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Who Is Allowed to Mourn 9/11 and Its Aftermath? 
MeherAhmad 

An editor in the Opinion section. 

T
HIS.year's Sept 11 commemoration at 
ground zero featured a familiar scene. 
Politlcians, both.retired and currently 
,in offite, gathered between the sunken 

pools built on the former footprints where 
the north and south towers of the World 
Trade Center once stood. The event is de­
signed to be de',!'oid'of politics: The only peo­
ple who speak are the Joyed ones of the vfa-
tims as th.ey read tbe names bf people who 
died in• the attacks one by- one. The ,poli­
ticians in attendance aren't ttiere to speak, 
but to bear witness. 

But the ceremony this year became the 
subject of _political scrutiny. Cameras cap­
tured Zohran Mamd.ani, the m�yor of New 
York, making his way to Rudy Giuliani, who 
held the same post the day the towers were 
struck. The handshake should have been or­
dinary -two men who have occupied a role 
few others have greeting each other at a me­
morial event. But days before, Mr. Giuliani 
went on a TV tirade against Mr. Mamdaoi, 
demanding that he stay away from the com-
memoration. "All the Muslims" Mr. Mam­
dani supports, Mr. Giuliani said, "are mur­
derers." At Friday's ceremony, the former 
mayor says, he told the current mayor, "I 
pray for you;' and Mr. Mamdani responded, 
"Thank you." 

l'lie scrutiny of Mr. Mamdani's every 
move in the days leading up to the 25th aruii­
versary was born out of a controversy that 
began brewing weeks before. Mr. Giuliani's 
tirad� was paro·of a larger smear campaign 
that deemed the sitting may9r of New York 
City somehow unfit to attend the ceremony 
commemorating the darkest day in the 
city's bistory:It's a story tbat hinges on the 
notion tbat,Mr. Manidani, who was 9 years 
old the day the twin towers were struck,bas_ 
beliefs that are more in line with those of the 
Sept. 11 hijackers than with those of the mil­
lions of New Yorkers he serves and governs. 

Part of the tragedy of senseless violence 
at the scale witnessed on Sept. 11 is that as­
signing blame becomes an ambiguous task. 
How can such violence be avenged? The en­
emy has shifted in these 25 years: Osama 
bin Laden, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, Sad­
dam Hussein. Even when those men had 
been vanquished in one way or another, it 
seems as if the fault can reconstitute and 
land at the feet of a different Muslim, 
through the smoke and mirrors.of insinua­
tion. A national suspicion toward Muslims 

ten'l;I tl;le Sept.11 ceremony, built his legal ca­
reer fighting the state appar�us cr®,ted , 
sarveil and target Muslim communities af­

ter the attacks. Several prominent positions 
in City Hall are staffed by Muslims whose 
careers wer-e directly or'indirectJy ue,d to th� 
wor'k, of rectifying tile injustfces that Mus­
funs in America faeed after the a_ttacks; 
Faiza Ali, the commissioner of immigr,ant 
affairs, helped lead a successful cam�aign 
get Muslim holidays recognized by the New 
York City public school system. 

Growing up and coming to political promi• 
nence in an environment where one wrong 
word or suggestion could relegate a Mus 
to the category of terrorist SY!1}pathizer, Mn 
Mamdani seemed particularly adept at nav­
igating the controversy leading up to th 
ee�ony. When,aske4 b;y tli..ti':pres�, he � 
fused'to engage in the calls for him ·to s� 
away from the ceremony. Instead, he stu,clt 
to a single message: that ·the primary focus

of the anniversary of Sept. 11 should be th� 
families of the victims who died that day, 

'But even that is not enough. The came�

tbatlollow-eo Mr.Jl'.famdani cioseLyat the an­
niversary on Ftidpy captured him �eting 
ReQresen�tive Alexandria Oeasio-Corfez, 
the pair briefly smiling as they spoke before 
returning to the somber event. The !New 
York Post headline: "AOC Spotted Laughing 
Next to Mamdaoi at 9/11 Ceremony - a& 
Victims' Families Weep During the Reading 
of Names." (The article went on to make I 
clear they were in fact greeting each othe� 
- and noted that Mr. Mamdani had stayed
for the entire ceremony.)

There's a difficult lesson here for ti'fuslm) 
Americans considering life in the public eye. 
A certain type of criticism of promi:ne)lt 
Muslims does not seem to fade as we move 
further in time frQm the attacks of Sept. 11. 
And wbile Islamophobia may, not always be 
the most pro�nt line of attack, it's alwa: s 
there, a\"iiilable as a tool to keep us in our 
place. 

THEPOUTTCALFANTASIES born out o[S,ept ll 
sometimes make i.t difficult to remember 
the visceral realities of the �ttacks. 1w 
thousand, nine hundred an·a ninety-sev n 
lives ended. Roughly 1.5 million tons of d� 
bris sl:retched across thr e disaster site!;'; 
The World Trade Center Health_ Prograni 
has counted h�alth condjtlO[!S in over 
150,000 sumvor.s and first responders. Af; 
ter the Mamdani, admioistta:tion recently 
made,public.a cache�f doe�ments t:!1at�hor1'
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- n.e. cu va _e -.Y' o ,; o 
culture that feels comfortable c:lep,et:ing our 
religion as insidious-has made it easyfo.r a 
lot of Americans to squint at a Muslim man 
and see one of the bad guys. 

Perhaps· that's how Mr. Mamdani found 
himself at the center of a firestorm we 
should easily tie able to identify as fueled by 
bigotry, and how the very people who 
claimed to w�t to keep this year's Sept. 11 
anniversary an apolitical event of remem-

' brance managed to do the exact opposite. 
The logic of why Mr. Mamdani shouldn't 
have attended belies the undercurrent of be­
liefs that have become acceptable to voice in 
mainstream America: that Muslims can't 
really be Americans and that our religion is 
irreconcilable with American values. 
'Iwenty-five years after a group of Islamist 
hijackers killed thousands, that belief ech­
oes through American discourse. 

THERE'S ALSO SMOKE and mirrors at the root 
of this controversy: Calls for Mr. Mamdani to 
step away from the ceremony began with a 
Change.org petition created by Giovanni 
Galante, who lost his wife in the attacks on 
the World Trade Center. The petition cited 
concerns over Mr. Mamdani's "public posi­
tions, associations and responses to rheto­
ric that many perceive as hostile" to Ameri­
can values. The New York Post quickly 
picked it up, declaring, "Thousands of 9/11 
families demand Mamdani be banneq from 
25th-Anniversary." 

According to reporting by the journalist 
Judd Legum, Mr. Gal.ante had not verified 
how many family members of those who 
died that day had signed it, let alone verified 
any of the signatures at all. It's unclear ex­
actly how many families of the victims actu­
ally signed Mr. Galante's petition. (It went 
on to amass over 100,000 signatories.) But 
the lack of clarity on the number of families 
who signed it didn't matter by then: The 
narrative that many Sept. 11 families found 
Mr. Mamdani ll;nfit to attend the ceremony 
had already taken hold. 

Mr. Giuliani was joined in his rejection of 
Mr. Mamdani's presence by Vickie Paladino, 
a City Council member; George Pataki, a 
former governor of New York; and Bruce 
Blakeman, the Republican candidate run­
ning against Gov . .Kathy Hochul. Mr. Ga­
lante and a group of Sept. 11 families gath­
ered on the steps of City Hall days before the 
ceremony to demand that the mayor not at 0 

tend. A group of,retired Port Authority offi­
cers reportedly took the opportunity to get 
their jabs in, too. , . 

Their logic varied. Some said his associa­
tion with the political podcaster Hasan 
Piker was enough to disqualify him from at­
tending. That Mr. Mamdani's father's writ­
ings on Islamophobia and terrorism make 
Mr. Mamdani himself un-American. That 
the attendance of his chief city counsel, 
Ramzi Kassem, a decorated civil rights law­
yer who served in the Biden administration 
-as well as defended Guantanamo inmates
as part of his legal work - at an executive
order signing ceremony meant that Mr.
Mamdani was spotlighting "someone whose
work intersects with the very ideology that
took their loved ones;• as one retired New
York Police Department detective put it.

One could address each of these allega­
tions individually; in each, kernels of truth 
are used to conjure Islamophobic specters. 

Opposition to 
Mamdanis visit 
to ground zero was 
fueled by the belief 
that Muslims can't 
be Americans. 

But another way to interpret what Mr. Mam­
dani's detractcirs accuse him of- espousing 
terrorism, hatred and violence toward 
Americans - is that the simple fact of being 
Muslim is all it takes to be accused of these 
things. In the imagining of the Giulianis and 
Patakis of the world, there's nothing a man 
like Mr. Mamdani could say or do to prove 
his Americanness. 

THE SUSPICION 9F Muslims in America didn't 
begin with Sept.· 11, but'in the years sirice, it 
has metastasized beyond the knee-jerk 
spike of hate crimes the community experi­
enced in the immediate aftermath of the ter­
rorists' attack. A recent Pew poll found that 
43 percent of respondents said Muslims 
were less patriotic than other Americans. 
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The poll also found that views on Islam are 
more negative, and more partisan, than in 
2002. 

It's unthinkable to imagine President 
Trump visiting a mosque six days after an 
attack at that scale, as President George W. 
Bush did just six days after Sept. 11, to quell 
a wave of anti-Muslim rhetorical and physi­
cal attacks. If Americans knew somewhat or 
little about Islam on Sept. 10, 2001, 25 years 
on, that void has been filled with an incalcu­
lable volume of media that has baked mis­
trust of Muslims into the American psyche. 

In so many ways, coming of age in that cli­
mate has shaped the generation of Muslims 
now reaching the upper echelons of power. 
Mr. Kassem, who became a focal point of the 
campaign to deem Mr. Mamdani unfit to at-

ber of people known to have been s cl<.eged 
or to have died as a result of exposure s
very likely to grow. There's grief in Ee(l,_Ogntri­
ing the long tail of devastation caused ijy
that day. . , 
, Then there are the realities of the WB.f§ 

that came after, and.the gpief of the comrrrn.­
nities affected by them. Quanti.fyjt)g the tgij 
of the so-called War on Terror is difficult, but 
the Costs of War project at Brown Univerr 
sity puts the direct civilian toll at more-tnw;i 
432,000 people across five countries. Indir 
rectly, the project estimates t at between 
3.Q (!lilli,en and �.8 milli_�n eeople have dietl
in post-9/11 war zones. That's to say-nothing
of the physical and environmental damage

0 

How can we begin to grasp that scale•of 
devastatioJ1? For many - most - Amern­
eans., the-,faG1 of the violence wrought in ,tire 
name of the people who died on Sept. 11:n
often conceptual, subject to the swirling utl> 
realities of our times. 19 

In the aftermath of the United States' dis: 
astrous exitJrom it_s nearly 20•year: ooo.up 
tion of Afghanistan, the Amer-ican1 milit}ify 
left behind tons of waste: abandoned of­
fices, military barracks full of gear, eve , 
thing from night vision goggles to paper 
shredder's and pots and pans. The (oo(prf · 
·of the occupation was massive, so th'e 
abrupt exit from American bases and o � 
posts meant heaps ot ;American items were 
J.eft. berunq_. The Afgban,-artist Aziz Hazara 
worked with scrap dealers and intermedt 
aries in Kabul to collect containers full ·� 
this detritus from Bagram Air Base and sci 
it to New York City. The installation ma'de 
from this material, which opens on Sifuro� 
at SculptureCenter, i.s aptly titled 'IComm'g 
·Home."

I visit�.d tbe. in·sta1laµ90 as, the politicj!;!­
scanda.Nirbund Mr. Mamdani was orewing 
thanksto an invitation from a.mend who ck 
rated the exhibition. Arranged in an othefu 
wise austere space in Queens, the objeg;i 
Mr. Hazara has collected feel both absurd 
and mundane. A cheap French press. Mil,ir 
tacy-grade knee pad_s. Body bags. A gau{!i 
t;1.111bre1la holder. Eaeh ll}ade me imagiq\:! 
.how it migbt fiave 6een_ used tiefor.e it wAA 
discarded, Whieh armed services memlJeli 
got ria Qf an a��e br�c.e before abmi.pfly, 
leaving behind AmeriGa!s Joqgest military 
occupation? What kind of documents weia 
threaded through a hand-held paper shrefh 
der left behind at Bagram? :fn 

The objects are arranged in piles as yQu 
might see at a flea market, or, more relevant 
to Mr. Hazara's project, as you might see.at 
the black markets that have cropped up 1ili 
the countries the United States has invadei't 
sjnce Sept. 11. The trash (and that is what it 
is: American trash,) is presented without 
mu$ fuss o.i:: _.ex'P,lanattori. It just i� ti 

I found walking thraugh the remains•cif 
lh.e War on Te11i:_or, after spe_nd.i:ng -tllat motil-' 
ing in the head-spinning political theater·iJf 
the Mamdani �-ept. 11 contr9,xi,ersy, Qd(!l · 
�ounding, The otijeots are pmof of the &/:­
lamicy _tb,at f�ced ,ounionnnutiiijes, .of waf.' 
that are forever tethered to the e.vents f 
Sept:. ll. SVen th9�,r of, u� w!to hav�.e-�iierf­
eneed the violene::e and suspi.'do.n that came 
aft�r th�·attaclts fir.s_thand cmbegin to lost! 
gr,asp of the realicy of ,it. 

· it:lr 
Bl!t it exists, ,9D-d th� far,� of \ts existepcg 

eannot be-erased with sleights of hand. "' 




