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The Justice Department's Civil Rights Division is in upheaval amid a mass exodus
of attorneys as the Trump administration moves to radically reshape the division,
shelving its traditional mission and replacing it with one focused on enforcing the
president's executive orders.

Some 250 attorneys — or around 70% of the division's lawyers — have left or will
have left the department in the time between President Trump's inauguration and
the end of May, according to current and former officials.

It marks a dramatic turn for the storied division, which was created during the
civil rights movement and the push to end racial segregation. For almost 70 years,
it has sought to combat discrimination and to protect the constitutional rights of
all Americans in everything from voting and housing to employment, education
and policing.

Now, the administration is redirecting the division to enforce Trump's executive
orders, including ending the alleged radical indoctrination in schools, defending
women from "gender ideology extremism," and combatting antisemitism and
purported anti-Christian bias.

LAW

Critics warn DOJ is being politicized despite vows to end its purported
weaponization
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Five current or former department officials, most of whom spoke on condition of
anonymity for fear of retribution, say the current effort amounts to the dismantling
of the division and its traditional mission.

"The Civil Rights Division exists to enforce civil rights laws that protect all
Americans," said Stacey Young, a former division attorney who left the department
in late January. "It's not an arm of the White House. It doesn't exist to enact the
president's own agenda. That's a perversion of the separation of powers and the
role of an independent Justice Department."

It is normal for the division's priorities to shift from administration to
administration, particularly from one party to another. But the changes underway
now are far beyond the normal recalibration, current and former employees and
outside observers say.

The changes are being implemented by the division's new head, Harmeet Dhillon,
a conservative attorney whom Trump appointed and the Senate confirmed in
April.

Speaking at a recent Federalist Society event, Dhillon likened the division's work
under Democratic administrations to a speeding train. She said Republican
administrations typically try to "just slow the train down."

"There really hasn't been a focus on turning the train around and driving it in the
opposite direction. And that's my vision of the DOJ civil rights [division]," she said.
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"We don't just slow down the woke. We take up the cause to achieve the executive
branch's goals. This is the opportunity where we can ensure that our nation's civil
rights laws benefit all Americans, not just a select few."

180-degree turn

Already, the administration has started to execute that 180-degree turn. Under the
new leadership, the department has dropped investigations, and withdrawn
statements of interest or amicus briefs in some 30 cases, according to public
court records. Those include cases related to voting rights, alleged racial
discrimination in hiring and civil actions against anti-abortion activists.

Dhillon has issued new mission statements for the division's 11 sections that push
Trump's priorities and redirect resources to enforcing his executive orders. Those
missions include "Protecting Children from Chemical and Surgical Mutilation,"
"Keeping Men Out of Women's Sports," "Eradicating Anti-Christian Bias" and
"Additional Measures to Combat Antisemitism."

Young said the changes amount to the destruction of the division and its
traditional work.

"The division right now is being decimated," said Young, who now runs Justice
Connection, a group of department alumni that provides support to DOJ
employees. "The head of the division and the Justice Department have decided
that the division is going to enforce laws only with respect to favored communities
of people."

Craig Futterman, a professor at the University of Chicago Law School, said the
changes underway "are turning the Civil Rights Division on its head." The Trump
administration, he added, "is using a division that has a history of protecting the

POLITICS

Justice Department revokes Biden-era protections for reporters in leak
investigations

ELECTIONS

Trump's DOJ focuses in on voter fraud, with a murky assist from DOGE
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most vulnerable among us to actually wage an all-out assault on the civil rights of
vulnerable people, including Black people, brown people, women, LGBTQIA folk."

"I grew up in the wake of the civil rights movement where we celebrated all the
heroes in the progress and the gains, and knowing that there's still so much work
that needs to be done in this country. And this is the most dramatic backward
turn that I've experienced in my lifetime," Futterman said.

Attorneys quitting en masse

The changes being imposed under the Trump administration have prompted
attorneys in the division to leave en masse. Certain sections have been
particularly hard hit by departures, including voting, education and special
litigation.

Some of those who have left have quit, while others have taken the
administration's deferred resignation program or retired early.

The latest round of mass departures occurred in recent weeks as the leadership
began reassigning managers — widely seen as a push to have them quit — and

ELECTIONS

Under Trump, the Justice Department is stepping away from some voting
rights cases
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forcing attorneys to work on task forces dedicated to certain Trump priorities like
antisemitism or transgender issues.

Dhillon, in her remarks at the Federalist Society event, acknowledged the
departures.

"We wish them well in their future endeavors and their passions," she said. "They
need to pursue them elsewhere. That's not going to be happening at the DOJ."

Different from first Trump term

By and large, attorneys in the division feel like they can no longer do the work
they've always been able to do, including during the first Trump administration.

Then, there was no mass exodus, department veterans say. Attorneys stayed put
and continued their normal work. The administration scaled back — but did not
end — work in a few priority areas, like policing.

But now, current and former officials say, there's a sense that the division is
weaponizing the country's civil rights laws against populations it's supposed to be
protecting. They say the abandonment of the traditional mission has been
devastating. One official recalled attorneys walking around the hallways in tears or
sobbing through meetings.

"The division has a few hundred lawyers who were diligent in making sure that
people were held accountable for discrimination," Young said. "Without that
enforcement, without the knowledge that unlawful discrimination can be tamped
down through the division's work, we're going to see, I think, a whole lot more
unlawful discrimination."

justice department civil rights trump administration pam bondi legal affairs

POLITICS

Justice Department changes rattle current and former agency veterans
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Together, we chart the course.
You count on public media for stories that help you understand your world —
voices that bring us closer together.

People like you power public media. You make it possible for the NPR
Network to share our journalism with you and millions of other people,
regardless of their ability to pay.

You are the “public” in public media. Can we count on you to support this
essential public resource today?

DONATE ➔
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This form of mental exercise may cut dementia risk for decades

THE PICTURE SHOW

NASA's Artemis II crew are quite the photographers. See what they've snapped so far

CONSIDER THIS FROM NPR

Ex-Prince Andrew is arrested. What now? : Consider This from NPR

U.S. and Iran agree to 2-week ceasefire, suspending Trump's threat to annihilate Iran

Cookie Consent & Sponsorship Choices

We and our partners process data to provide:

Actively scan device characteristics for identification. Store
and/or access information on a device. Personalised advertising
and content, advertising and content measurement, audience
research and services development.

We and our 483 partners store and access personal data, like

browsing data or unique identifiers, on your device. Selecting

Accept All enables tracking technologies to support the

purposes shown under we and our partners process data to

provide. Selecting Reject All or withdrawing your consent will

disable them. If trackers are disabled, some content and ads

you see may not be as relevant to you. You can resurface this

menu to change your choices or withdraw consent at any time

by clicking the Cookie Settings & Opt Out link on the bottom of

the webpage. Your choices will have effect within our Website.

For more details, refer to our Privacy Policy.

By clicking “Accept All,” you agree to the use of cookies, similar

tracking and storage technologies, and information about your

device to enhance your viewing, listening and user experience,

personalize content, personalize messages from NPR’s

sponsors, provide social media features, and analyze NPR’s

traffic. This information is shared with social media,

sponsorship, analytics, and other vendors or service providers.

4/8/26, 5:11 AM 70% of the DOJ's Civil Rights Division lawyers are leaving because of Trump's reshaping : NPR

https://www.npr.org/2025/05/19/g-s1-66906/trump-civil-rights-justice-exodus 8/16

https://www.npr.org/2026/02/18/nx-s1-5716010/brain-training-exercise-cut-dementia-risk-decades
https://www.npr.org/sections/the-picture-show/2026/04/03/nx-s1-5773282/artemis-ii-nasa-photos
https://www.npr.org/sections/the-picture-show/2026/04/03/nx-s1-5773282/artemis-ii-nasa-photos
https://www.npr.org/sections/the-picture-show/2026/04/03/nx-s1-5773282/artemis-ii-nasa-photos
https://www.npr.org/sections/pictureshow/
https://www.npr.org/sections/the-picture-show/2026/04/03/nx-s1-5773282/artemis-ii-nasa-photos
https://www.npr.org/2026/02/19/nx-s1-5718185/ex-prince-andrew-is-arrested-what-now
https://www.npr.org/2026/02/19/nx-s1-5718185/ex-prince-andrew-is-arrested-what-now
https://www.npr.org/2026/02/19/nx-s1-5718185/ex-prince-andrew-is-arrested-what-now
https://www.npr.org/podcasts/510355/considerthis
https://www.npr.org/2026/02/19/nx-s1-5718185/ex-prince-andrew-is-arrested-what-now
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates
https://www.npr.org/2026/04/07/nx-s1-5776377/iran-war-updates


CODE SWITCH

Trump shared a racist "joke." That humor is an American tradition : Code Switch
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MIDDLE EAST CONFLICT

U.S. and Iran agree to 2-week ceasefire, suspending Trump's threat to annihilate Iran

SPACE

The Artemis II crew saw parts of the moon never seen before. Here's what they said
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THE PICTURE SHOW

Photos: NASA releases first images from moon flyby

HEALTH

Telehealth abortion will remain available for now, after a federal judge's ruling
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PLANET MONEY NEWSLETTER

How Bill Phillips used flowing water to model the economy

ASIA

Australia charges ex‑soldier with 5 war‑crime murders in Afghanistan
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NPR Editors' Picks

POLITICS

Congressional Democrats raise alarm over Trump's comments on Iran
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MUSIC

U.K. issues Ye travel ban over antisemitism, leading to festival cancellation

TELEVISION

Now cancer-free, 'Roastmaster' comic Jeff Ross still finds humor in loss

SPACE
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Astronauts suggest naming a moon crater 'Carroll' after their commander's late wife

NPR'S NEWSMAKERS

CEO of nation's largest bank says Iran war raises risk of 'bad economic outcomes'

BUSINESS

Drive slower, go electric, don't drive at all? Americans weigh options for saving gas
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