
  

 
 

Defending Dissent: 
Advocacy Toolkit 

 

The right to protest is under attack in the United States. From restrictive state legislation, to 
threats from the President, to the deployment of the National Guard, to universities cracking 
down on student protest-- our right to speak up is increasingly at risk. These attacks 
disproportionately impact already marginalized communities-- and they threaten to undermine 
civic participation and silence dissent.   
 
Human Rights First and Amnesty International USA are collaborating to support students, 
advocates, and organizers as they defend their campuses, cities, and communities from the 
authoritarian practices of the Trump administration and those who seek to silence our right to 
protest. Our new “Defending Dissent” initiative equips activists to defend the right to dissent at 
multiple levels. 
 
This toolkit will help activists: 

●​ Learn more about the various attacks on protest rights happening at various levels 
across the country; 

●​ Pass a “firewall for freedom resolution” at their university to demand universities 
defend student rights, not capitulate to Trump’s authoritarian practices; 

●​ Demand that Congress pass the Protecting Our Protestors Act of 2025, H.R. 3651, 
to protect protest across the country; 

●​ Be better equipped at protests by knowing what to prepare for. 
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Why is the right to dissent critical? 
We believe that the right to dissent is critical - always but especially at this moment in our history 
in the United States, when dissent itself is being targeted. If student and state-level organizers 
are provided with accessible tools that map out anti-protest laws and offer strategic, legal, and 
advocacy guidance, then they will be better equipped to organize safely, fight back against 
repression, and build a stronger and more resilient peaceful protest movement. 
 
The right to dissent is critical for the continuance of all other rights in the face of an 
administration that seeks to dismantle civil and human rights at a fundamental level, restricting 
and shrinking civic space. Inclusive and equitable policies are being targeted, migrant 
populations terrorized, and LGBTQI+ youth endangered. Curtailing the freedom to dissent is key 
to ensuring these rights are stripped back expeditiously, and therefore, it is more critical than 
ever that we push back. Our human rights  are at stake. 

What does an attack on dissent look like?  
 
Federal Policy & Legislation:  
Since taking office, the Trump administration has targeted campus protests and city protests 
through Executive actions, military deployments (see more on National Guard & Military 
Deployment here), and frivolous lawsuits to intimidate universities, cities, and states into 
aggressively curtailing civil rights and shutting down dissent. Federal legislation has been 
introduced that, if passed, would allow for a broad-scale crackdown on dissent across the 
country, justifying oppressive legal and law enforcement strategies and specifically targeting 
vulnerable communities.  
 
State Legislation:  
This crackdown has been mirrored by state laws across the country that would penalize 
protestors, immigrants, students, and universities for participating in dissent movements. The 
Trump administration has utilized Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) in this 
suppression of speech to target students who were here lawfully by sending masked ICE agents 
to apprehend students off the street, sending them to immigration detention, and attempting to 
revoke student visas and green cards. ​
 
University Policies:  
As part of a larger authoritarian practices strategy to take control of public information, this 
administration has targeted universities that are not complying with federal anti-civil rights 
policies. By threatening federal funding, tax-exempt status, and international students, the 
Trump administration is pressuring universities into compliance. Additionally, many universities 
have increasingly adopted anti-protest policies even before federal pressure, leading to 
heightened restrictions for students engaging in dissent. 

 

https://www.amnestyusa.org/urgent-actions/urgent-action-stop-revoking-visas-of-foreign-students/#take-actions
https://www.amnestyusa.org/urgent-actions/urgent-action-stop-revoking-visas-of-foreign-students/#take-actions
https://www.nytimes.com/article/trump-university-college.html


  

Categories of Anti-Protest Actions 
 
There are many ways governments restrict protest, including through local and national law. 
Many of these laws are purposefully vague, meant to create confusion or fear. Other laws open 
individuals or institutions up for litigation, meant to inspire anticipatory compliance and shut 
down any dissent before it begins. Below is a list of categories of anti-protest laws we are 
tracking. 
 
Anti-Mask Laws:  
These bills make it a crime, often punishable with long prison sentences, to wear a mask or 
other face covering while engaged in protest. Many of these bills use purposefully vague 
language so as to create a wider net for those who could be accused of crimes. For example, 
federal bills such as HR206 do not define what “oppress” or "disguise" includes, allowing for a 
broad scope of illegality, and would allow for a 15-year prison sentence if passed. ​
 
Capitols:  
These laws specifically target demonstrations organized at state capitols. These laws increase 
penalties for protestors who partake in these activities, discouraging dissent and helping to 
silence opposition against government policies. ​
 
Civil Liability:  
These laws create civil or criminal penalties for those who participate in a protest or 
demonstration without a permit, often using broad “obstruction” language, targeting not only 
participants but those who might “advise” or “conspire” with others to engage in conduct that 
leads to interference or obstruction, thus targeting organizers or non-profits who support the 
right to protest.​
 
Employment/Business:  
These laws would prohibit public employees, like teachers or city staff, from participating in 
protests and demonstrations during work hours. Other bills in this category give businesses the 
authority to sue people who protest near the employer’s place of business. ​
 
Limiting Criminal Responsibility:  
These laws are intended to reduce or eliminate the civil penalties for offenses committed against 
protestors, including limiting the responsibility of drivers who injure or kill protestors who are 
“illegally” obstructing traffic. ​
 
National Guard and Military Deployment:  
The National Guard is increasingly being used to intimidate protestors in cities across the United 
States. This administration is misusing the legal mechanisms that govern domestic deployment 
of the Guard to undermine local government and co-opt power. ​
 

 



  

Police/First Responders:  
These laws broadly aim to protect police from liability for many actions taken during a protest, 
which are already protected under immunity doctrines, while other laws in this category increase 
the penalties that protestors incur from blocking any official vehicle in traffic. ​
 
Property/Critical Infrastructure Laws:  
These bills expand the definition of “critical infrastructure” or increase the penalties or scope of 
property violations and trespass laws. These bills largely arose in response to pipeline protests 
as well as university encampment protests.​
 
Public Benefits:  
These bills also would prevent a person convicted of offenses during a protest from being 
eligible to receive public benefits like SNAP, to participate in programs run by the Small 
Business Administration, or to receive student aid funding, among other things. ​
 
Racketeering:  
These laws, originally enacted to fight organized criminal organizations like the Mafia, expand 
the activities that can be prosecuted under state racketeering statutes to include non-violent 
protest offenses. The purpose of these bills is to add charges of property damage, riot offences, 
or more as racketeering-related offences, drastically increasing the legal penalties for these 
charges.  ​
 
Riot Laws:  
These laws often include peaceful protest or even bystanders. These laws have myriad 
approaches to criminalizing protest activities, including raising maximum penalties for 
“participating in a riot,” barring students convicted of “riot-related offenses” from receiving 
federal student aid, while others revoke visas and necessitate the deportation of non-citizen 
students convicted of these types of offenses. ​
 
Sponsors/Supporters of Protests:  
These laws target organizations and individuals who financially or otherwise materially support 
protests and protestors. These are very often incorporated into other categories of anti-protest 
bills, including riot laws and racketeering-related charges, civil liability laws, and more.​
 
Students/Campus Laws:  
Many recent bills have been introduced that would directly target either school funding, tax 
status, student federal funding, or even student visa status if either the school allows protest 
actions or the student participates. ​
 
Traffic Laws:  
Similar to property/critical infrastructure bills, these bills would create severe penalties for 
protestors, participants, or even onlookers who block or otherwise impede traffic flow. These 
laws could also potentially cover more than just blocking traffic, such as protests on the side of 

 



  

the road or protests that utilize motor vehicles and slow traffic.​
 
Union Laws: 
These laws limit public employees’ ability to picket and engage in other acts of protest as union 
members.   
 

Defend the Right to Dissent 
 
Track local anti-dissent legislation  
State, city, and municipalities are rapidly changing their policies on protest. Federal bills are 
being pushed through a Congress that is unwilling to stem the tide of authoritarian practices 
spreading across the U.S. The rules are changing, and we must be kept abreast of the legal 
playing field to be as effective as possible. Follow Human Rights First’s Democracy Watch 
legislation tracker to track and receive updates on bills in your state.  
 
Fight back against local anti-dissent legislation  
Below find a variety of templates you can adapt to fight back against anti-dissent legislation at 
the local or state level. These templates are just suggestions to get you started. Find others who 
are also concerned about these issues and plan your advocacy together! 
 
Sample Sign-on Letter 
 
Write a letter explaining your concerns with the proposed policy/legislation, then get as many 
signers as you can. Share with friends and family, table at a park, or in a community meeting. 
Below is a sample template you can use for a sign-on letter or adapt as an email or call script to 
your local representative(s). 

 
In the era of declining respect for rights, abuse of justice, and rising authoritarian practices,it is 
more critical than ever that we protect our right to dissent. We reject [INSERT BILL NAME] 
because we see it for what it is: a blatant attack on our right to assemble and protest. No one 
should be put at risk for [XXX] for exercising their rights to free speech and assembly. If passed, 
this bill would [INSERT SELECTED CATEGORY LANGUAGE].  
 
We, the undersigned [INSERT SIGNATORY CATEGORIES, ex. students, concerned citizens, 
teachers, parents, advocacy organizations, civil rights organizations, faith leaders, etc.] call on 
[INSERT REPRESENTATIVE NAME/GOVERNOR NAME] to reject this bill and refuse any 
insidious attempt at limiting our right to dissent. We ask our leadership to stand with us against 
the attack on our human and civil rights and fight against the rise in authoritarian practices. 
Without the right to peacefully protest, all other rights will quickly fall away.  
 

 

https://www.democracywatchtracker.org/


  

 
 

Sample Email to Your State Representative  
 
If an email, subject line: Protect our right to protest: reject [enter bill title] 

 
Dear Representative X, 

 
As your constituent, I am calling on you to reject [enter bill title] to protect our human and 
constitutional rights to free speech and assembly. 

The right to protest is under attack in the United States. From restrictive state legislation, to 
threats from the President, to the deployment of the National Guard, to universities cracking 
down on student protest-- our right to speak up is increasingly at risk. 

  
The right to peaceful protest is protected in our Constitution and in human rights law.  We must 
protect our communities’ right to dissent and speak freely, or we risk losing a cornerstone of a 
healthy society. 
 

Sincerely,  

[First & Last Name] 

[city, state & zip code]  

 

 

Sample Call Script  
 

Hello, 

My name is _________, I am one of your constituents. I live in _________ and my zipcode is 
_________. 

I’m reaching out to speak to you about [bill number or issue], which if passed would impact my 
human and constitutional right to protest.  

I’m particularly passionate about [bill number or issue] because I see our First Amendment 
rights being endangered by actions like this and it is critical that we remain free to assemble and 
peacefully protest. OR I’m asking you to [support or oppose] [bill number or issue] because 
_________. 

I am asking for your vote to [support or oppose] [bill number or issue]. 

 



  

Thank you for your time. If needed, I can best be reached at _________ [preferred contact 
information]. 

 

Demand Congress pass The Protecting our 
Protesters Act (H.R.3651) 
 
About H.R.3651 
 
The Protecting Our Protesters Act has been introduced in the House of Representatives. This 
bill would make it a crime for a person acting under color of any law to willfully deprive a person 
of a right or privilege protected by the Constitution or laws of the United States, including by 
using excessive force in  response to a protest. Call on your Representative to sign on as a 
co-sponsor of this bill, and call on your Senators to work to introduce a companion bill in the 
Senate. You can find your Members of Congress and their contact information (phone number, 
office address, and email address or contact form) at 
https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member 

 
Sample Letter to Your Representative 
 
If an email, subject line: Protect our right to protest: support H.R.3651 

 
Dear Representative X, 

 
As your constituent, I am calling on you to co-sponsor H.R.3651, the Protecting Our Protestors 
Act of 2025, to ensure our human and constitutional rights to free speech and assembly. 

The right to protest is under attack in the United States.  From restrictive state legislation, to 
threats from the President, to the deployment of the National Guard, to universities cracking 
down on student protest-- our right to speak up is increasingly at risk. 

  
The right to peaceful protest is protected in our Constitution and in human rights law.  It is critical 
that we protect our communities’ rights to dissent and speak freely, or we risk losing a 
cornerstone of a healthy society. 
 

Sincerely,  

[First & Last Name] 

[city, state & zip code]  

 

 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/3651
https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member


  

 

Recommendations for Protestors and Organizers 
Be prepared  
Protest regulations are unique to each locality and are in flux as laws restricting them continue 
to be enacted, but the right to assemble and speak out remains protected under the First 
Amendment. To best prepare, follow these steps: 

●​ Review your rights with ACLU’s guide to learn how to best engage in your community; 
●​ Immigrants’ participation in protests: Know Your Rights. 
●​ If you’re an Amnesty International student group, learn more about protesting as 

Amnesty: Protest Q&A 
●​ Take AIUSA’s free Human Rights Course to learn why the right to protest is protected 

by human rights laws and standards 
●​ Check the Firewall Toolkit (page 11) for risk assessment and mitigation strategies 
●​ Ensure you’ve attained the proper permit if the space requires it; 
●​ Let a trusted friend or family member know your plan and location. 
 

What should I do if the military shows up at my protest?  
In most circumstances, the National Guard cannot make arrests or take individual action. Their 
role is to support local and state law enforcement. If the National Guard is present at your 
protest, follow these recommendations for interacting with law enforcement: 

●​ Remain calm and keep your hands visible; 
●​ You have the right to record and take pictures; 
●​ Don’t resist or obstruct law enforcement, even if you believe they are violating your 

rights; 
●​ If you believe your rights have been violated by law enforcement officers or National 

Guard, write down any identification, including badge or patrol car numbers; 
●​ If possible, collect witnesses' contact information; 
●​ Record any injuries you sustained with photographs, and request copies of medical 

records if you seek medical services.  
 
Make your voice heard 
No matter what issue you are protesting, the right to dissent is critical for a functioning free 
society. We must collectively reject any attempt to limit our right to assemble and protest 
authoritarian practices.  

●​ Use our Defending Dissent toolkit to track your state’s protest rights and reach out to 
your representatives to reject attacks on the right to dissent; 

●​ Join our Defending Dissent campaign in support of H.R.3651 - Protecting Our 
Protesters Act of 2025 to stand against the rise in authoritarian practices on our right to 
assemble; 

●​ Join the Frontline 4 Freedom movement on your campus. 

 

https://www.aclu.org/know-your-rights/protesters-rights
https://www.nilc.org/resources/immigrant-participation-in-protests-rights/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1g0amE4A2OqKYWq__G4F1UzTqItsVsya2/view
https://academy.amnesty.org/learn/courses/201/the-right-to-protest
https://www.amnestyusa.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Campus-Firewall-Toolkit-ACLU-Amnesty.pdf
https://www.frontline4freedom.org/
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