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			“Sharp, thrilling, and strange in the best possible way, Daniel Peña’s How to Look Away is a profound and fiercely contemporary collection. From bicycling at night in Berlin amid a global pandemic to the black market stalls of Mexico City to the corruption, rhetoric, and noxious climate of our current cultural landscape, Pena’s essays are like bolts of lightning, dangerous and illuminating.”

			—Mark Haber, author of Lesser Ruins

			“The digital age has placed us into silos, often banal cocoons of consciousness designed to keep us from interacting with our rapidly destabilizing world. The bitingly perceptive essays Daniel Peña gathers in this collection are a wakeup call, daring us not to look away. As he glides between Texas and Mexico City, he aims to deliver us from the long Covid hangover and ‘debasement rituals’ that haunt us as we await a new world struggling to be born. This is a powerful, thoughtful rant against the monstrous innocence of twenty-first-century America.”

			—Ed Morales, author of Fantasy Island and Latinx

			“Daniel Peña liberates us from the false trap spectacles of pain with a simple message: Witnessing is not enough. By bike, plane, foot and with a brilliant eye, he takes readers on a tour of our benighted Americas. These magnificent essays do what is so difficult and necessary to do: They enlarge the frame. Here are the deported back home in Mexico, here are clues to the long history of how we got here. And here is the author himself wrestling mightily with his own freedom, his own joy, his own sorrow.”

			—John Freeman, author of California Rewritten

			“Apt that How to Look Away is set in the typeface Dante, because Daniel Peña is the Virgil we need right now. In blistering essay after essay, he safely guides us through the many circles of American cruelty until we emerge on the other side. With Joan Didion’s ear and Ryszard Kapuściński’s eye, this lyrical and luminous book is destined to become a classic.”

			—Tomás Q. Morín, author of Cat Love

			“In the future, when people ask what the hell happened in North America in the first quarter of the twentieth century, they should reach for a copy of Daniel Peña’s How to Look Away. In gorgeously written essays on topics like ICE’s debasement rituals, the curious downstream effects of having a drug-cartel killer in the family, or the meaning of the Mexican deportee on both sides of the border, Peña dismantles the engines of the white gaze. His frontline dispatches are so skillfully reported, told with such wit and verve, that they make the ugly truths exposed feel nearly palatable. Pena is such a gifted writer that he makes it impossible to tear oneself away from the people he writes about, or the prose that makes them live on the page.”

			—Carla Power, finalist for the Pulitzer Prize  and author of The Lady Imam
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			For my parents, who gave me roots and wings.

			And for my son, Luka. Life is faster, louder, and infinitely better with you.

		

	
		
			
				People who shut their eyes to reality simply invite their own destruction, and anyone who insists on remaining in a state of innocence long after that innocence is dead turns himself into a monster.

				—James Baldwin, Notes of a Native Son

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			You land in Mexico City just before midnight, though you should know better from having lived here. It’s not that Mexico City is dangerous at this hour so much as cumbersome. Thoroughfares blocked or rerouted. Sections of the historic center closed to traffic for security reasons (a concert). Some areas are dangerous for sure but the threats are child’s play compared to the American University classroom where you teach in 2026—guns, smartphone surveillance, the specter of mass shootings, ICE agents roving the quad, bored white middle-class departmental administrators micromanaging faculty out of their livelihood just to feel something.

			The Metro will be shuttered at this hour, the taxi fares higher, and the drivers more suspect. But you’ve always gotten on with taxistas by virtue of your willingness to hear out both their opinions and their prejudices. And at this hour it’s the least you could do for making a fellow human traverse the city. For what reason?

			“A wedding,” you explain to the taxista. Your friend’s third, but you don’t tell him that. It would take too long.

			He gives you this look like, Fuck, really? No dying aunt? He looks like your uncle Jesse if you were to have tried drawing him with your left hand. Same pompadour, same half-smile that you mostly see in the eyes.

			The driver seems disappointed in that way taxi drivers can seem disappointed in you sometimes. Like you’ve given them the wrong answer and now they’ve just given you the wrong rate on the taxímetro, which he clicks anxiously with his ring finger though you’ve already paid his colleague inside the airport. Muscle memory.

			You disappear yourself into the inky blackness of the cab. You gaze out of the backseat window. The strobe effect of streetlights passes over your knee so that you appear and disappear again and again. Like that fucked-up hologram of Tupac they made perform at Coachella one time.

			From the overpass you watch two kids (brothers?) shooting hoops on a court built in the median of a thoroughfare. The younger brother pump-fakes against the older. You don’t know why you expect him to drive into the lane while his brother is suspended in air. Maybe because that is what you would have done against your own brother at that age. Beat him to the rim and then tried for a layup. But instead, the younger brother pulls back, Luka Dončić style, attempting to arc it over his older brother’s outstretched hand. He almost pulls it off. And this thrills you.

			For a writer working predominantly for American outlets, moments like these (in spaces like these) are sometimes outside the realm of newsroom imaginations. How to write about the fact that this levity exists in the dark of this hour in the median of a busy freeway in one of the more dangerous neighborhoods in the city? How to decenter what people are convinced they know already about a people and place?

			When you think of the border city of Matamoros, for example—the site of some of the most intense cartel fighting in recent years and the place of your mother’s birth—you think primarily of basketball. And then you think of lime trees. And then you think of your favorite writer from there, Cristina Rivera Garza, who won a Pulitzer Prize. And then you think of a dog you saw when you were five years old that could dance for the length of an entire song at an intersection while its owner collected pesos for the show. You know not everyone thinks of these things. Which was part of the challenge of writing this book. There is some distance between these spaces and landscapes as you’ve experienced them and the way they are understood and compartmentalized in the popular imagination.

			As the car speeds away, you see your own brother in the younger brother’s face. Same square palms. Same intensity as he lunges for the loose ball with a head full of sweat and a mouth full of white teeth too big for his head.

			It is in moments like these that you feel not so much home as at home in Mexico. You understand that this is not your house, but it is like staying at the home of your favorite aunt for a little while. You know in which drawer, for example, the good coffee is located, but you also know it’s not there for you.

			Increasingly, you think of how you’ve oscillated for most of your adult life between Mexico City and wherever you’re living at the time. And in this way, it has become a home base of sorts. An escape hatch in times both good and bad—a true privilege. And you’re cognizant not everyone you know here feels that way. Especially those in the deportee communities you’ve met and written about through the years, whose stories, thoughts, and lived experiences (some of them in this book) read as eerily prescient warnings about the political realities we’re living in today.

			As best as you can intuit, the deportation of Mexican Americans is within the realm of possibilities in the near term. This is not hyperbole. Trump has publicly stated his ongoing legal exploration of the denaturalization and deportation of Americans. Legally, such things have precedent in America. Mexican repatriation during the Great Depression (1929–1939) instantly comes to mind, during which at least 60 percent of deportees of Mexican descent were U.S. citizens. This is not to mention the internment during World War II of Japanese Americans at locations such as Fort Bliss in El Paso, which in August 2025 began detaining and processing immigrants at a privately run tent facility known as “Camp East Montana.” This in addition to the known third-country black sites operating across the world, like El Salvador’s CECOT prison, which meets all the definitions of a concentration camp: the arbitrary detention of those without criminal records, their systematic dehumanization, the subjugation and brutalization of political prisoners.

			In any case, you have an American passport and a Mexican one. Choose, they’re already beginning to say. As if one could ever choose between a mother and a father. As if you even think about such things in the day-to-day.

			No, your mind’s energy is spent on more important things. Like how heaven could be any place where brothers play basketball.

			

			—

			Salient within the chapters of this book is a single question: What does the white gaze need with brown trauma? And where does the penchant for inflicting it and consuming it come from?

			The germ of this book’s idea came to me late at night in November 2021, during the height of a major Covid wave in America. My son had just been born. And due to Covid protocols in the hospital—and an infant’s nonexistent immune system—my introduction to fatherhood was a solo affair. My wife, just out of labor, was recovering. I had many long nights alone with my son.

			Like a clock, he woke every three hours. Diaper change, swaddle, and a bottle.

			One night, I flipped on the kitchen radio at two a.m. to distract myself as I sat on the nearby couch, feeding him. Airing was a BBC Radio Documentary Podcast episode called “Regarding the Pain of Others,” which took its name from the title of Susan Sontag’s final book. The episode was a retrospective by the veteran BBC journalist Allan Little reflecting on his extensive career covering war and conflicts. In it, Little was candid about the limits of photography and the news as mediums for change.

			Core to my memory were the moments Little highlighted from his career when there existed a “gulf” between observer and the subject or event, which can lead to desensitization over time. And so the question sprang: What differentiates viewer from voyeur?

			Months earlier, I’d come back from the oil patches of Louisiana, where I’d reported a very raw story for The Guardian about the private moments of pain (both physical and mental) that oil and gas workers endured during the isolation of the pandemic and the downturn of demand for oil. And I was never satisfied with squaring what I saw with what people needed from that particular story, which informed how the story was not only received but spread. Many people online simply relished the spectacle of these subjects’ pain. They lacked the introspection or self-awareness to take the next step and ask themselves why they relished their pain?

			When people see a roughneck oil worker, for instance, they see an industry, a bogeyman of climate change. What they don’t see is an individual brain-damaged from a snapped cable that split his skull open. Or the drawings from his children pasted on the walls of his house, children who lost not only their breadwinner but any semblance of the mentally capable father they knew before the accident.

			A favorite line that didn’t make the final cut of that story was the oil worker’s thoughts about people perceiving him as an agent of climate change: “People think they hate me because I take the oil out of the ground. But really they hate me because it is easier for them to hate me than for them to stop buying shit online they don’t need.”

			The lightning bolt of that truth—and truths like it—was my understanding of this “gulf” Allan Little detailed so elegantly. It deeply squared with my experience as someone whose job it was to bear witness and to come back with the truth, only to discover the limits of possibility in conveying the complexity of what I’d just experienced: facets of the story that went beyond what the eye can see (or what I knew to be true) and for which there was little language to articulate it. In such instances, one has to invent the language to move forward. And in doing so, within this book, I couldn’t help but to meditate upon the fractals of truths hidden within the stories (and facets of stories) I knew to reside within that gulf. Like the manufactured cruelty we put others through to create a spectacle: American cruelty to migrants, American gun violence, and American antipathy toward the truths articulated by the Black Lives Matter movement, among other issues. And also the way our voyeurism can be weaponized to facilitate the disappearance of people.

			What I didn’t anticipate in writing How to Look Away was how much of it would be a meditation on the America I’d experienced as a kid. And now the America I was bringing my son into.

			When we see the humiliation of others in the contemporary, why is it that we feel compelled solely to bear witness instead of intervening?

			In How to Look Away, I examine facets of that question across eight essays as I engage in such topics as the Black Lives Matter movement, the Covid pandemic, America’s drug wars in Mexico, and the targeting of undocumented people across the United States.

			What I seek to prove is that we have ensconced in the American fabric tiers of citizenship through the ritual debasement of others. The routine consumption of others’ suffering serves two purposes: Confirmation of the social hierarchies we seek to enforce and the inoculation of the ruling class from guilt even as they perpetuate these violences. When we look away, we trick ourselves into thinking we’re doing a noble thing (in preserving the dignity of the traumatized). But what we’re really doing is affirming the debasement of others as the new normal. And often, too, as we buy into this new reality built on what we tolerate as normal, we become active participants in our own disappearance.

			I believe contemporary American debasement rituals are intended to disconnect BIPOC people in the American fabric from their actual, physical bodies. There are obvious ways in which we are disappeared: via incarceration, detention, deportation, black sites, and death. But also spiritually and metaphorically, in the everyday ways we are made to feel diminished. And even buy into and accept our own diminishment.

			For me, liberation means embracing my own embodiment as a facet of my fully realized civic self. It is important to take up space. It is important to remind ourselves that we carry within us the metadata of the land. We are products of the landscape; the landscape is also within us. And in this way, white supremacist ideology can never truly disappear BIPOC people from the land. We have a way of haunting it (even when disappeared from it). And this is what connects us too.

			Ultimately, this book is a study on moving from the disembodied (or disappeared) brown body to the bodied. While it begins in Mexico City with a deportee unraveling a question (Do I still exist outside of the American context), it ends in the streets of Houston with a mass march and demonstration alongside George Floyd’s family that answers that question with a loud and resounding We do. We are still here. Despite pandemic or voyeurs or bullets or institutions. How to Look Away is my journey in gesturing from dark to light in what feels like the end times and trying to find radical brown joy amid the breaking down of the body and society. More than anything, it’s my journey in learning to celebrate the reappeared body once again. As much as How to Look Away is about examining contemporary American cruelty, it is also a book about reenvisioning oneself outside of that cruelty, about reclaiming one’s dignity as a living, breathing, hoping, and thriving being.

			As much as humanly possible, I tried hard to triangulate the truth within How to Look Away. Not just my perceived truth as I understood it, but the empirical, verifiable truths wherever possible throughout the book. Some of the essays required a blending of research—academic and archival, embedded interviews (i.e., closely following subjects), and gumshoe/experiential research that took me out into the field—while others relied heavily on memory and the corroboration of remembered events with documents and witnesses. Some names and identifying details of certain people mentioned have been changed.

			Where the above methods failed, I tried to give the reader my best recollection of events. I recognize that my own memory isn’t perfect, especially when run through the filters of trauma, therapy, emotionally charged processing, and the perspective of a life lived since. In such cases, I tried to create a mimesis of the emotional core and truth of that scene. In “Kaleidoscope of Ghosts,” for example, timelines and characters were compressed to accommodate the fantastical elements within the story and to render something similar to a child’s understanding of time and memory. Other passages were compressed for clarity and readability. Like this memory from my friend’s wedding, for instance. Let me show you what I mean:

			You remember wearing a white jacket but in the pictures on Instagram you’re wearing a beige jacket. Something not cheap but not that expensive. Something you could throw over the back of a chair and forget about while you loosened your tie on the dance floor three beers in. You’re on some kind of medication that’s hard on the liver. No matter. Your friend only gets married every four years. You decide you’re going to throw down on this one. A fourth beer. A fifth. Until you don’t mind so much that you’re seated with all the other extranjeros. The wedding version of an island of broken toys: a very blond Austrian psychiatrist and her plastic surgeon husband who keeps pre-op photos on his personal cell, a journalist from London who hates that you root for Manchester United, a writer-marketer type who is cool about the journalist guy from London flirting with his wife. And then, of course, you, from Texas. Everyone expresses genuine concern that you are from Texas. That you are still in Texas. Are you insane?

			You get no help from an American writer the next table over who is a columnist for The New Yorker. Who says very seriously, “You should absolutely get the fuck out.”

			As fate would have it, the psychiatrist sends her kids to a school that has the same curriculum as its sister branch in Dallas, which your own son attends. She’ll arrange a visit with the principal tomorrow, she says. The writer-marketer is sure he can scramble up work for you at his office. The wife captures your WhatsApp information. Of their own volition they are planning your escape, planning where you might live. Which landlords are cheap but fair and which ones are pricier but won’t raise the rent. It is obvious to your Island of Misfit Toys table that you have to leave. Why would you not use your escape hatch?

			Fascinating to you is that Texas appears to be everywhere in 2026. The assaults on higher education, for example—the restructuring of tenure, the blanket bans on DEI, and the curtailing of critical race theory in instruction—which found purchase in Texas with SB17 and SB18 in 2023 and spread across America by 2025. The Trump administration’s crackdown on student movements critical of Israel gave the administration carte blanche to go to war with higher education writ large, including (and especially) the Ivy League. In 2025, you were just as likely to see Columbia University bend the knee to these regressive policies as you were the University of Texas at Austin. While it is easy and convenient to point to Texas as an extreme example of a red state gone rogue, increasingly it appears that red states and blue states no longer really exist. It is just a comfort myth we tell ourselves amid the collapse of our system as we know it.

			The algorithm is everywhere. Extremist impulses in the American fabric are just as likely to flourish in Waco, Texas, as, say, Sandy Hook in Connecticut. School shooters are represented in every state. Trump himself comes from deep blue New York. And increasingly it appears as if every state has some person linked to the Epstein files (some of America’s most progressive minds included).

			Increasingly, you think of Texas as America’s Freudian id. A mirror not for what it aspires to be, but for what it truly is when no one is looking. A snapshot of America at its core.

			How to explain this, though, five beers deep at a wedding? How to explain to them that sometimes you just want to play basketball with your brother in Austin?

			The band plays something low and slow. A pocket of groove that brings you back to an epiphany that arrived while listening to Wynton Marsalis. That fascism’s tendency is to destroy, not to create. And humans must create to live. And if today you were to go to Berlin or Rome or Tokyo or any of the sundry places fascism took grip in history, you’d notice people still living there. People still creating. And that instinct will outlive and outlast anything.

			You feel your blood go hot in your palms. The crowd chants, “Ciao bella, ciao bella, ciao ciao ciao.” And the clarinet wails. You feel your bockety joints loosen to a jangle. The electric nerve hum of alcohol courses from the wellspring at your head to radiate down into your feet. You’re sweaty, you’re smiling. You’re joined by the groom. This time will be different. And the bride. What is her name? No matter. When a bride smiles at you, you have to smile back. Even harder. Even if you can’t remember her name. (It’s a rule.) And you can’t remember the last time you smiled so hard that your face cramped. Pained but alive. Still moving, still moving.
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