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To Eduardo Galeano (1940–2015),


a wonderful writer and tireless champion of the underdog,


whom, alas, I never got the chance to meet
















Strained with gazing


Our eyes ached, and our ears as we slept


Kept their care for the crash that would turn


Our fears into fact.


—W. H. AUDEN, “The Age of Anxiety,” 1947






He may be talking, but he’ll talk faster with the torture.


—DONALD TRUMP, on CNN, March 22, 2016, advocating an expansive use of torture against terrorism suspects

















Introduction



Ciguatoxin


In early February 2015, two weeks after my family arrived in the atmospheric Chilean port city of Valparaíso to study Spanish for a month, I woke up in the middle of the night convinced I was about to die.


We were high up in the hills above the city center, in a compact neighborhood called Cerro Mariposa, staying in a small second-floor suite of rooms out back of our landlady Marisol’s house. From our windows, the view of the Pacific in the distance, past the elegant center of the city, was similar to that which the poet Pablo Neruda, who had lived slightly farther up in the hills from our lodgings, so adored half a century earlier.


When I woke up that night, in our little bedroom opposite our even littler kitchen, I felt as if I were fading away. My blood pressure seemed to have disappeared; my heart was fluttering slowly, weakly. I stood up, and my legs took on a life of their own. They began walking frantically up and down the small apartment, back and forth, back and forth, faster and faster. They began running, as if they were seeking to help me to escape from my body. I tried to convince my legs to stop, but they wouldn’t. Back and forth, back and forth. They seemed to be telling me to jump out of my skin.


I managed to wake my wife up. She started massaging my back; my heart gradually, gradually started returning to its normal pattern. After a couple hours, I fell asleep, sitting upright in an armchair—a forty-two-year-old man who suddenly felt like a nonagenarian.


Of course, had I been thinking straight, I would have woken up my landlady and her family to ask for help. For even if an ambulance couldn’t have navigated the twisting, turning backstreets of our hillside cerro in the middle of the night, I’m sure they could have found a taxi or a neighbor with a car who would have gotten me down to the clinic. But I wasn’t thinking straight. Six thousand miles from home, I was more scared than I had ever been, experiencing wobbles in my heart that I couldn’t imagine trying to explain in a language not my own. And so I half-slept the rest of the night away and the next morning, on nervous, uncertain legs, made my way down to our language school. An hour later, Isabel, my Spanish teacher, horrified at my condition, hurried me out of the school, bundled me onto a collectivo minibus, and took me to the central clinic. There, after an uncomfortable wait of a few hours—during which time if I really had been having a heart attack I would almost certainly have died—I found myself spread-eagled on a hospital bed, shirtless, the electrodes for an EKG attached to my chest and arms and ankles, while Isabel laughingly told me that this was the strangest lesson she had ever taught.


I wasn’t having—and hadn’t had—a heart attack, the doctors told me. Armed with a prescription for anti-inflammatories and another for muscle relaxants, and feeling somewhat sheepish at all the bother I had caused, I headed back to the language school to resume my late-afternoon studies.


For a time, I seemed to be on the mend. True, my energy levels tanked, and there were days in the week following during which I spent twelve hours in bed; but when I wasn’t resting up, there were also times I felt okay. Over the weeks that we had left in Valparaíso, our daily rituals resumed, albeit at a slower pace.


Assuming I was better, we traveled south, to the Lake District, a place of huge, shimmering blue lakes and towering volcanoes—many of them active. It was spectacular: the enormous alpine Lake Llanquihue set against the glacial peak of Osorno Volcano soaring heavenward. At lake level, it was fiercely hot. Up on the volcanoes, on the edge of the Andes, it was harsh winter. A glorious place, I hoped, to recuperate.


Two days in, however, my heart did the exact reverse of what it had done in Valparaíso. My blood pressure soared, and my heart started beating so hard and so fast I thought it was about to burst. We tried to go to a restaurant, but I had to leave immediately, feeling that I was about to pass out. Stumbling, I made it to the front desk of our hotel, told the young man on duty there that I thought I was having a heart attack, and asked him to take me to the nearest hospital. He and a colleague bundled me into a car, and we raced off.


Within an hour I was having the second EKG of my life. This time my heart had locked in at about 175 beats per minute. All I could hear was the awful beating of blood in my head. I have a vague memory of screaming at the nurses, irrationally ordering them to make my heart slow down before it exploded. I have a memory of concerned faces and another, which can’t be accurate, of a small hospital room filled with the sound of my beating heart. But, again, the doctors and nurses told me I wasn’t having a heart attack, and released me back out into the quiet midnight streets.


Twice in two weeks I had thought my heart was giving out—and both times the doctors had reassured me that it wasn’t. My energy level was now just about nonexistent. And yet, since we were in one of the most beautiful spots on Earth, part of me was still desperate to enjoy the wonders of southern Chile.


Stubborn to a point, probably in denial as to the seriousness of my situation, we headed south again, flying over one thousand miles of ice fields to the city of Punta Arenas, on the Magellan Straits. There, in the little hostel we were staying in on the water’s windswept edge, I felt my energy evaporate. For a couple days, I struggled even to get out of bed—though I also couldn’t sleep properly, since it felt as if my internal clock had been turned off. I tried to nurse myself back to health, sitting in the common area of the hostel, overlooking the Magellan Straits, bundled up in my warm sweaters, drinking one herbal tea after the next and looking out for dolphins dancing in the waters just offshore; taking short walks along the windswept promenades during gaps in the rain; napping whenever I could; harvesting what little reserves I had.


To a degree, my strategy worked. After three days, I no longer felt as if I were about to die. Instead I simply felt very, very weak—an old man masquerading in a much younger man’s body. And that was how it continued for the remainder of our time in Chile: okay for a few moments and then exhausted, seemingly on the mend and then floored by another bout of pain.


ONLY ONCE WE WERE ensconced in our California home again did I find out that my cousin in Los Angeles, with whom I had shared a farewell sushi meal two months previously, had, over the intervening weeks, experienced the exact same set of symptoms as I had: low blood pressure and low heartbeat, followed by high blood pressure and a heart rate high enough to ensure her a couple nights in a hospital, followed by calamitous exhaustion over a period of weeks.


Since the only point of overlap was the sushi meal, another cousin of ours, an infectious disease specialist, began reading up on fish toxins to see if we could have been poisoned. A few days later, while I was beginning a battery of medical tests at the UC Davis medical center, he phoned to tell me his conclusion. In all likelihood, we had eaten a fish tainted with something called ciguatoxin. It’s a neurotoxin present mainly in tropical fish, the symptoms of which were first described by medical personnel on Captain Cook’s South Pacific expedition in 1774, and it does terrible things to the body’s systems controlled by electric impulses.


What makes it particularly unnerving is that there is no definitive test for the presence of ciguatoxin—a diagnosis is arrived at largely by process of elimination—and there is also no effective cure. When one has a set of symptoms that resemble ciguatoxin poisoning, all one can do is wait it out and avoid certain kinds of foods known to exacerbate its symptoms. The good news, my cousin told me, was that it usually wasn’t fatal; the bad news was it could wreak havoc on one’s health for more than a year.


And so began my months-long medical odyssey. I had gone from being the sort of customer health insurance companies love—someone who saw the doctor two or three times a year and took no medicines more serious than anti–hay fever pills—to being a money pit.


I DON’T KNOW FOR sure if I had ciguatoxin or some other, unknown ailment or food-borne poison. I’ll likely never know, since there is no way to generate a foolproof diagnosis in situations like this. I don’t know whether whatever made me so ill is still in my system or whether my body is gradually managing to eliminate it. I don’t know for sure how much of what I experienced was purely physical and how much was a mental reaction to a feeling of physical decline, of losing control over my own destiny. And, above all, even though as I write this I sense that I am finally on the mend, and I feel healthy and well again, that well-being also seems appallingly fragile: I don’t know if tomorrow will bring another round of sickness and pain, another crisis in yet another part of my battered body.


What I do know is that something as amorphous as a possible ciguatoxin diagnosis saps one of self-confidence. I know, in a way I never could before I became a medical mystery, that a chronic condition that every so often flares up into an acute episode affects one’s psyche in unpredictable ways. It can make a person take unreasonable risks one day (like not flying back to California after the heart episodes) while leaving him or her awfully risk averse another day. It can make one live for the moment, and it can also make one irritable and unreasonable, apt to snap at the smallest provocation and desperate for sympathy and understanding.


I know in a way I never did before—at the most personal level—what fear of particular horrors and anxiety about unknown horrors lurking just out of sight feel like.


When you’re battling an invisible, formless foe—a hard-to-define enemy against which there is no easy fix, an enemy with the power to upend daily certainties and to inflict chaos out of the blue—it changes how you live. It changes how you make choices, how you interact with the world. It alters your emotional state, making moroseness something of a default state and optimism appear more akin to naiveté. It is hard to stay upbeat if you always fear the worst.


SIX MONTHS BEFORE THE possible-ciguatoxin struck, I had been commissioned to write a book on the culture of fear. It was to be a book about fears of unknown assailants, overseas terrorists, hidden germs, pedophiles, violent kids, negligent parents, immigrants, inner cities, and a raft of other bugaboos. And it was to explore the political implications of this epidemic of fear.


I had been exploring these ideas in my reporting for decades, looking to understand what things and which people frighten us, and why, and exploring how we fathom risk: how our brains interpret risk and identify, rightly or wrongly, perceived threats, both at a neurological level and at a conscious one. Some of what we fear is innate. But much of it is the result of social conditions—in the economy, in how community is structured, and so on. Poverty and inequality are two themes that have continually drawn me in as a journalist. What happens when a wealthy country, such as the United States, makes political choices that result in tens of millions of people living deeply economically insecure lives? What happens to the democratic processes when a tiny group of people at the top of the economic pyramid exercise extraordinary economic, and by extension, political power? How do our stories, as individuals and as larger communities, our dreams and our fears, change in the face of this growing inequality?


While my reporting focus had long been on the United States, the story was, and is, in many ways, one playing out across the globe, affecting a growing number of countries, cultures, and legal systems in recent years. Indeed, as I write this introduction, more than two years after first starting work on this project, I am sitting in my parents’ house in London shortly after voters in the United Kingdom chose “Brexit,” an exit from the European Union largely driven by fear of immigrants—of the languages and cultural values and competition for jobs and social benefits that they bring with them. Meanwhile, on the European mainland, one polity after another has struggled to deal with the fears, resentments, and hostilities unleashed by the huge numbers of refugees fleeing wars and poverty in the Middle East and Africa, and seeking sanctuary in Europe. Over the past decade, in some African and Asian countries, vaccination workers have been attacked, and, as a result, attempts to eradicate diseases such as polio have been compromised.


Deeply authoritarian regimes, playing on the anxieties and insecurities of large numbers of voters, have, in recent years, been elected in Turkey, Russia, India, and many other countries. No one people or place has a monopoly on this fear-driven political rhetoric, or on its legal, educational, cultural, and even medical consequences. For whenever and wherever we divide people into “us” and “them,” powerful political and psychological forces are unleashed.


What we fear and how we gauge risk is, all too often, a product of these other narratives: in America, for example, a poor person, or a black or brown person, is far more likely than a well-to-do white person to be viewed as inherently dangerous, as representing a fundamental threat to our well-being. Sometimes these views are conscious, but oftentimes, as shown in the groundbreaking research of psychologists Mahzarin Banaji, Anthony Greenwald, and their Project Implicit team, the biases exist deep below our conscious surface, influencing our behavior without the conscious “us” even being aware of their existence.


Of course, we also routinely miscalculate risks surrounding events that have nothing to do with the schisms of race and class in America. We overestimate, for example, the likelihood of being attacked by a shark while swimming in the ocean, and we underestimate the risk of dying of mosquito-borne diseases. We are more terrified of ick-factor diseases like ebola than of more mundane but infinitely greater killing machines like the flu or asthma. We fear flying more than driving, despite the latter being a massively more dangerous pastime.


What is the common thread? It is, I believe, that too often we calculate risk not by the probability of an event occurring but by the number of news items or talk radio minutes or Facebook postings or movie scenes devoted to a topic. As a result, we fear terrorism far more than run-of-the-mill, nonpolitical gunmen, despite the fact that by orders of magnitude it is the latter who, year in and year out, kill the most Americans. After all, a single large-scale terrorist attack is guaranteed to generate vastly more headlines, news stories, and follow-up feature articles on the victims than are the everyday murders-by-gun-violence or suicides-by-gun-violence that, over time, add up to tens of thousands of fatalities each year. An outbreak of ebola, similarly, is a gimme for the front pages, simply because it is such a nasty, ugly, stuff-of-nightmares way to die. But the flu, tuberculosis, and malaria, despite these three diseases having killed millions upon millions of people over the course of recent human history, are seen as yawns, unlikely to generate the sort of sensational coverage that the ebola outbreak produced in 2014.


Miscalculating risk comes with consequences. It influences the places we go and the medicines we take. It alters the way we parent our children and the interactions we have with our neighbors. It affects how we police our cities and how we think about our borders. And, of course, it skews our political preferences.


AS I BATTLED MY own medical demons, and struggled to retain a sense of normalcy amid the chaos engulfing me, it struck me that in the book I was writing, I was exploring how, increasingly, large parts of our society behave as if under continual neurotoxin attack. I remembered those terrifying days after the 9/11 attacks, when it felt as if the pillars that hold our world in place were buckling. I remembered that feeling of nauseating horror when, weeks afterwards, envelopes filled with anthrax powder started turning up at random locations around the country—the sense that invisible forces, against which we, as individuals, had no real defense, were conspiring to destroy us. In the wake of the anthrax scare, one in twenty Americans—roughly fifteen million people—stocked up on powerful antibiotics, and about three million of them actually began taking the antibiotics as prophylactics, thus, paradoxically, massively increasing the likelihood of antibiotic-resistant strains of bacteria emerging.1 I remember, too, the sense of disorientation when a few weeks later a sniper team began terrorizing residents of Washington, DC, shooting drivers and pedestrians seemingly at random. Nothing and nowhere appeared safe anymore. The DC police responded by urging pedestrians to walk in “rapid zigzag patterns,” and to avoid open spaces. Reports soon emerged of drivers crouching down behind their cars while at gas stations filling up their tanks, and nearly half of locals polled said they were now avoiding outdoor activities.2


In a training manual produced in the wake of the September 11, 2001, attacks, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) noted that in cities such as Washington, DC, “ever increasing security became the norm, including disruptive street closures and military vehicles with mounted machine guns.… By the time the Snipers announced their presence on the morning of October 3 by killing four people, Washingtonians had already been pushed to the limits of their psychological stress tolerance.”3


Less than one month after the 9/11 attacks, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press polled Americans on their mental state. As subsequently reported by George Gray and David Ropeik of the Harvard Center for Risk Analysis, at the Harvard School of Public Health, the findings were bleak: “59 percent said they had experienced depression, 31 percent had difficulty concentrating, 23 percent suffered insomnia, and 87 percent felt angry.”4


Perhaps those feelings wormed their way so deeply into the popular consciousness that they never truly left. In our post–9/11 collective imagination our community, our country, our culture, our civilization is always a toxic envelope or a hijacked plane away from unfathomable calamity.


In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration implemented a series of color-coded alerts. In the following years—often at politically expedient moments, when the government needed a jolt of popular support for, say, the invasion of Iraq—the color-coded alert system would be raised, always for nonspecific and thus all-encompassing threats. Because the actual nature and locale of the threat wasn’t revealed—mostly, the government would issue an addendum to the warning saying something to the effect of “we have no specific information that a particular attack is imminent”—the impact was simply to sow anxiety. When, in February 2004, the House Select Committee on Homeland Security held hearings on the Homeland Security Advisory System, committee chair Christopher Cox warned of the dangers inherent in this. “We must,” he told his colleagues, “strike an appropriate balance between providing meaningful warning where hard intelligence warrants it and causing a senseless, unfocused nationwide response to unspecified threat alerts.”5


Cox’s warnings weren’t heeded. The color-coded alert system would remain in place for another seven years.


As the dial moved from yellow up to orange, and then hovered ominously close to red, so public angst would, on cue, increase. Hardware stores saw rushes on duct tape, bought by people terrified of chemical or biological attacks and wanting to seal their windows. In February 2003, as warnings of just such a biological or chemical attack were ramped up, one man in Connecticut reportedly wrapped his entire house in plastic.6


The media loved it. If, in the 1990s, the mantra was “If it bleeds, it leads,” in the 2000s the equivalent might have been “If it scares, it blares.” One network after another blared out the news: Be afraid. Be very afraid. On the cable news channels ticker tapes ran, nonstop, detailing the color of the latest alert.


Daniela Schiller, a neuroscientist who runs a brain imaging lab studying human emotions at the Icahn School of Medicine, at Mount Sinai in Manhattan, explains that our brains learn fear in three ways: through direct experience—we are personally exposed to something that makes us afraid; through observation—we see others exposed to scary events and people; and through instructed learning—we are told to be afraid of certain people or things or scenarios. And, Schiller says, the fear generated by each of these is etched into the brain in similar ways: “They capture the same basic process of rapid association, and then they are in the long-term memory.”7


If television tells you, over and over again, to fear imminent terror attacks or rampaging criminal gangs, or people of a certain color or religion—people different from you, who can be considered members of an “out-group”—you will, in all likelihood, develop a deep and abiding set of fears, referred to by experts as “implicit biases” against particular groups or individuals. These fears are easily retriggered in the future and thus make you peculiarly vulnerable to the politics of demagoguery. “Under some circumstances, it’s pretty easy for them [fears] to come back; for example, if you are stressed. It will bring fear memories back even if you thought they were extinguished,” Schiller explains.


We are conditioned—by the way stridently ideological television and radio personalities cover events, by the manner in which ratings-conscious news executives prioritize stories, by the echo-chamber effects of social media, maybe even by an intuitive sense that the broad prosperity in which so many of us live our lives is deeply precarious—to fear unknown enemies. And, with this conditioning, our brains come to be flooded with an array of stress hormones that physically alter the neural networks in key parts of our brains, reshape how we act and how we think, make us more likely to inflate our sense of risk and less likely to respond rationally and in a proportionate measure to events and people we confront on a daily basis as we go about our lives.8


When the peanut-sized part of the brain called the amygdala is aroused, Schiller argues, it modulates “an array of responses in the brain, including perception, attention, and memory—influencing how you encode and what you retrieve; and decision making, making you more sensitive to risk and to ambiguity.”


Our fears and anxieties, bubbling up in response to this increasingly toxic communications environment, are then treated as individual ailments by a medical system quick to diagnose anxiety disorders and phobias, and prone to hand out a growing array of pills to chemically tamp down our sentiments of woe. And to make matters worse, our political discourse is increasingly fueled by fear and defined by candidates playing to evermore fearful political constituencies.


In stressful times, Schiller concludes, “our cognitive abilities narrow, and turning to someone charismatic might relate to that; because that person offers solutions. In a way, putting your trust in someone charismatic might reduce the stress and ambiguity associated with the situation. It’s the nature of demagogy: it’s easier to grasp; it’s simple.”9 Voting for the demagogue during times of high anxiety might, in short, be the equivalent of binge drinking and drugging to avoid depression: it’s the ultimate form of self-medicating.


Studies carried out by Yair Berson, a psychologist at Tel Aviv’s Bar-Ilan University, suggest that in the presence of charismatic orators, be they self-help gurus in a business setting or politicians on the electoral stage, audience members’ brains actually start synching; their reactions get more and more similar. MEG scans show, he reported that “across all bands of electric activity of the brain there is much more similarity across [test] subjects exposed to charismatic rather than non-charismatic messages. Charisma generates neuro-synchronicity.”10 It is, he believed, how group-think emerges. “When people are exposed to a very strong stimulant—like charisma or a really good movie—people are so focused that individual differences between people are erased. The masses start to behave like one. It leads to collective identity.”


Some of Berson’s other research, involving subjects who have been given additional oxytocin—a vital chemical the brain releases to establish bonds of trust, in particular between parents and infants—shows that they start imitating the behavior of putative “charismatic leaders” they are exposed to in lab settings far more than do those not given additional oxytocin. Berson hypothesized that, in real life, charismatic personalities might actually relate to audiences in a way that triggers a flood of oxytocin in their brains, resulting in what he calls a “charisma bond.” As a result, audiences become more ready to trust these leaders, to follow them down any and all pathways, and, by extension, to bond with other enthused audience members.


A charismatic leader playing on widespread public fears thus has an extraordinary opportunity to build a movement based around their promise, however illusory, to make things better for their rattled followers. Primed to fear a long list of despised “others” by endless exposure to sensational cable television news reports, to social media, and to talk radio, a critical mass of voters in such an anxious age will throw their lot in with demagogic figures who pander to their anxieties.


“We call it ‘neurocoupling,’” Princeton University psychologist and neuroscientist Uri Hasson explained. “Brain-to-brain coupling. The more you understand me, the more similar your brain becomes to mine.” It is, Hasson believed, similar to the old adage that it takes two to tango. “It’s like dancing.” A charismatic speaker, standing on a podium in front of an angry or fearful audience primed to want to hear certain things, can connect extraordinarily well with that audience through successfully articulating their fears. “Sometimes,” Hasson said, “the partners can really be coupled and dance together, and that’s when it’s an amazing thing.”11


Hasson recalled an experiment that his team had conducted in which they recruited volunteers for a brain-imaging study, put the individuals into an fMRI scanner, and then read them a J. D. Salinger story. The narrative was about a husband who had lost track of his wife at a party, had returned home alone, and, anxious about her whereabouts, had phoned his best friend in the middle of the night. The best friend had listened to him but then, after a while, had told him that he was tired and needed to go to back to sleep. Half of the test participants were then told that the reason the best friend wanted to end the conversation was that the missing wife was having an affair with him, and, in fact, was with him in bed at that very moment. The other half was told that the best friend simply was exhausted and wanted to go to sleep.


In analyzing the data, Hasson’s team found something remarkable. That simple one-sentence change created such distinct brain pattern responses among the test subjects that the psychologists studying the data could tell with 80 to 90 percent accuracy which story ending the participant had been told simply by looking at their brain’s responses. Hasson’s team had created two distinct brain-response communities through the manipulation and sharing of basic information.


The implications were stunning: in a country as politically and culturally and, in many instances, racially divided and polarized as the contemporary United States—where millions get one set of news feeds and political interpretations from Fox News and other conservative outlets, and millions of others get an entirely different set of news feeds from more liberal sources—a series of distinct brain-response communities were likely being created. “It’s really brain wars,” Hasson noted. “It’s really sad to see it in action.” For millions of Americans, he believed, it was the overriding fear of certain individuals and groups—people they had learned to hate or distrust not necessarily because of direct and personal negative experiences, but because of a constant drip, drip, drip of media coverage—that was generating many of their common brain-response patterns.


“WHEN I THINK, I take things to the worst case possible,” a thirty-six-year-old mother of a two-year-old boy told me at an expensive Montessori preschool in an affluent suburb just outside Salt Lake City—a school I was visiting in the winter of 2016 because it marketed itself as being particularly security-conscious and many parents chose the school more for that emphasis on security than for its educational philosophy. The $100,000-plus that the school’s owners spent on security each year was, they believed, both necessary to make the institution safe and also a splendid advertising investment, drawing in dozens of additional families each year.


To get into the school, one had to put one’s fingerprints into a computer recognition system before the door would open, and once inside the school every single classroom had webcams, allowing a bank of computer monitors in the foyer to show what was going on at any moment in any of the classrooms. Parents would routinely spend fifteen minutes, twenty minutes, half an hour of their day just staring at the screens, making sure that their children were being treated appropriately by the teachers and the other toddlers. Many wanted Internet access to the images—but the school had balked at that, fearing that online sexual predators would be able to hack into the stream of images. Inside each classroom, all the doors of which had state-of-the-art lockdown features, the teachers had access to long-distance bee spray, which, in the case of a genuine emergency, they were supposed to fire off at the eyes of intruders. The outside playground, looking out onto the majestic, snow-covered Wasatch mountains, was surrounded by a high fence—both to stop the kids making a mad dash for freedom and to prevent any potential predators from climbing in. The imposing front walls, facing out onto a busy road, across which was the parking lot for a gym, were similarly designed to stop any would-be molesters from looking into the school’s classrooms.


“What is the worst possible outcome to the situation?” the mother, a finance manager at American Express, continued. “It’s negative thinking. It’s carried over into my personal life. I do not like going into extremely crowded places. I do not like a lot of people around me. I like to watch who I’m surrounded by. I don’t like going to malls. Something as simple as going to a Wal-Mart: you see kids running around with no parents in sight. I get so fearful, so angry at the parents.” As she talked, she knotted and unknotted her fingers; her pancake-powdered face, framed by long brown hair falling onto her shoulders, contorted with tension; and she looked, from one moment to the next, as if she would either cry in terror or scream in rage.


The woman had a concealed gun permit, and she and her husband kept at least ten guns around their home. She didn’t worry about one of those guns being accidentally accessed and used by her child, or by someone else. Nor did she worry about driving her car to and from day care—despite the fact that far more children die in car accidents than die in school shootings. She didn’t worry about dying of the flu, which kills tens of thousands of Americans annually, but she was utterly terrified of ebola—which killed a mere handful of Americans during the epidemic of 2014.


When I asked her why she was so scared of things that, in reality, posed a small risk to those she loved, while being largely disinterested in much more common killers, she explained that she took her fear cues from the media. “Because of the media, it’s brought to our attention. Facebook. Twitter. You don’t get those horrible stories if you don’t have that. It’s thrown in our face more. Makes us think about it more. Makes us more scared. When I was growing up, we didn’t have computers; there was no Internet. The Internet has changed everything. I would like to feel more confident, just with society in general. But all you hear about is killings and beheadings all over the world. It’s thrown in your face.”


When I suggested that the crime rate when she was growing up was actually higher than it is today, she accepted that might, in fact, be true, but then explained that it didn’t change her perception of fear. “I talk to my friends about it. It was different when we were growing up. Maybe it’s the news. Everything we see on the news is all negative. That drives fear in us. I see kids riding bikes without their parents. It worries me. They could be snatched anytime. I see it on the news. It’s scary.” Her response was familiar to neuroscientists such as New York University’s Joseph LeDoux. “In laboratory experiments, simply telling a subject that a CS [conditioned stimulus] is likely to be followed by a shock is sufficient for the subject to develop a conditioned response to the CS, even if the shock never occurs,” LeDoux wrote in his 2015 book Anxious: Using the Brain to Understand and Treat Fear and Anxiety.12


The more exotic the sense of risk, the more it filled the American Express manager with panic. “No, I’m not as fearful of the flu—because it’s so commonplace. We expect it. But these other diseases that could potentially kill you and aren’t as common here. If the Bubonic Plague came back, I’d be terrified, even if it killed [just] one person. Ebola. Anything that randomly comes into this country. One person is infected. They fly on an airline. It terrifies me. Our borders should be shut.” She was petrified of foreign germs being imported into America, of “illegal” Mexican immigrants taking advantage of lax border security, and of Muslim terrorists coming into the country to kill her. When she found herself near someone who she thought was Muslim, she said, she got very cautious, very watchful, started scoping them out to make sure they weren’t doing anything untoward.


LeDoux had written about neurons within part of the brain’s amygdala being permanently altered by strong stimuli, so that even subsequent related weak stimuli could trigger a defensive response. The example he used was that of a person being bitten by a dog and subsequently being afraid simply at the sight of a dog.13 For the woman, who had seen so many examples of Islamic terrorism on television and on her computer, even the proximity of someone she perceived to be a Muslim now filled her with dread.


Similar examples abound of people exposed repeatedly to media stories about African American criminals and coming to be afraid of any and all black men. In computer simulation studies, originally created by University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill psychologist Keith Payne, respondents looking at images quickly flashed on the screens in front of them are far more likely to recall that the black men they saw on the screen were carrying guns—even when they weren’t—than that the white men were, even when it was the white men who were in fact armed.14 These results hold even when the respondents in question are trained law enforcement officers. A study of Denver police officers, for example, found that officers took longer to press the “don’t shoot” response button when the images were of unarmed black men than when they were of unarmed white men; and they were quicker to press “shoot” when the image was of an armed black man than when it was of a white man with a gun.15


Another parent at the school outside of Salt Lake, a father in his mid-forties, bemoaned the fact that kids could no longer roam freely—walk to and from school alone, play unsupervised outdoors for hours with their friends—as he had done while growing up in California’s Bay Area in the 1970s and 1980s. “Times are different now than they were then,” he explained sadly, his arms, muscular from weight lifting, crossed against his chest. “There are more crazy people in the world now.”


The man, who worked for a large plumbing and air-conditioning company, had a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice studies. Intellectually he knew the statistics, knew that in fact violent crime rates were higher when he was growing up than they were in 2016. So I asked him if he was sure that the environment was less safe for his seven-year-old daughter than it had been for him. He paused—a long, long pause. “Probably not,” he finally said. But he still couldn’t shake the sense of dread. “It’s hard. She is way too sheltered. I’d love to let her spread her wings a little bit more. But we do keep our thumbs on her. There’s always the fear of a kidnap, a traffic accident. Turn on the news at night; we watch the news while we eat dinner. The media loves to create a sense of panic. They love bad news.” On one level, he knew he was being sold a bill of goods. On another level, a gut level, however, he couldn’t bring himself to turn away. And the more he watched, the more fearful he became of specific threats, and the more anxious he became about the likelihood of someone, somehow, inflicting catastrophic harm on his family. He had nightmares about mass shootings and kidnappings—his face got beet red with tension even in discussing it. Even though he had walked to school when he was in first grade, he couldn’t imagine letting his daughter do the same before she reached eighth grade.


As a result of all of this fear and anxiety, our fundamental decisions around everything from parenting to gun ownership are, too often, made with worst-case scenarios as a psychic backdrop. Unable to fully identify the things and people we fear, we retreat into a state of chronic, omnipresent angst, waiting for the next enemy around the corner, behind the hill, beyond the horizon. Waiting for the next predator lurking in the shadows, ready and eager to take advantage of whatever weaknesses we make the mistake of showing.


“While fear and anxiety are perfectly normal experiences,” Joseph LeDoux wrote in Anxious, “sometimes they become maladaptive—excessive in intensity, frequency or duration—causing the sufferer distress to the extent that his or her daily life is disrupted. When this happens, an anxiety disorder exists.”


OVER THE LAST FEW decades, we have, as a culture, developed a serious case of collective anxiety disorder. And its impacts are now ricocheting through our educational systems, our political systems, our medical systems, and pretty much every other set of institutions that shape the way we live our lives.


How did tens of millions of Americans, in an election year in which unemployment was at 5 percent, the economy had been growing for six years, the country was an unrivalled military colossus, and the population had more accumulated wealth—however unevenly distributed—than any other society in human history, come to conclude that they lived in a bankrupt, weak, humiliated, militarily crippled, ripe for invasion, betrayed-by-fifth-columnists, failed state? How did tens of millions of voters, in electing Donald Trump to the presidency on November 8, 2016, buy into a political message in some ways redolent of the fears, paranoias, and extreme nationalism and chauvinism that swept the Nazis into power in the truly bankrupted, weak, and humiliated Germany of the early 1930s? Because fear sells—and fear has sold again and again and again in recent decades. Because, in the era of cable news and talk radio and social media, reality is frequently less important than perceptions.


“There’s an old German proverb to the effect that ‘fear makes the wolf bigger than he is,’” Donald Trump wrote in his 2009 book Think Like a Champion: An Informal Education in Business and Life. “And,” he continued, “that is true.”16


In 2016, running the most fear-focused presidential campaign in modern American electoral history, Donald Trump—whipping up fears of a “rigged election,” attacking the media for conspiring to undermine American values, making one demagogic claim after another against one racial or religious group after another—became a very big wolf indeed.


In the days following Trump’s Electoral College victory, one could see the fissures of fear playing out on America’s streets: thousands of protestors, utterly terrified of Trump’s agenda, and of his willingness to bring out the mob in support of his plans, marching in cities across the country. They feared mass deportations, clampdowns on dissent, dismantling of health care systems to cover impoverished Americans. They feared Trump’s finger on the nuclear button and his cavalier hostility to any and all agreements on climate change. Meanwhile, Trump supporters showed their sets of fears too, in a far more visceral way: spraying walls with anti-black, anti-Mexican, anti-Muslim graffiti. In one locale after another, Muslims were attacked, women’s headscarves ripped off, men beaten. In several schools, white kids taunted Latino students by telling them America would now build that damn wall. A friend of mine wrote from southern Arizona telling me that in the days immediately following the election, several Latino and Native American female friends of his had been threatened with rape and told to get out of the country. Trump’s election was, without a doubt, a vast victory for the messengers of fear, a crushing proof that in an age of omnipresent angst, he who whips his crowd up most in opposition to distrusted strangers will in all likelihood prevail.















Chapter One



Cloud Cuckoo Clocks


On September 15, 2015, parents of children at MacArthur High School, a large school in the suburban town of Irving, Texas, twelve miles northwest of Dallas received a letter. “Irving Police Department responded to a suspicious-looking item on campus yesterday. We are pleased to report that after the police department’s assessment, the item discovered at school did not pose a threat to your child’s safety. Our school is cooperating fully with the ongoing police investigation.” The letter was sent out in both English and Spanish, and was signed by MacArthur’s principal, Daniel Cummings.


What Cummings, who several months earlier had been appointed principal of the school—which had opened in 1963 and was named after General Douglas MacArthur—didn’t tell parents was that the entire episode was an exercise in paranoia rather than a real threat to his institution and its students.


The day before, a fourteen-year-old boy named Ahmed Mohamed, one of six children of a local Sudanese immigrant family, had brought in his engineering project. It was a homemade clock housed in a pencil case and designed well enough to win the praise of Mohamed’s engineering teacher. It was also something that had wires, timing mechanisms, and large bits of metal, and was in the hands of a young Muslim male. While the engineering teacher was impressed, another educator, alerted to the device after it beeped during an English class, was less sanguine. It was, she feared, a bomb.


The English teacher promptly confiscated the clock, and then she alerted Cummings.


A few hours after bringing his timepiece to school, Mohamed, who had long been an electronics and robotics enthusiast, prone to showing off his inventions to his favorite teachers, found himself confronted by Principal Cummings, his deputy, and five local police officers, who had been called to the scene by panicked school officials. In a side room off of Cummings’s office, the seven adults started interrogating Mohamed. What was the clock for? Why had he brought it to school? And so on. They didn’t read him his rights, didn’t let him contact his parents, didn’t wait until an attorney was present.


At first, according to Ahmed Mohamed and Kelly Hollingsworth—a Plainview-based attorney later hired by the teenager’s family to sue the city for damages—the police weren’t quite sure what to do with him. It was clear to them that the contraption wasn’t a working explosive device. And it didn’t make much sense to accuse the boy of bringing in a hoax bomb, since he had spent the entire day telling teachers to look at the clock that he had constructed. Not once had he tried to insinuate, to teachers or to fellow students, that he was carrying a potentially lethal device around with him. Not once had he threatened the school or indicated that he was about to cause mayhem.


The officers decided to walk the decision up the chain of command. Finally, the assistant police chief made the call to bring the boy in for further questioning. Hollingsworth would later claim that Mohamed had managed to get on the wrong side of a conservative school district back in sixth grade, when he had been refused permission to say his prayers during the school day. He was, Hollingsworth argued, a boy prone to speaking his mind. When kids in middle school had mocked his Halal dietary restrictions by calling him “Bacon Boy,” “Bin Laden Boy,” and “Sausage Boy,” he had protested. And when a white kid had followed him in the school hallway one day and put a chokehold on him, Ahmed, along with his attacker, had both received an equal punishment—a suspension for getting into a fight on school property. Mohamed’s family, who were on friendly terms with the head of the local NAACP chapter, had gotten the organization to represent them in meetings with school officials, and the suspension had been overturned. But the saga had left them feeling intensely vulnerable.


For the NAACP, it was just one more example of disproportionate punishments handed out by school officials in Texas to black and brown kids. Anthony Bond, who headed the local Irving chapter, had had an ongoing dispute with the school district about this. “Man, I tell you what,” Bond said. “I’ve been out here since 1994. I’ve been on all thirty-nine campuses in the school district, answering allegations of racism in the school district.”1 He had eventually succeeded in getting the district to sign a memorandum of understanding putting a corrective action plan into place. And the board had, as a part of this agreement, commissioned a report, The Skin They’re In, written by Sam Houston State University professor Mack Hines, to study the problem. Hines concluded that racial disparities were commonplace within local schools and that in some schools black and Latino students were involved in what he described as a “race war.”2 Data from the Texas Education Agency showed that black students in the district were nearly twice as likely to be suspended or expelled as were their white and Latino counterparts—data that would subsequently comprise part of the backdrop to a US Department of Justice investigation into the district regarding allegations that students were harassed and/or disciplined for racial and religious reasons.3 Statewide, the disparity was even worse: across Texas as a whole, black students were nearly five times as likely to be suspended.4


Hollingsworth believed that, in a school district long bedeviled by prejudice, in calling the police on Mohamed the principal had seen “an opportunity to scare the hell out of the kid.” The school’s mission statement stresses diversity: “Our mission at MacArthur High School is to meet the needs of culturally diverse students who will be equipped to become productive citizens and critical thinkers in a global society. We will accomplish this by providing a safe and positive learning environment that promotes school-wide success.” Nevertheless, the NAACP and other local racial justice groups had long been concerned by the treatment of minority students in the district. More generally, the Southern Poverty Law Center, which investigates right-wing hate groups, had found Irving to be the headquarters for at least two such groups. Both the city council and the local school board were controlled by extreme conservatives—men and women deeply uncomfortable with the rapid growth of the local Muslim population over the previous few years.


And so, as the school day wound down, five of Irving’s finest, working in a suburban city west of Dallas that had recently garnered national attention after the ultra-conservative mayor, Beth Van Duyne, declared that a local Muslim group was attempting to establish Sharia law, handcuffed and arrested Mohamed—exactly for what remained unclear, since they had found no indication that the clock contained any sort of explosive device. They took him to the local station, where he was fingerprinted and photographed, and then they carted him off to a juvenile detention center.


Better safe than sorry, the police probably reasoned, despite the lack of any evidence that Ahmed Mohamed had intended to harm anyone with his clock. After all, Mayor Van Duyne had on display in her office a picture of a tattered Stars and Stripes flag embroidered with the dates of al-Qaeda attacks. And she had recently been touring the country, speaking with Tea Party groups about the threats posed by Sharia law, and demanding that Texan legislators pass an “American Laws for American Courts” bill. No matter that the Sharia law controversy in her town was actually little more than a local group attempting to use religious ethics to mediate local disputes, as was done all the time by churches in communities around the country. It was, wrote journalist Avi Selk in the Dallas Morning News, “unusual only because they were Muslim imams instead of Catholics or Jews.”5


Even after experts confirmed that Mohamed’s invention was, indeed, nothing more than a clock, and even after a slew of national figures, from President Obama to Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, expressed their support for the teenager, the school still refused to back down. Released from the detention center, Ahmed Mohamed was promptly suspended for three days for bringing forbidden items to MacArthur High, and the school principal treated the whole incident as if the town had narrowly averted its own version of a Pearl Harbor sneak attack. Local news outlets reported that Cummings announced ominously over the school PA system, “We have a very different version of what happened than what you are seeing from the media.”6 What that version was, he never got around to saying—and, once the lawsuit against the school district was announced, he, along with other school and district officials, also stopped answering requests for interviews.


Shortly afterward, local political leaders—who had been warned by the city’s legal officers that they were likely facing a serious lawsuit—began circling the wagons. Mayor Van Duyne went onto Fox News to talk about the case, and did not contradict host Glenn Beck when Beck told his viewers that there was more to the case than met the eye and that Mohamed’s clock was actually a “hoax bomb.”7 Beck’s other guest, Jim Hansen, offered that the bizarre episode was part of a “civilization jihad” being waged against America. Van Duyne, striking looking, with long blond hair, photogenic and charismatic, knew how to play to her audiences, whether Fox News viewers or crowds at the raucous Tea Party events at which time and again she had denounced local Muslim groups. She repeatedly made outlandish assertions, and she did so with enough confidence and panache to come off as simply telling it like it is, of being a straight shooter, or, as Donald Trump would put it in his stump speeches during the 2016 election campaign, of not being afraid to stand up to “politically correct” etiquette.


Neither Beck nor Mayor Van Duyne—whose office declined repeated requests over the course of a year for comment from the mayor—provided any additional evidence to back up the claim that the skinny, bespectacled boy with the clock was actually a masterful terrorist propagandist. In fact it was, said Hollingsworth, laughing, a patently absurd notion. There was no way anyone could have known in advance that so many authority figures in Irving would have responded disproportionately to a nerdy ninth grader bringing a clock to school.


By then, Hollingsworth and his colleagues had also experienced some of the venom directed Ahmed Mohamed’s way. When his law firm took on Mohamed’s case and, on November 23, 2015, announced that they would be suing Irving officials, the firm’s phone lines and email accounts were inundated. “Is Laney and Bollinger a part of the attempt of Muslim takeover of the United States? Is there no shame?” one correspondent asked. Another wrote, “I just read your shakedown, uh, I mean, Notice of Claims and Demand. $15m? That’s what you think is fair compensation for someone mistaking a clock (that looked like a bomb) for a bomb. $15m? How do you say that with a straight face?” “Shame on you for taking this case,” another emailer announced. “If anyone should be represented in multi-million dollar lawsuits, it’s the families of those who have been beheaded, burned or murdered by ISIS. Since law firms are not obligated to take any case that walks in your door, your choosing to do this unmasks you as anti-American.” “You make me sick,” averred another writer. “No wonder people think attorneys are scumbags.”8


The law firm started getting six calls a minute that first day. People would phone up from around the country, even from overseas, to accuse them of being in league with terrorists, of being un-American. Some said they hoped the office was bombed. Others announced their intent to come in person and vandalize the building. “The ladies [at the front desk reception] would pick up the phone,” Hollingsworth recalled, “and they’d just explode. We had to send one of the ladies home. She couldn’t take it anymore.” Marya went to her grandparents’ house, put her cat Dummy—whom she had had since she was in third grade—on her lap, sat on the couch, and watched TV to calm down. She petted Dummy, stroking his fur back and forth, back and forth, the repetitive motion calming her frayed nerves. And then she decided that her work was important, that she didn’t want to be intimidated—and she returned to the office to field more calls and read more bilious emails.


Marya—fresh out of high school, soft-spoken, church-going—was simply bemused by the amount of bile being directed her way. “We got so many phone calls, it was not even funny,” she recalled a few months later. “We were all taking calls. We had to record all of them into our database and record what people said. I’d answer the phone, and people would just start hating on us, dogging on us. ‘I hope someone walks into your office and detonates a bomb.’ I was scared, honestly. How do you react to bomb threats? I’ve never been threatened like that before. I’m eighteen. It was so scary. I talked to the other ladies up here. We got together and prayed over it; over our building, our attorneys, ourselves. Prayed nothing would happen and God would protect us.”


The phone callers, few of whom gave their names, didn’t shy away from foul language. Marya and the other women in the office were called scumbags, filthy animals, un-American. They were told to go back to high school to learn right from wrong. From all over the country, the hate calls came in: from New York, Washington, North Carolina, the Dakotas. But none, they remember proudly, came from their local area code. “Our community has supported us,” said Marya, the relief in her voice palpable. “One of our doctors in Plainview called and praised us for a good ten minutes. An older veteran came in and shook my hand and said, ‘I appreciate what you are doing.’”


TWO MONTHS AFTER AHMED Mohamed’s misadventure, gun- and flag-toting vigilantes, calling themselves the Bureau of American-Islamic Relations (BAIR) moved their protests from the mosque in Irving identified by Mayor Van Duyne as promoting Sharia law to the town of Richardson, accusing the Islamic Association of North Texas of “a documented history of funding terrorism.” Local media had already investigated these claims and found no evidence that the mosque was involved in funding terrorist activities.9 That the claim couldn’t be substantiated, however, didn’t stop the armed group from journeying to the mosque to state their case. Some carried the Stars and Stripes in addition to long-barrel rifles. Others hoisted “Three Percenter” flags; in the top left corner, instead of the fifty stars, were thirteen stars in a circle, surrounding the Roman numeral III. This was the flag flown in recent years by radical militias. It was a call to arms, and a declaration that the existing political system was no longer considered legitimate. The Three Percenters, whose flag signified the original thirteen colonies, and who advocated a second American revolution, had their own motto, part of which was, “You cannot intimidate us. You can try to kill us, if you think you can. But remember, we’ll shoot back.”10


Mayor Van Duyne wasn’t necessarily a Three Percenter. But her words and her actions played well on the nativist and conspiracy circuits. She addressed Tea Party gatherings as well as meetings organized by the Center for Security Policy, which peddled the notion that President Obama was a closeted Muslim. And she repeatedly warned of the dangers of a fifth column working to destroy the United States “from within.”11


Over the following months, the armed protests at mosques began spreading beyond Van Duyne’s hometown. On April 2, 2016, a group of masked, flag-waving, camouflage-wearing BAIR vigilantes descended on a Nation of Islam mosque in South Dallas, accusing it of being part of a coalition of groups with “the goal of destroying our Country and killing innocent people to gain Dominance through fear!” They were met by hundreds of counterprotestors, some of them also armed, and, wrote Sarah Mervosh, in an article posted on the Dallas Morning News website that afternoon, “racial tension in South Dallas almost exploded.”12


As 2015 bled into 2016, among parts of the population a pogrom mind-set had begun to take root, whipped up at the local level by the rhetoric of figures such as Van Duyne, and at the federal level by Donald Trump. Violence and intimidation directed against one particular religious group had become a default response, its practitioners reveling in the sorts of acts made notorious by the anti-Jewish mobs, the SA, of Nazi Germany eighty-plus years earlier.


Mosques were firebombed in Houston, as well as in several California cities.13 The Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) office in Washington, DC, was evacuated after receiving an envelope with unidentified powder, along with the message “Die, Muslims, Die.”


In the five weeks following the ISIS attacks in Paris, on November 13, 2015, in which more than one hundred Parisians were brutally killed, thirty-eight anti-Muslim hate crimes were reported in the United States.14


In Queens, New York, a Muslim shopkeeper was beaten by a customer who shouted anti-Muslim statements as he assaulted his victim. Later that year, an imam in the borough was killed. Schoolgirls wearing the hijab were harassed in many neighborhoods. In Salt Lake City, an Iraqi man came to work one morning to discover a swastika had been painted on his pastry shop front.15 In Michigan, a man of Indian descent was shot in the face in the store he worked at by an attacker who thought he was Muslim. In North Dakota, a restaurant owned by Muslim Somali refugees was firebombed.16 In Pittsburgh, on Thanksgiving Day, a Muslim cab driver was shot and wounded by a passenger who asked where he was from, talked to him about ISIS, and then tried to kill him.17 In Northern California, a state corrections worker was arrested after throwing a cup of hot coffee at a Muslim man.18 And in Tulsa, Oklahoma, a Lebanese Christian man, mistaken for being a Muslim by his neighbor, was killed by that neighbor after years of harassment and physical threats.19


Around the country, several Sikh men, mistaken for Muslims on account of their turbans, were also physically assaulted and in some cases killed—reflecting a pattern that had begun immediately after the 9/11 attacks—and Sikh temples vandalized.20


“I DO THINK IT’S a real microcosm of what’s going on all around the country,” attorney Hollingsworth later explained, regarding the events in Irving, Texas.21 “There’s a percentage of people out there, some in leadership, promoting an attitude of scapegoating and bias and prejudice. There’s a lot of retrenchment going on now.”


Anthony Bond, founder of the Irving chapter of the NAACP, agreed with the lawyer. “A little boy just tried to show something to his teacher and he ended up handcuffed. Five or six officers interrogated him without even the presence of his father or mom. Ahmed is a victim of a racist system and a victim of a perfect storm. He’s a brown boy, a Muslim and the victim of Islamophobia, whipped up by the mayor and the Tea Party.”22


In Irving, Ahmed’s uncle, Aldean, also concurred. What happened to his nephew, he believed, was “part of ignorance and radicalism. They have hate. Whether it be the teachers or the police or the mayor…” He trailed off, pondering the ugliness of what had happened to his young relative. “What happened to Ahmed? The mayor has been going around the country ginning up Islamophobia. Out of fear, [Ahmed’s family] left the country. They’re in Qatar. He says, ‘I’m not going to be the same Ahmed I was before.’ When a little kid tells you that, that is something. He had the American Dream. ‘I can be an inventor. I can be somebody.’”23


THE ARMED PROTESTORS WHO congregated outside the Islamic Center of Irving, the large local mosque that Mayor Van Duyne had labeled a hotbed of Sharia law, were, explained a member of the local police force who spoke on condition of anonymity, simply exercising their Second Amendment rights in a state that had embraced open-carry gun laws in recent years. As such, they weren’t doing anything illegal. He did not remember anyone calling the police to complain about the armed group. And, in a state with one of the highest arrest and incarceration rates in the country, and with a long history of police brutality and use of excessive force—in the first six months of 2015, the Mapping Police Violence project estimated that law enforcement officers in Texas shot dead sixty-four people24—the local officers saw no call to get involved just because one group of heavily armed Texans was surrounding the worship site of another group of Texans. In fact, that day the police were, according to a department spokesman,25 simply concerned with making sure that the protestors’ First Amendment right to free speech and Second Amendment right to bear arms were not infringed upon.


He did not see this as part of a broader culture of intimidation and fear, one that might help to explain why an adolescent boy was arrested for making a clock. The two events had nothing to do with each other, he explained, despite the best attempts of “the traditional media” to link the two.


Attorney Hollingsworth, not surprisingly, saw things differently. When a city official essentially encouraged an armed mob to protest outside a mosque, it established a climate of intimidation. When a fourteen-year-old Muslim boy was then arrested on a ludicrously flimsy charge after working on a science project, it further corroded the culture of tolerance. And even though the police had subsequently released Mohamed, for the many men and women who called Hollingsworth’s office to protest his decision to represent the boy, forevermore Ahmed Mohamed’s name would be associated with bomb making and terrorism.


Mohamed’s family, in the wake of the furor, had left Texas for Doha, Qatar. But they were lonely there and wanted one day to return. Texas was, after all, the family’s home, and suburban Irving was the only world the children were truly familiar with. But, worried Hollingsworth, if they returned, they would have to be protected by a personal security detail, and even then, he worried, they would always be looking over their shoulders, always having to look out for “that springing crazy. In a gun-toting country it don’t but take one of them.”
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