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​Chapter 1: Mapping Trump-Era Human Rights
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When people in Washington talk about “human rights,” they rarely mean just one thing. The terminology can point to atrocities prevention, sanctions on Chinese officials over Xinjiang, protections for trafficking survivors, or just as often laws that restrict the rights of migrants in the name of security. Under both Trump administrations, that discourse is not a side story; but is the story. This book treats the Trump years as an example for the modern human-rights discourse built upon since the late 20th century. Rather than starting with victims and working outward, this first chapter starts with how human-rights policy is actually developed in the United States, and how the CIA, State Department, Congress, and the White House work together. The goal here is simple: to give you a clear explanation of the legal and institutional mechanisms so that later chapters in Venezuela, Xinjiang, and migration detention, have credibility.

There is no single statute in the U.S. Code labeled “The Human Rights Act.” Instead, human rights appear in a menagerie of laws that imply foreign and domestic policies in different manners. For purposes of this book, Trump-era “human-rights laws” fall into three main categories:

Foreign-policy human-rights

These are the most visible in Trump’s first term:

	Women, Peace, and Security Act of 2017 (Pub. L. 115-68) – commits the U.S. to promoting women’s participation in peace and security processes[1].

	Elie Wiesel Genocide and Atrocities Prevention Act (Pub. L. 115-441) – declares atrocity prevention a U.S. national interest and mandates training, early-warning, and coordinated strategies[2].


These laws translate basic human-rights language into sanctions, reporting requirements, and diplomatic positions focused upon other governments.

Cross-cutting rights and “modern day slavery” laws

These have had wide bipartisan support and remain across administrations:

	The Frederick Douglass Trafficking Victims Prevention and Protection Reauthorization Act of 2018 renewed and expanded U.S. anti-trafficking programs at home and abroad[8].

	Ongoing reauthorizations in Trump’s second term, such as H.R. 1144 in 2025, show how trafficking is framed as a moral consensus issue rather than a partisan battleground[9].

	Domestic civil-rights–implicating laws in Trump II In the second Trump administration, the biggest statutory moves so far are not classic human-rights expansions, but are emphasized as:

	The Laken Riley Act (Pub. L. 119-1), mandating detention of certain non-citizens and enabling state lawsuits against the federal government over enforcement failures[10].

	The Epstein Files Transparency Act[12], compelling disclosure of DOJ records on Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell subject to privacy and security limits[11].


These laws operate within U.S. territory, thus shaping migrants’ due-process rights on one hand and victims’ access to information on the other[13]. Throughout this book, when I refer to “human-rights law” in the Trump era, I’m talking about this combined human rights system foreign-facing accountability, atrocity prevention discourse, trafficking and exploitation protections, and domestic laws that either expand or contract the rights of people within U.S. jurisdiction.

The Institutional Machinery: Who Actually Does What?

Congress: Where Human-Rights Language Becomes Law

Congress is the only actor that can create binding statutes like the Uyghur Act or the Laken Riley Act. But the process is fragmented:

Committees

	Foreign Relations / Foreign Affairs committees generally lead on foreign human-rights bills.

	Judiciary and Homeland Security committee shape immigration and civil rights legislation.

	Appropriations committees attach human-rights conditions or reporting requirements to funding bills, including defense and foreign operations.


Bipartisan coalitions

Several Trump-era human-rights laws came from cross-party sponsorship:

Rubio (R-FL) led both the Hong Kong and Uyghur laws, but with heavy Democratic co-sponsorship[15].

2019).

Rep. Chris Smith (R-NJ) led the Frederick Douglass trafficking law, a classic example of “moral consensus” legislation (Frederick Douglass Trafficking

Victims Prevention and Protection Reauthorization Act of 2018, 2018).

Oversight tools

Beyond statutes, Congress uses:

	Reporting requirements in laws like the Elie Wiesel Act and Uyghur Act, forcing the executive branch to periodically document abuses and U.S. responses [17].

	Hearings and subpoenas to interrogate State, CIA, and Defense officials about human-rights crises—sometimes as genuine oversight, sometimes as political discourse. In this book, “legislative traction” means more than just bills introduced. It means laws actually passed and signed, with enough useful measures: sanctions, reports, funding conditions that can shape U.S. behaviors and policies.


The State Department: Human-Rights Narrator-in-Chief

If Congress drafts the manuscript, the State Department performs them publicly.

Country Reports on Human Rights Practices:

	Each year, State’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor produce a separate report for nearly every country, describing “significant human rights issues” ranging from extrajudicial killings and torture to restrictions on civil society[19]. These reports are mandated by Congress and are a primary reference for:

	Sanctions decisions under the Global Magnitsky Act and country-specific laws.

	Certification requirements in legislation like the Hong Kong Act and Uyghur Act.

	Congressional debates, NGO advocacy, and litigation strategies.

	Atrocity prevention and early warning.


The Elie Wiesel Act requires the executive branch to maintain and improve early- warning mechanisms for mass atrocities and to train diplomats accordingly (Elie Wiesel

Genocide and Atrocities Prevention Act of 2018, 2018). In practice:

	State coordinates with the intelligence community to assess risk in places like

	Those assessments feed into sanctions (like the Caesar Act) and diplomatic moves.


Diplomatic messaging

Secretaries of State use human-rights language in speeches, press statements, and bilateral meetings. During Trump’s first term, for example, Xinjiang was cast as a “stain of the century” even as other abusive partners, such as Saudi Arabia or Egypt, often faced softer public criticism[20]. For this books purposes, State is the public narrator of U.S. human-rights policy: it names abuses, ranks their severity and often proposes legislation for a global audience.

The Intelligence Community and the CIA: Quiet Backbone

The Central Intelligence Agency and the wider U.S. intelligence community rarely appear by name in statutes, but they are irreplaceable to how human-rights laws are implemented.

Factual input for reports and sanctions

Country reports, atrocity-prevention risk assessments, and sanctions designations all depend on classified and open-source intelligence: satellite imagery of mass detention facilities, intercepted communications, internal regime documents, and more. Target selection and impact analysis,sanctions laws often require the President or the Secretary of State to designate specific individuals or entities. The intelligence community helps identify who actually matters, which which Chinese tech companies, which Venezuelan security units. In the Xinjiang context, for example, intelligence reporting helped corroborate NGO and media evidence about the scale of detention and surveillance, which then informed both the Uyghur Act and Magnitsky sanctions Intelligence also evaluates and measures effects of sanctions and whether they are deterring abusive actors or are they shifting these to civilian populations.

Covert and gray-zone activity

This book is not meant to speculate about classified operations, but it is important to note that statutes like the Caesar Act or Venezuela sanctions exist alongside covert tools that are not available in public laws. These legal and covert measures are therefore not just one part of the extensive CIA and State Defense mechanisms for responding to or exploiting human-rights crises. Summarily, while State provides the language and Congress provides the law, the CIA often provides the evidence and the targets.

The White House and the President: Agenda-Setter and Gatekeeper

No human-rights law becomes law without the chief executive’s signature unless Congress can provide the votes to override a veto, which is rare and uncommon. Under Trump, the presidency plays several critical roles:

Signing or blocking statutes

In the first term, Trump signed a suite of bipartisan human-rights laws—often with little public fanfare. The WPS Act, Elie Wiesel Act, Caesar Act, Hong Kong

Act, Uyghur Act, and Tibet provisions were all enacted on his watch (Women,

Peace, and Security Act of 2017, 2017; Hong Kong Human Rights and

Democracy Act of 2019, 2019; Uyghur Human Rights Policy Act of 2020, 2020).

in the second term, he signed the Laken Riley Act enthusiastically, presenting it as a law-and-order victory, and signed the Epstein Files Transparency Act under intense bipartisan and public pressure (Laken Riley Act, 2025; Epstein Files

Transparency Act, 2025; Khanna, 2025).

Executive orders and regulatory changes

Many of the most consequential human rights decisions never pass through Congress. They become law through:

	Executive orders on refugees, visas, and migration enforcement.

	Regulatory changes to asylum procedures or civil-rights enforcement metrics.

	Budget proposals and internal guidance that alter how aggressively existing human-rights and civil-rights laws are implemented.


Symbolic and rhetorical choices

The President frequently decides when human rights are front-and-center and when they are not:

North Korea: human-rights atrocities dominated early rhetoric, then faded during summit diplomacy.

Saudi Arabia: despite the murder of Jamal Khashoggi, arms sales and strategic priorities largely prevailed.

China: human-rights condemnation intensified as strategic and economic tensions escalated.

This book describes the presidency as both a gatekeeper (of which laws become reality) and signal generator (who “deserves” U.S. human-rights attention and who does not).

Trump as Stress Test: Continuity and Break

The Trump years are built upon layers of previous leadership. They sit on top of decades of human-rights discourse built under both Republican and Democratic administrations. To better make sense of what is distinctive about Trump I and Trump II, it helps to separate continuities from breaks.

Continuities

Annual human-rights reporting continued without interruptions. The Country Reports on

Human Rights Practices remained a central tool for documenting abuses worldwide[23]. Trafficking policy remained a bipartisan priority. The Frederick Douglass Act and its reauthorizations fit squarely in the trajectory launched by the original Trafficking Victims Protection Act in 2000[21].

Atrocity prevention gained formal statutory basis with the Elie Wiesel Act, building upon earlier executive initiatives rather than rejecting them (Elie Wiesel Genocide and

Atrocities Prevention Act of 2018, 2018).

Within these specific human rights concerns, Trump’s first term looks more like identification and reprioritization than a complete dismantling.

Breaks

Selective enforcement and “America First” filtering

Migration and asylum policies shift sharply toward deterrence and exclusion, culminating in term-two legislation like the Laken Riley Act that embeds mandatory detention into statute.

Feminist security initiatives created by the WPS Act have already come under attack as “woke” by Trump-aligned officials, despite having been signed into law during his own first term[24].

Geopolitical targets

China, Iran, Venezuela, and North Korea became focal points of human-rights rhetoric and legislation because they had aligned with pre-existing strategic contests, not because they were uniquely abusive in the global landscape.

by contrast, key security partners with serious abuses—Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the

Philippines, did not face any significant legislative interest. The Trump era seems less about abolishing human-rights tools and more about weaponizing them selectively, amplification of some human rights crises and overlooking some others. To make sense of this menagerie of laws, institutions, and politics, the chapters that follow will utilize a few recurring concepts.

Legislative traction

A human-rights cause has “traction” when it:

	Is repeatedly highlighted in official reports.

	Receives binding statutory attention such as (sanctions, reporting mandates, new rights and restrictions)

	Generates sustained debate in Congress, the media, and/or among NGOs.


Negative human-rights law

Not all human rights relevant statutes protect human rights. For example, the Laken Riley Act, is argued by many that it erodes due-process and non-discrimination values while portrayed as public-safety or justice measures[25]. This book treats these as part of the “human-rights discourse,” precisely because these reveal whose rights matter the most and whose may be neglected.

Hierarchy of victims

By comparing which communities and countries receive strong legal backing (Uyghurs,

Hong Kong activists, Tibetans, Epstein victims) and which do not

(Yemeni civilians under coalition bombing, migrants at the U.S. border, dissidents in allied states), we can trace a de facto hierarchy of victims embedded within U.S. law and policies.

Instrumentalization vs. commitment

In a handful of cases, human-rights discourse appears as an instrument for large strategic goals, containment of China, isolation of Iran, justification for sanctions in Venezuela. In other cases, it does reflect more consistent engagement, as with long-term anti-trafficking efforts or genocide prevention standards. Acknowledging these patterns is critical to evaluating “The State of Modern-Day Human Rights.”

Roadmap of the Chapters Ahead

With these mechanisms in place, the rest of the book will analyze more concrete cases and statutes:

Part I (Trump I) dissects the laws of the first term:

	Women, Peace, and Security and atrocity prevention.

	North Korea as an example of how far sanctions can stand in for real protection.

	China’s Hong Kong, Xinjiang, and Tibet as examples of human rights-driven great power competition.

	Trafficking and “modern day slavery” as bipartisan moralistic aims.


Part II (Trump II) moves within U.S. borders:

	The Laken Riley Act as a case study in “negative human-rights law” and the criminalization of migration.

	The Epstein Files Transparency Act as a rare example where bipartisan pressure forces a nation- state to open its own files in response to sexual exploitation and elite impunity: the reinterpretation and extension of first-term laws—like the Uyghur Act and Caesar Act—to see whether commitments deepen, erode, or simply shift regions.


By the end of this journey, “the state of modern-day human rights” will look less like a universal measurement and more like a guide drawn by Congress, written by the State Department, ingredients from CIA reporting, and selective redraw by two Trump administrations according to their own political, ideological, and strategic priorities. That contested guide is an intense look into the meanings drawn from this book.
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