaya’s signature on pro-
protest Facebook accounts

~960 Facebook Pages & ~950 Facebook Groups

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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Interactions: 
9 May & 9 July

17,630,699 17,892,396

3,696,371 4,764,614

Around 200 a second for Pages, 
54 for Groups on 9 July.

26



Video views: 
9 May & 9 July 
(only Pages)

186,511,742

119,192,215
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Posts: 9 May & 
9 July

125,658

100,047

15,314 17,045
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Key narrative moments
Representations on social media of offline developments

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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17 April

• Protestors lit up the 
Presidential Secretariat 
building using precision light 
projection

• Unprecedented protest tactic
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Hiran Abeysekera joins the GGG protest
Hiran Abeysekera, who won the best actor award at the 2022 Laurence Olivier Awards, arrived in 
Sri Lanka and joined the Galle Face protests.

33



Recognition 
of racism
On 29 April, protestors 
blindfolded statue of SWRD 
Bandaranaike, architect of 
1956 Sinhala Only Act
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National anthem
Sung only in Sinhala, and the next day, 
sung in Tamil after social media 
exchanges

Sri Lanka Brief
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Remembering 
end of the war

First ever commemoration of war victims at Galle 
Face. 

Many express interest in captures of the end of the 
war beyond hagiography, & majoritarian, victor’s 
narratives on social media. 

AP Photo/Eranga Jayawardena
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AP Photo/Eranga Jayawardena
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First ever Pride march | 26 June 2022
Celebration of sexual identity, and politics of identity, in public. Participation, and narration 
beyond NGO/CSO discourse.
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Ramadan at Galle Face
On 3 May, Ramadan Eid-Ul-Fitr Festival was celebrated at the Gotagogama site at Galle Face with 
the participation of several religious leaders including Buddhist monks and Christian priests.

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 39



Maundy 
Thursday
Unprecedented narrative 
frames on social media
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Influencer narratives
Appropriating #GoHomeGota to regain, and retain relevance

Photo by Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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Protest art
Unprecedented production, & propagation of cultural critiques

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 44
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Tharindu Nirmana - Aragalaye Geethaya අරගලෙ& (තය
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Bo Sedkid (aka Muvindu Binoy) - KULPRIT ක,-. 48
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Stories through cultural 
productions

Unprecedented public 
production, and 
participation

ISHARA S. KODIKARA/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES
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Photos by https://www.instagram.com/hashandmanga
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Photos from Facebook profile of Thaji Dias 54
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Collective witnessing & 
sousveillance as story-telling

Dinuka Liyanawatte/Reuters
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9 July
Occupation of President’s House & Secretariat

Dinuka Liyanawatte/Reuters
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Temple Trees
Unprecedented public occupation

Photo by Rafiq Maqbool
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AP Photo 59
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Via Daily Mirror Twitter account
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Narrative splintering, information 
dominance, influence operations, and 

disinformation

Deflect | Deny | Decry | Distract | Dilute

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 62



Deflect
Distracting from accountability

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 63
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Deny
Undermine legitimacy of the protest movement

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 66
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Decry
The strange case of Brian Berletic (aka Tony Cartalucci), & Russian 

disinformation signatures

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 69
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Distract
Strategic silence, and erasure through compelling 

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 73
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Diluting the 
aragalaya 
narrative

79



#GoHomeGota #GoHomeRanil



Constant campaigns
Competing stories

Photo via Kris Thomas on Twitter, @_clouddweller 81



Disinformation vs 
aragalaya content, 

April to August 
2022
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Disinformation vs 
civil society content, 

August 2022 to 
January 20203

Aragalaya’s shifted 
‘civil society’ beyond 

NGOs (?)
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Whither aragalaya?
Competing stories shaping contrasting contexts

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews 84
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‘Region beta 
paradox’

• More distressing experiences are endured less, 
and recovered from more quickly, than 
relatively less distressing ones, which last 
longer, and can be more harmful.
• Things were worse, now not so much.
• "[Mr Wickremesinghe] successfully changed the 

narrative to show there's a good aragalaya and 
a bad aragalaya, and what we're now lumped 
with is the bad aragalaya", Dr Paikiasothy 
Saravanamuttu, BBC

Photo via Sri Lanka Brief
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The ‘stability’ 
trope
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Enduring rejection
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Comments
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..පsෙද1න එපා තවB අDංසක _E`1ට...
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Enduring 
legacy of 

aragalaya’s
stories

Multi-party / impartial / grasping democratic 
potential / contestation / complementarity / 
revision / retelling / refocus / reshaping / 
rejection / renewal / embracing / distancing / 
critical reflection / conversation / thrust and parry 
of commentary / recognition of past and 
contrition / self-reflection / calls for humility / 
solidarity / notions of power / constitutional 
discourses through grounded lenses / critique of 
power / class critiques / gendered discourses / 
religion and identity / history

Sandesh Bartlett, via Groundviews
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Thank you
sanjanah@gmail.com
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