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Our hearts are with protesters seeking justice for George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, David McAtee
and countless others in the Black community who’ve been terrorized by police. As scholars and
educators focused on the First Amendment, we are compelled to use our expertise and positions of
relative power to speak against a range of violations of civil liberties that have recently occurred.

Beyond the continued violent treatment of marginalized people at the hands of law enforcement,
the past several days have been marked by arrests, harassment and assault of citizens and journalists as
they engaged in protected First Amendment activity documenting public protests. We now have seen the
President and the Attorney General of the United States oversee the use of force to disperse a peaceful
protest for the sake of a photo op.

The First Amendment protects the rights of American citizens against government action that
infringes upon their freedom to speak and peaceably assemble so that they may petition their
government for the redress of grievances. The Trump administration is encouraging, perhaps even
ordering state entities, including the police and military, to use violence to curtail these Constitutionally
protected rights in order to clamp down on public dissent and to threaten those who would hold our
elected officials accountable.

Our country is in the midst of a pandemic that has led to a staggering death toll and yet, even
against that backdrop, people across the nation are gathering in large groups exercising their protected
First Amendment rights to protest the injustices being imposed upon them and their neighbors. The
Trump administration’s actions are unacceptable. The First Amendment represents the core value
systems of our republic, and it provides the protections necessary to the democratic process. The very
freedoms under attack are part of our social contract, and state-sanctioned suppression of those freedoms
by an out-of-control administration cannot continue. We are defined by our actions, but also by the laws
that govern those actions. The First Amendment provides citizens the strongest possible defense against
our government’s lawless actions.

It was, after all, the video of police assaulting and killing George Floyd, captured by a teenager
engaged in a protected activity with her cellphone, which began the tumultuous events of the two weeks.
The President and members of his Cabinet take an oath to defend these rights, not to abuse their offices
and positions of power to silence dissenters who object to this administration.

We cannot abide the normalization of state-sanctioned violence when officials find the freedoms
to speak and assemble inconvenient. Now more than ever, as our government overreaches its authority,
is no time for our constitutional rights to be curtailed.
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