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Figure 6: Timelines in the 9/11 Memorial Preview Site (left) and the Tribute WTC Visitor Center (right). 

 This reestablishment of the function of narrative is the most crucial process through 

which Ground Zero tourism mitigates the trauma of 9/11: by fitting the terroristic event into the 

conventions of narrative, the timeline establishes that 9/11 can be narrated, or can be 

symbolically assimilated into a cohesive reality.  In psychoanalytic terms, the idea is to re-

inscribe the traumatic event into the Symbolic Order.  The omniscient narrator in the 9/11 

Memorial Preview Site timeline is particularly instructive in this regard: to narrate 9/11 as 

though it could have been fully understood as it was happening is, in effect, a means of placing 

the event under the gaze of the big Other, which guarantees the ability of symbolic structures to 

represent reality.  Thus, the timeline denies 9/11 its traumatic aspect, which was that it defied 

narrative, interrupted the process of imagination, and did not properly fit into the symbolic 

structures through which reality is constituted.  This is not to say that, prior to visiting Ground 

Zero, the tourist experiences 9/11 as a lurking, repressed trauma, but rather to say that the 

explicit narration of the event makes sure to represent the event as thoroughly integrated into a 

symbolic system through which reality is constituted; put another way, Ground Zero tourism 

works to de-traumatize the event of 9/11 by presenting its images as part of a narrative system. 

It may seem as though replay is actually the antithesis of freezing, that it actually un-

freezes the event – after all, the timelines explicitly give a temporal progression to the events of 
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9/11 – but in fact the opposite is true.  In bounding the events of 9/11, the timelines actually 

replay the event in a way that supplements the preservation of the moment.  The timeline in the 

Tribute WTC Visitor Center provides a good example: the timeline gallery in the museum is a 

hallway, and moments in the timeline are presented on separate vertically-hanging banners that 

go down the center of the hall.168  The wall on the left of the visitor walking through has missing 

posters on it – there are just a couple at the beginning of the hallway, but they multiply so that by 

the end of the hallway the wall is covered with them – while on the right wall are various 

artifacts, including a piece of one of the planes and a dust-covered teddy bear.  This space, 

especially when jammed full of people, immerses the tourist in a 9/11 narrative-world – the 

banners have quotes from people who both lived through and died in 9/11, as opposed to the 

omniscient narration of the other museum.  The timeline, though, covers only a couple of hours, 

beginning with 8:19 a.m. and ending at 10:35 a.m. on September 11.  Thus, the timeline does not 

un-freeze the frozen moment, but rather positions the tourist within the frozen moment, 

constantly replaying the same moment as hundreds of tourists walk through each day.  In this 

way, the immersive replay of the museum experience works in tandem with the frozen moment, 

allowing 9/11 to be simultaneously preserved and narrated.   

 

Construction of Innocence 

 These strategies of containment – isolation, freezing and re-narrating – work to undergird 

the larger narratives of disaster and innocence that emerge from Ground Zero tourism.  By 

“innocence,” I mean to refer to the impossibility of even accidental implication in the event; 

Ground Zero tourism posits that American actions could not possibly have had any causal impact 

                                                 
168 An interesting means of recreating the fragmented experience of the event while simultaneously incorporating it 
into a cohesive narrative.   
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on 9/11.  Allow me to examine some of the ways in which Ground Zero tourism produces a 

sense of innocence about 9/11: an excerpt from one of the audioguide narrations at the Ground 

Zero Museum Workshop exemplifies the prevalence of the theme of innocence in Ground Zero 

tourism.  Speaking about two young girls who sang Christmas songs for several firefighters in a 

diner during the holidays, Suson narrates,  

I actually got choked up emotionally, because here we were, all smelly from ground zero, 

covered in dirt and filth, and we were seeing every day victims and pretty much the result 

of all that is EVIL in this world – yet right in front of us were the complete opposite.  

Here was goodness and purity and innocence.  These two, pristine, clean little girls that 

had no clue as to what really happened on 9-11 were singing Christmas songs for us to 

make us happy.  It warmed our hearts.169 

As this quote makes evident, the concept of innocence, although also mediated in subtle ways, is 

an explicit theme of Ground Zero tourism, particularly in the Ground Zero Museum Workshop.  

Another one of the audioguide narrations, this one accompanying a display case containing a doll 

and a makeup compact that were both found at Ground Zero, reads, “The doll represents 

innocence, and the woman’s make-up case represents beauty.  My message here is that our 

innocent, beautiful world was taken away from us on September 11.  It was muddied, dirtied and 

destroyed, never to be the same again.”170 Still another photo features a dust-covered teddy bear, 

with the accompanying narration, “This Teddy Bear is like our country; the Bear, like our 

country, was beaten up, dirtied and knocked down on September 11, but we got back up, dusted 

ourselves off and got back in the saddle again.”171  Sturken writes about how comfort-objects 

like the teddy bear, as a response to national trauma, are connected to the maintenance of 

                                                 
169 Suson 73. 
170 Suson 62. 
171 Ibid 66. 
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American innocence. “[The teddy bear] embodies the recognition of pain and it offers, above all, 

the promise of empathy, companionship and comfort,” she writes.  “Importantly, the teddy bear 

doesn’t promise to make things better; it promises to make us feel better about the way things 

are.”172  

 The explanations of the 9/11 attacks offered by the Ground Zero tourist sites do much to 

build and sustain a sense of innocence and innocence lost.  Again, the Ground Zero Museum 

Workshop offers some of the most explicit examples.  The narration accompanying one of 

Suson’s more famous photos – a fire truck, covered in ash, with the word “WHY” written in the 

ash – reads, “It sums up the frustration at an evil and unprovoked attack on innocent people.”173  

Another narration attached to a picture of a Bible page says, “The reason 9-11 happened is 

because one culture didn’t understand another culture.”174  Meanwhile, at the 9/11 Memorial 

Preview Site, the inscription preceding the timeline reads,  

On September 11, 2001, terrorists murdered nearly 3,000 innocent people at the World 

Trade Center in New York City, at the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, in a field near 

Shanksville, Pennsylvania, and aboard four hijacked planes.  The events of that day 

marked the single largest loss of life from an attack on American soil.175 

Each of these narrations of 9/11, as they focus on the causes and actors of the attacks, relies on a 

dichotomy between evil perpetrators and innocent victims.  Suson’s first quote does so openly, 

but even the second quote, by declaring that 9/11 was a result of a failure of cultural 

understanding, establishes America’s innocence as a misunderstood culture, which implies that 

America should properly be understood as an essentially benevolent and innocent entity.  And 

                                                 
172 Sturken 7. 
173 Suson 37. 
174 Suson 20. 
175 9/11 Memorial Preview Site. 



Loos 97 
 

the preface to the timeline generates a sense of innocence just in its use of the word “murder” 

(which requires a victim), as well as in its focus on the victims of the attack.  Notably, in all of 

these explanations, 9/11 involved just victims and perpetrators, with no other involved parties.176   

 Much of Ground Zero tourism is devoted to focusing on victims, which both produces 

and implies a sense of innocence.  As I have mentioned, in the Tribute WTC Visitor Center, 

there is a wall of missing posters and a whole gallery filled with pictures of those who died on 

9/11.  The timeline banners also feature quotes from those who died in the attacks, such as a 

phone message left by a passenger on one of the flights for his wife.  The Ground Zero Museum 

Workshop, meanwhile, eulogizes many of the firefighters who died, and makes clear in its 

introductory materials that many of the proceeds from the museum are donated to 9/11-related 

charities,177 while the 9/11 Memorial Preview Site discusses how the names of the victims will 

be inscribed on the memorial pools on the footprints178 of the Twin Towers.  Focusing on victims 

obviously involves a designation of innocence, but victimhood also implies a duality: in German, 

Opfer (victim) stands in contrast to Täter (doer).  The best terminology for this binary in English 

might be victim and perpetrator.  The focus on victims in Ground Zero tourism, then, not only 

generates a sense of innocence, but also creates a narrative of 9/11 that excludes any other 

possible actors in the event.  There were victims of perpetrators, who committed the act of 

violence for no other reason than the fact that they were, as we have seen, evil murderers.   

 Each of the Ground Zero museums idealizes and romanticizes the time before 9/11.  

There are several mentions, in multiple sites, of the weather on 9/11: in the Ground Zero 

                                                 
176 True, rescuers are a central feature, but they tend to be portrayed as victims as well, albeit more heroic than most 
of the others.   
177 Suson 1.   
178 For more on footprints, see Sturken 199-205.   
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Museum Workshop, a photo of a newspaper from a subway car beneath Ground Zero has an 

accompanying audio narration,  

If you look closely, you will see the weather for that day was mostly sunny with a high of 

29 degrees celsius.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky that morning & the sky was ocean 

blue.  Little did anyone know what a tragic day this would turn in to [sic].179 

Meanwhile, the 9/11 Memorial Preview Site features a photograph of the New York skyline with 

the caption, “About 15 Minutes Before First Plane Hits World Trade Center, September 11, 

2001.”180   

 

Figure 7: Picture in the 9/11 Memorial Preview Site of New York several minutes before the attacks. 

As we have seen, the Tribute WTC Visitor Center also mentions the weather, but more 

interesting is the exhibit dedicated to life at the World Trade Center (obviously before the 

attacks).  The exhibit features quotes from those who used to work in the World Trade Center, as 

well as video materials depicting the World Trade Center as a kind of international festival-

                                                 
179 Suson 55. 
180 9/11 Memorial Preview Site.  
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space, complete with ethnic dance performances for children.181  “Innocence is something 

created after the fact, rather than an original condition to be recaptured” writes Sturken about the 

mediation of comfort and innocence after national trauma.182  Given the way that the Twin 

Towers were regarded by New Yorkers as bland and somewhat ugly, the inscription of the World 

Trade Center as a fun, lively and home-like place seems to resoundingly affirm Sturken’s 

comment.  The arches in the Twin Towers were not quite as majestic, the World Trade Center 

was not quite as welcoming and fun, and the weather was not quite as perfect until after the 

towers fell. 

 This pervasive theme of innocence at the Ground Zero tourist sites is made possible by 

the portrayal of 9/11 as a disaster, an inexplicable tragedy.  Very little is done, in the museums or 

at the Ground Zero site, to explain why 9/11 happened; the “evil murderers” narrative really is 

all that the sites have to offer.  At one point, in the 9/11 Memorial Preview Site, the blurb about 

the plans for the museum at Ground Zero reads, “Together with the Memorial, the Museum will 

complete the twin missions of commemoration and education, and will be an authoritative source 

for both the history of 9/11 and understanding its meaning and implications in the context of 

world history.”183  Just after a break, though, it continues, “The Museum’s core exhibitions will 

be located at the base of the WTC site, incorporating the archaeological remnants of the original 

WTC and the Twin Towers.”184  Essentially, while the museum will claim to authoritatively 

explain 9/11 in the context of global history, it will actually offer little more than the authentic 

remnants of the World Trade Center that many of the museums have already enshrined.  In short, 

9/11 will continue to be presented as an inexplicable tragedy, or disaster.  This designation of the 

                                                 
181 Also of note is that a large, pure-white model of the former World Trade Center stands in the center of the room, 
making visitors walk in a line around it.   
182 Sturken 17. 
183 9/11 Memorial Preview Site. 
184 Ibid. 
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event as a disaster contributes to the discourse of innocence by denying any possibility of human 

or historical causality, not entirely different than a natural disaster; like a hurricane, there will be 

no historical logic in the 9/11 created by Ground Zero tourism, only random violence.185  

 As I have already hinted, it is the objectification of the event – its removal from history in 

order for it to be consumable for tourists – which allows for 9/11 to be portrayed as a disaster.  

Ground Zero tourism turns 9/11 from an event into an object with clear spatial and temporal 

boundaries that can be experienced and consumed by a tourist.  The creation of boundaries – 

such as the temporal packaging of the event into two hours on a timeline, experienced in a matter 

of minutes – limits the extent to which the event can be interrogated, particularly in terms of 

causality.  The simple declaration of the Here is New York exhibit encompasses the spirit of 

tourism at Ground Zero; the museums and the Ground Zero site, as tourist sites work together to 

ultimately say “This is 9/11.”  The event is removed from history; as the portrayal of the idyllic 

pre-9/11 New York and the timelines indicate, Ground Zero tourism turns 9/11 into something 

different than the history preceding it, something that began when the hijackers took over the 

planes.  As a reified tourist commodity, 9/11 cannot be a moment with history, or with 

conditions of production; it is just there, as a consumable thing.  And as far as synonyms for 

mass violence without history or production go, disaster and tragedy are some of the best.   

 In a related vein, innocence is not only a narrative at Ground Zero tourist sites, but a 

subject-position built into the practice of tourism itself.  I have thus far focused primarily on the 

narratives of innocence generated in Ground Zero tourism, and less on how the structure of 

tourism generates this sense of innocence as well.  As I have stated, tourism ultimately provides 

a commodity for the tourist to consume; the tourist-position is thus akin to the consumer-

                                                 
185 Or, at best, a designation of Al-Qaeda terrorists as responsible, with no attention paid to Al Qaeda’s history, or 
why the attack might have happened when it happened.  Instead, as it is now, 9/11 will be portrayed as the time 
when the evil, murderous bad guys got us.   
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position, so the relationship between a tourist and a tourist object is akin to the relationship 

between a consumer and a commodity.  That is to say, tourism positions its subject similarly to 

how commodities position consumers: in a place of innocence.  Commodity fetishism, 

particularly under the consumerist paradigm, not only masks the conditions of the commodity’s 

production, but also disavows any involvement on the part of the consumer in the production of 

the commodity; the commodity appears to be just there, and the consumer can consume it.  

Tourism works in the same way: the object of tourism – whether it is an entire culture, a country, 

architecture or an event – is simply there, condensed, congealed, bounded and objectified so that 

the tourist can come along and experience/consume it.  He/she, as a tourist, is imagined not to 

have any part in the production of the object, even in a place like Disneyland, where the object 

appears as it does solely for the sake of fulfilling tourist desires.  It is for this reason that Sturken 

employs the term “tourists of history”: she is looking for a term which adequately captures the 

degree of distance between subject (American citizen) and object (history) necessary to fuel the 

production of American innocence and exceptionalism in the American historical imagination.186  

For her, in the same way that the innocent-consumer position can allow an American to buy a 

Hummer – you buy it to keep you safe on the road, despite the fact that it is large vehicles like 

Hummers that make the roads unsafe – the tourism of history can allow American imperialist 

adventures to carry on in the name of security, despite the fact (or at least possibility) that such 

U.S. military actions as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan can actually make us less secure.187  

 

Ground Zero Tourism and Global Imagination 

                                                 
186 Sturken 12, 17. 
187 Sturken 86-90. 
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So how does this all affect the process of global imagination, the ability to collectively 

imagine a globe upon a set of symbolic coordinates?  Let us recall the relationship between 

tourism and global imagination: tourism provides some of the materials and images upon and 

through which the process of global imagination happens.  The tourist object, though, as a 

symbolic coordinate in the imagining of a globe, is endowed with the authority of authenticity; 

the tourist can imagine that he/she has experienced the real thing, that he/she has a concrete, 

substantial experience or knowledge of the tourist object.  The tourist can say of the tourist 

object, “I have seen the way it really is,” so that the object’s symbolic place and shape in the 

process of global imagination is more defined than it would have been had the tourist not 

consumed or experienced it.   

This is the role of Ground Zero tourism in the process of global imagination: to give the 

tourist an authentic experience of a real 9/11, so that it works as a more defined, concrete 

symbolic coordinate in the process of global imagination.  In defining 9/11, though, Ground Zero 

tourism simultaneously limits the possibilities of what kind of an imagined globe the event could 

fit into or facilitate; as a symbol involved in the process of global imagination, the 9/11 of 

Ground Zero tourism is defined primarily in terms of its experience, as opposed to its production.  

The remnants of 9/11, the images of terror and the dust-covered artifacts presented to the tourist 

at Ground Zero, are 9/11.  For the tourist at Ground Zero, 9/11 is the thing that, as the timeline 

says, began between 7:59 and 8:42 a.m., the thing represented by the photographs in the 

museums, the thing that is hidden behind the fences at the Ground Zero construction site, the 

thing whose essence exists in the display case with the dust-covered teddy bears and shards of 

glass, the thing which produces images and narratives of loss, victimhood and innocence.  Why?  

Because the Ground Zero tourist sites, keeping with the tourist mode of production and 
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consumption, have constructed a sense of authenticity; for the tourist, Ground Zero tourism is as 

close as you can get to the real, authentic 9/11.   

Clearly that the lack of history in the version of 9/11 mediated by Ground Zero tourism – 

that is to say, the 9/11 defined solely by the images and material remnants of what happened 

between 7:59 and 10:35 a.m. on September 11, and not the circumstances which produced it or 

the events which ensued from it – carries over, at least partially, to the way in which 9/11 

functions symbolically in the process of global imagination.  Take, for example, the claim in the 

9/11 Memorial Preview Site that the Ground Zero museum would be an authority on the causes 

and impacts of 9/11 in the context of world history.  This sounds informative and worthwhile, 

but in the ensuing explanation of the museum, and the other plans detailed throughout the 

preview, the focus stays exclusively on preserving artifacts and memorializing victims.  This 

seems counter-intuitive, as at the very least, an analysis of the impacts of 9/11 should mention 

the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq; after all, the U.S. invaded Afghanistan more or less in response 

to 9/11, and the chance that Al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein were friends was one of the 

justifications for Iraq.  But, as it turns out, neither war appears anywhere in any of the Ground 

Zero tourism sites.  The reason for this is fairly straightforward: the Iraq and Afghanistan wars 

are politically charged items, and tourism is supposed to be a non-political practice.188  A tourist 

at Ground Zero might tell you that they came to be close to be close to the event of 9/11, not get 

lectured about politics.  Thus, it is the tourist-mode itself which removes the event of 9/11 from 

history and politics; the tourist gaze demands that its object is non-political, and materials that 

cannot be easily de-politicized, like ongoing wars, appear as antithetical to the practice of 

tourism.  Due to the authority of authenticity, though, this lack of history inflects 9/11’s symbolic 

                                                 
188 In the same way that reading the newspaper (a commodity itself) is supposed to be non-political: obviously it’s 
not, but there is a discourse of objectivity built around it that allows one to imagine the news as non-political. 
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function in the process of global imagination; experiencing 9/11 as devoid of history and politics 

as a tourist in contact with the authentic makes it easier for 9/11 to exist as history-less tragedy in 

the process of global imagination. 

It may appear that, because this discussion has focused on how the form of the 9/11-

symbol aids the production of a discourse of American innocence, that Ground Zero tourism has 

more to do with national imagination than global imagination; after all, the tourist sites at 

Ground Zero hardly even seem to acknowledge a world beyond the United States, and American 

innocence clearly has to do with America.  Let me take the former first.  The nature of 9/11 as a 

global event hardly needs repeating: no matter how you slice or spin it, 9/11 represents a moment 

in which a transnational terrorist group attacked the only global superpower, witnessed by 

millions around the world.  True, other than a few minor pieces in the museums about various 

nations sending their comforts and condolences to the U.S. after 9/11, the Ground Zero tourist 

sites do not make much mention of the rest of the world outside of the United States.  This does 

not mean, though, that Ground Zero tourism portrays 9/11 as a solely national event.  The global 

nature of the event is actually implied in the narration of the events of 9/11 offered by the 

Ground Zero tourist sites189; the declarations that “the reason 9-11 happened is because one 

culture didn’t understand another culture,”190 and that “the events of that day marked the single 

largest loss of life from an attack on American soil”191 imply a global aspect of the event.  They 

explain and narrate 9/11 in terms of the here/there dynamic (also manifested as us/them) which 

undergirds the process of global imagination.   

Given, then, that there is an implied global background at Ground Zero tourist sites, the 

pervasive narratives of American innocence appear as a means of positioning the United States 

                                                 
189 Which could reasonably condensed into something along the lines of “Evil murderers attacked us.”  
190 Script 20. 
191 9/11 Memorial Preview Site. 
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within the imagined globe.  This is not to say that the narratives of American innocence spun in 

Ground Zero tourism somehow do not actually address America or Americanness; they do, but 

in a decidedly global context.  That such strong sentiments and declarations of American 

innocence would show up in tourism of an inherently global event as 9/11 should speak to the 

importance of the discourse to the process of global imagination.  Put simply, American 

innocence is a global position.  Ground Zero tourism works to constitute and propagate this 

position first by providing space and material for the narrative of innocence to prosper.  This in 

turn inflects the symbolic function of 9/11, allowing it to be a point upon which the narrative of 

innocence builds.  This narrative of innocence then affects and constitutes how America is 

imagined as a category or entity in the imagined globe, positioning America and Americans as 

benevolent actors on the world stage.  9/11 serves as proof, in a sense, that America is after all a 

victim of the worst of global violence, not the perpetrator.   Essentially, Ground Zero tourism, 

and the way that it inflects how 9/11 exists and functions as a symbol in the process of global 

imagination, enables the positioning of America as an innocent actor in relation to global history 

and politics; that is to say, America is understood to be free of guilt or complicity in the 

production of any negative conditions in the world.    

It is important to note here that while Ground Zero tourism does build its own 9/11, it 

does not build its own globe.  It can certainly contribute to the process of global imagination; as I 

have said, the 9/11 constructed in Ground Zero tourism influences, if it does not outright define, 

how 9/11 appears as a symbolic coordinate of global imagination, and the contours of that 

symbolic coordinate do affect what kind of a globe can be imagined.  At the same time, it can 

spin narratives and constitute positionalities that also have a strong impact on how the imagined 

globe appears; the fact that the rest of the world is more or less disavowed in much in Ground 
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Zero tourism, making it seem as though the planes came from nowhere, coupled with the 

pervasive sentiments of innocent victimhood, work to position America as an entity somehow 

removed from the globe, exceptional in its isolation from global history and absolved of any 

hand in creating the conditions which may have influenced 9/11.  Still, these functions of Ground 

Zero tourism do not amount to the construction of a globe itself; that job is, by nature, collective, 

and requires innumerable sources of symbolic production.  Ground Zero tourism, though, only 

affects a few of those symbols, guiding the ways in which they can function in the process of 

global imagination.   

Ultimately, Ground Zero tourism works to choke off the all other possibilities of how 

9/11 can be read.  Let’s go back to the placards with which I started this chapter; the placards 

told the story of the World Trade Center, from the 19th century to 9/11.  Placed at eye-level, they 

soon became so covered in graffiti – mainly from tourists and visitors expressing their grief and 

sympathies – that they had to be removed, eventually re-placed seven feet above the sidewalk, so 

as to prevent anyone from reaching the placards and potentially inscribing their reactions on 

them.  In this instance, the form of the tourist attraction was specifically designed to prevent a 

particular type of engagement with the object; it was, essentially, to say that there is only one 

way that this story can be told.  The rest of Ground Zero tourism echoes this situation, to varying 

degrees.  In constituting 9/11 as a tourist object intertwined with narratives of American 

innocence, Ground Zero tourism creates a situation in which there is only one story which 9/11 

can tell, only one way that it can function symbolically in the process of global imagination.  In 

removing 9/11 from history, Ground Zero tourism erases the possibility that 9/11 could serve as 

a point from which to consider how the global system produces certain conditions that could lead 

to such shocking violence.  In wrapping 9/11 up in the narrative of American innocence and 
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exceptionalism while simultaneously seeming to portray the authentic “real thing,” Ground Zero 

tourism chokes off the avenues of engagement with 9/11 that might lead one to question whether 

America has truly played a benevolent role in global history and politics.  9/11, as it is 

represented and constructed in Ground Zero tourism as a history-less disaster, can only fit into 

one globe, the one in which the evil terrorists are out in the world, trying to destroy the innocent 

and benevolent United States because they hate our freedom.  This is a world where imperialism 

and humanitarianism are not antithetical, an imagined globe in which the wealthiest and most 

powerful nation in the world attacking a poor and war-torn country like Afghanistan – what 

Robin Williams refers to as “Operation Extreme Redundancy”192 – in the interest of self-defense 

somehow seems to make sense.   

Zizek describes America’s post-9/11 collective position in relation to an imagined globe 

as such: “Out with feelings of responsibility and guilt towards the impoverished Third World, we 

are the victims now!”193  For the tourist at Ground Zero, 9/11 appears as authentic evidence of 

this claim. 

 

  

                                                 
192 Robin Williams, Live 2002 (Sony, 2002). 
193 Zizek 47. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

I have argued that tourism of terrorism at Ground Zero, through strategies of isolation, 

freezing, and re-narration, represents 9/11 is such a way that it only fits into an imagined globe 

where America is a victim and a benevolent actor in the world.  There is, however, a lingering 

question here: does it have to be this way? 

No.  True, the representational strategies at play in Ground Zero tourist sites do function 

as a means of working through the collective trauma of 9/11.  But while it might be tempting to 

see the representation of 9/11 as a history-less disaster as unfortunate but necessary to the 

process of dealing with collective trauma, such a view is sorely misguided.  Working through 

trauma involves the inscription of an experience that defied representation into a Symbolic 

Order, so that it fits into an imagined cohesive reality.  Narrating or representing 9/11 as part of 

global history, as an event with causation and effects, would not only be an adequate means of 

overcoming trauma; it would potentially do so much more effectively than Ground Zero tourism 

does now.  If, at Ground Zero, 9/11 were explained as a global event produced by certain 

conditions, would this not represent a clear inscription into a symbolic system, and even a 

narrative of history?  There would be no harm in allowing tourists to learn, at Ground Zero, what 

al Qaeda is and where it came from.  In fact, situating 9/11 as part of the world, as opposed to a 

world of its own, would even more thoroughly give the event explicability and symbolic 

consistency by placing it into a wide narrative of global reality. 

So why, then, does 9/11 appear the way it does at Ground Zero?  Because it ultimately 

has to conform to the conventions of tourism and, by extension, consumption.  Ground Zero 
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tourism provides the tourist with both comfort and a means of working through collective 

trauma.  Overcoming trauma, though, does not require comfort; in fact, comfort can be 

antithetical to the process of overcoming trauma (similar to how happiness is just the 

unsustainable denial of desire).194  This need for comfort, then, has less to do with Ground Zero 

as a site of collective trauma, and more to do with the site as a tourist object, an object to be 

consumed.  Thus, Ground Zero represents a site in which the cultural forms of tourism and 

consumerism – specifically what Sturken calls “comfort culture”195 – are unified with and 

complimentary of the political economic form called imperialism, representing 9/11 so as to 

provide affirmation of the imagined globe in which America is justified in whatever actions it 

may undertake in the name of fighting the terrorists.   

I would like to punctuate this thesis by suggesting some directions for further study on 

this topic, and ending with a final statement on why this thesis matters, why we should care 

about how 9/11 is represented in Ground Zero tourism.  First of all, I believe that the concept of 

global imagination merits further examination, both on theoretical grounds and as an analytical 

tool.  It has been critical to my arguments about tourism and terrorism, which hopefully can be 

useful contributions to the understanding of both phenomena.  The idea of the globe as an 

increasingly important background unit for social life deserves attention on its own; I believe this 

should be posited, more thoroughly than I have done in this thesis, as one of the major social and 

cultural effects of globalization.  It would be interesting, for example, to theorize both the 

general and the specific ways in which class and identity affect the process of global 

imagination.  Additionally, the idea that how we collectively imagine and construct global reality 

could affect American political-economic and geopolitical actions in the world is an important 

                                                 
194 Zizek 2002, 58. 
195 Sturken, 6.  
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one, and one that has the potential to be useful for historical analysis as well as critical 

intervention in current situations.  Further exploration, particularly in the realm of media and 

cultural studies, of how the globe is mediated and represented through popular culture and mass 

media would also be a worthwhile endeavor. 

Meanwhile, Ground Zero is fertile ground for further study.  It would be immensely 

informative, for example, to attempt some kind of ethnographic study of tourists at Ground Zero.  

This would be important, first of all, for the study of tourism, as it would likely shed light on the 

relationship between the tourist and the tourist object.  It would also supplement my thesis to 

assemble some data about the ways in which different tourists take different meanings from 

Ground Zero (or the ways in which they don’t).  This kind of work, though, would be thorny and 

difficult; doing proper ethnographic work with tourists might prove tricky due to the nature of 

tourism itself, and the fact that the average tourist at Ground Zero does not spend more than a 

few hours at the site.  Additionally, ethnographic work at a site of collective trauma has the 

potential to get messy, both in terms of ethics and in terms of analysis.  Working with 

ethnographic data from tourists at Ground Zero might require the psychoanalyst’s eye, which 

focuses on dream-work, or the process of articulating.  Again, the challenge of such work would 

be to do it thoroughly with a tourist who has tickets to a showing of Billy Elliot in a couple of 

hours.   

A deeper historical analysis of Ground Zero is also needed, not only to intervene in the a-

historical representation of 9/11, but also to build a greater understanding of how Ground Zero 

has come to exist as it has and why.  A historical study of Ground Zero would chart the way the 

site has developed since 9/11, keeping track of how the urban landscape has changed, what 

tourist sites or infrastructure have come and gone (with particular attention to museums, exhibits, 
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and street-merchants), and the contentious debate about what to do with the space.  Sturken’s 

chapter on the development of the memorial plans is an invaluable piece of a more complete 

historical understanding of Ground Zero as a meaningful site.196  Ground Zero will continue to 

change, though, so work that continues to chart this change would be valuable.  A study is also 

needed of the production culture of Ground Zero; that is, what groups are behind the production 

of the Ground Zero tourist sites, who are the people who make up these groups, and what stake 

do they have in the politics of representing 9/11?  A detailed comparison of the sites produced by 

the Port Authority and the sites produced by the families of 9/11 victims, for example, would be 

important to the understanding of why and how Ground Zero tourist sites appear the way they 

do.   

There is also much room for comparative analysis of the tourism of trauma.  There is 

likely much to be gleaned from the differences and similarities between Ground Zero and the 

Holocaust Museum, or between Ground Zero and an Apartheid museum.  This kind of work 

could be interesting for what it reveals about the different ways in which trauma is dealt with and 

mitigated in different cultures, and also potentially for what it might reveal about how different 

cultures deal with trauma in the same way.  A comparative analysis would also allow for a more 

definitive, generalized statement about the dynamics of creating a tourist site out of mass 

violence and trauma.  There is also room for a consideration of the colonial and postcolonial 

aspects of tourism and, specifically, the tourism of violence and disaster.  In comparing the 

representational strategies between Ground Zero and an Apartheid museum in South Africa, for 

example, it would be worthwhile to consider whether the Apartheid museum caters more to 

foreign tourists.  This line of inquiry also could lead into a productive examination of the 

conventions of comfort culture, and the extent to which these conventions travel and hybridize.   

                                                 
196 Sturken 219. 
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So finally, why should we care about the relationship between tourism, terrorism, and 

global imagination at Ground Zero?  In addressing how kitsch objects prevent certain types of 

engagement with 9/11, Sturken writes, “A teddy bear is not an innocent object.”197  The same 

goes for Ground Zero tourism: far from being innocent, it ultimately helps to facilitate the 

acquiescence of imperialism.  When we are discussing global imagination, we are discussing 

nothing less than the production of reality and its social, cultural and political-economic 

possibilities.  I should state clearly that terrorist attacks on 9/11 were the most horrific violence I 

have ever seen in my life, and I hope to keep it that way.  At the same time, 9/11 should also 

serve as a point from which to investigate and evaluate the place that America occupies in the 

world, as both subject to and constitutive of global conditions.  Terrorism is disgusting and it is 

inhuman, but it is also by nature fraught with immense possibility, even the possibility of peace.  

Zizek wonders whether, in the wake of 9/11, “America will finally risk stepping through the 

fantasmatic screen that separates it from the Outside World, accepting its arrival in the Real 

world, making the long-overdue move from ‘A thing like this shouldn’t happen here!’ to ‘A 

think like this shouldn’t happen anywhere!’”198  At Ground Zero, such a globe is nearly 

impossible to imagine.   

 

  

                                                 
197 Sturken 13.   
198 Zizek 49. 
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