
 

Many of us are fearful right now. 

 

Especially in the wake of the Paris attacks and the San Bernardino shooting, we fear for our safety. 

 

Many of us fear desperately for our economic security. 

 

Fear is understandable and, sometimes, helpful. 

 

But fear can also be dangerous. 

 

Right now, fear in America is leading too many of us to scapegoat immigrants and religious and ethnic 

minorities. 

 

We — all of us — have to resist these impulses. We have to challenge our fellow Americans to live up to 

our best ideals, not play down to our basest emotions. We must do so not naively, and not by 

disregarding evil, but with a hard-headed recognition that we degrade ourselves and our society — and 

make ourselves less, not more, safe — if we respond with hate. 

 

Even more troubling than the raw anti-refugee, anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim response that has 

emerged in the weeks since the Paris attacks is the manipulation of those sentiments by political leaders 

desiring to advance their own narrow, self-promoting objectives. 

 

Throughout history in our country and around the world, we have seen demagogues manipulate fearful 

publics into doing and supporting terrible things. One does not need to invoke the worst of such 

moments to recognize what can happen when self-proclaimed leaders jump in front of a fearful crowd 

and point their fingers at a designated scapegoat. 

 

In the weeks since the Paris massacres, we have seen presidential candidates shamefully compete to 

demonstrate the greatest degree of malice and cruelty to Syrian refugees, precisely the group suffering 

most at the hands of ISIS. And we have seen the U.S. House of Representatives pass, on a bipartisan 

basis, a measure to close the door on the small number of Syrian refugees accepted into this country. As 

details emerge about San Bernardino, we are, unfortunately, almost certain to see the competition 

intensify still further over who can offer the most overheated, extremist rhetoric. 

 

Do the candidates and pundits spewing hatred believe what they are saying? Do the members of 

Congress who voted for the anti-refugee legislation actually believe Syrian refugees pose a threat 

despite all evidence to the contrary? 

 



It really doesn’t matter. 

 

The best that can be said for any of these candidates and elected officials is that they are political 

cowards. 

 

But for most the verdict must be far harsher — they are seeking to capitalize on fear and scheming to 

advance their own careers, without regard to the impact on refugees, Muslims, immigrant communities 

and core American values. Some merit even more severe condemnation — to advance their own careers 

far more than out of genuine belief, they are actively aiming to foment the worst currents in American 

culture. 

 

The randomness of terrorist attacks is precisely why they induce terror. In the wake of senseless killings, 

people naturally wonder: What’s next? Is my family safe? People naturally, and reasonably, want 

something done. 

 

There aren’t easy solutions to defeating ISIS or eradicating terrorism. But we can’t compromise our most 

cherished values. If we really do cherish them, we can’t let go. More practically, defense of those values 

makes us safer, not more vulnerable. 

 

All Americans have a duty to confront the anti-Muslim and anti-refugee rhetoric of recent weeks. We 

have a duty to call to our higher values. We must call on our senators to reject the politics of fear and 

block passage of the anti-Syrian refugee legislation already rushed through the House as well as to resist 

similar measures likely to emerge in the wake of San Bernardino. 

 

But we must do much more than reject shameful legislative proposals. 

 

There are political leaders and forces in society that are fomenting a proto-fascist movement. Unlike 

other such efforts throughout history, this proto-fascism seems almost by accident. It’s hard to credit 

that its would-be leaders actually believe what they are saying. 

 

Those bizarre features don’t mean that this proto-fascism is not real. It is, and it must be taken seriously. 

 

That means all of us have to denounce and reject it. 

 

We can’t sit on the sidelines quietly and watch this movement grow. 

 

We have to counter this proto-fascism with reason and facts — but also with an entirely different 

value set, the values of love and solidarity, justice and democracy. 

 

It is crucial to recognize that this frightening political strain is gaining a foothold in American politics not 

just because of the Paris attacks, the San Bernardino mass shooting or in response to violence in 

America. We have seen it gaining traction over the past many months, long before the Paris atrocity. 



 

The foundation of this movement rests on widespread economic insecurity. Massive manufacturing job 

loss, foreclosures, wage stagnation and heightening wealth inequality have left tens of millions of 

Americans scared, confused, alienated and looking for answers. 

 

They are vulnerable to false explanations proffered by so-called leaders who blame Mexican and other 

immigrants for economic insecurity. 

 

To those who would succumb to indicting their fellow workers and people even harder hit by the 

downside of corporate globalization than they are, we have to identify the real culprits of a failing 

economy — the Wall Street banks, the globalizing multinationals, the union-busting employers, the 

designers of policies that elevate corporate profits at the expense of workers, communities, 

consumers and ecological sustainability. 

 

You might be asking: Why am I writing to you about this? 

 

Public Citizen does work on corporate globalization and matters related to the national and global 

economy, to be sure, but we don’t work on immigration policy, terrorism or national security. The 

answer is, this is a time when all of us have to speak up and redirect our country, and our fellow 

Americans, onto a path that plays to the best of our traditions. 

 

Public Citizen’s logo features the Statue of Liberty. We embrace the Statue of Liberty because it sides us, 

and America, with the poor and discarded. The great statue stands as a symbol of welcome and 

solidarity, love and embrace. It rejects narrow ideologies of hate and oppression. It reminds us of all we 

hope to be, and can be. 

 

This is a moment when we are being tested. We must not fail. Together, we will not. 


