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Morality and Merchandise
Vendors, Visitors and Police at New York City’s
Ground Zero

Molly Hurley
CUNY Graduate Center, New York

James Trimarco
CUNY Graduate Center, New York

Abstract � In this article the authors explore the conflicts and contradictions of
vending and shopping at ground zero in New York City. At the center of the
analysis are the vendors of World Trade Center souvenirs, who have been subject
to both praise and condemnation by tourists who visit the site, police who patrol
it, journalists who represent it in the media and politicians who negotiate its
management. A substantial number of people describe ground zero as a sacred
space, an area that should be protected from the contaminating effects of
commerce. Yet simultaneously commerce is central to American national
identity. A series of paradoxes about the meaning of capital in modern American
society lie at the heart of this analysis.
Keywords � commerce � informal economy � memory � museums � sacred space
� tourism

Visiting Ground Zero has become almost mandatory for visitors to New
York City in the months and years after the attacks of 9/11/01. While there
are those in the press and community who continue to denounce the
visiting of the site as ghoulish, the city’s decision to build a viewing platform
and facilitate the touring of Ground Zero made the official point of view
on the matter clear. In December 2001, then-Mayor Rudolph Giuliani
asserted that: ‘we cannot overlook the emotional draw of Ground Zero for
New Yorkers, and especially those who travel from far and near to view it.
This belongs to all of us, and we have to count on the fact that people will
act in a respectful way’ (Newsday, 30 December 2002).

While visits to Ground Zero are highly varied, most of them look some-
thing like this: visitors arrive downtown, often in families or church groups.
Most are from New York or the Northeast, but some have traveled from
other parts of the United States and a minority are visitors from nations all
around the world. Only a few visitors make a ‘pilgrimage’ to New York for
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the express purpose of touring the site, while the majority of them are in
the area on other business, and feel a powerful drive to include Ground
Zero in their New York itinerary. Also, visitors are much more common
during holidays and the weekends. The area has a completely different feel
during the weekdays, when most of the street traffic is composed of workers
from the nearby office buildings.

Our typical visitor might leave the subway, stumble through the narrow
streets of downtown, ask directions from a passerby, and finally emerge into
the crowded intersection of Broadway and Fulton. The site itself is now just
a block away, but many begin their tour by proceeding past the display of
memorial objects hanging from the gate of the nearby St Paul’s Chapel.
While it was standing, some chose to ascend the viewing platform that
allowed visitors a better view, a journey that required a ticket available at a
separate booth. Or they might simply stroll around the blocks closest to the
site, many of which have been cleared of traffic, in hopes of glimpsing the
wreckage that has become a centerpiece of American political rhetoric.

At the center of all this activity is Ground Zero itself, an expansive
emptiness which brings some visitors to tears, while others feel vaguely
disappointed when, paradoxically, there is nothing much to look at. If the
visitor is lucky, she may see a bulldozer sporting a dusty American flag
trundle through the gates. Or he might peer through the chain link fence
at ‘WTC God’s House,’ an impromptu church built on the site with a cross
of steel beams culled from the wreckage of the buildings.

However, at the time when most of this research was conducted,
between February and July 2002, visitors were permitted no closer than
across the street. Most visitors found the most graphic reminder of that one
day’s violence in the scarred walls of two nearby buildings, which were still
draped in mesh curtains to prevent more debris from falling. For us as
anthropologists, however, the most fascinating aspect of the site was not
these damaged buildings but the diverse crowd that gathered around them
every day, and the different agendas and expectations of its members.
From cops on duty to midwestern tourists, from local office workers to
Georgia church groups, it seemed like a place where one might run into
anyone. In general, those around the site fell into three principal
categories: visitors, vendors and police. The visitors come by the thousands
to tour the site each day. Why? Primarily because Ground Zero represents
an important historical site laden with emotion, that they would like to
view, photograph and remember. The vendors and police, by contrast, do
not visit the site out of personal interest. The vendors are there because the
visitors represent a large and willing market for all sorts of items, especially
souvenirs representing New York in general and Ground Zero in particu-
lar. Ground Zero, for them, represents a commercial opportunity, as well
as a historical site. The police, on the other hand, are here primarily in
order to keep the other two groups under control. For them, Ground Zero
represents a sacrificial zone where many of their friends and colleagues lost
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their lives. Because of this tragic significance, the police tend to think of
Ground Zero as being like a church or a cemetery – a ‘sacred’ place where
particular rules of conduct apply. While the police have the power to
enforce their ideas of what is forbidden and what is not, these rules of
conduct and the implied boundaries of sacred space are hardly static.

At this point, note must be made concerning our use of the concepts
of sacred and profane space. We are aware that these categories have long
been considered antiquated in mainstream anthropology. Indeed, Mircea
Eliade’s (1971) concept of sacred space as located outside time and
connected to cosmic forces has lost most of its adherents in the face of
critiques from those who focus on the social construction of these spaces.1
What the case of Ground Zero can tell us about this debate is that, while
the area considered ‘sacred’ is most certainly constructed by the various
actors, it is also perceived by most of them as a social fact. That is, the
particular land on which the Twin Towers collapsed, for many of those who
come to see it, is a truly sacred zone which must be protected from violation
through excessive commercialization or other polluting activities. Because
the police have the power to act on this belief and to project it on to the
spatial dimensions of the area, it becomes virtually impossible to analyze
the politics of this space without resurrecting these mothballed concepts
from the attic of our discipline. However, the reader must remember that
our use of ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ in this article refers to local categories
and not directly to traditional anthropological theories.

Although our work originally focused on visitors to Ground Zero and
was informed by the tradition of tourism research,2 we soon became inter-
ested in the vendors. In particular, we began to notice how frequently they
are derided – but also defended – by visitors. The subject of vendors was
provocative; we wanted to learn more about them, and get the story from
their point of view. But more important than that was the vendors’ central-
ity to the daily drama of Ground Zero. The vendors are the most visible
players in an atmosphere of high moral drama. For many, they appear as
representations of crass capitalism, flying in the face of the site’s moral
sanctity. For others, the vendors are symbols of the spirit of trade and entre-
preneurship that is connected to tropes of American patriotism and also to
the central position that the World Trade Center occupied in global capi-
talism. These representations are highly charged with meaning and
emotion for the various characters who populate Ground Zero; the vendors
soon moved to the center of our study.

In order to sort out the complex system of objects, personalities and
meanings which operates at Ground Zero, we seek to analyze the vendors
from three points of view. First, we look at the vendors themselves. Who
are they, what are their backgrounds and how is street trade around
Ground Zero organized? Where do their products come from? Next, we
turn to their relationship with visitors. What can we understand from the
visitors’ feelings of condemnation or acceptance towards the vendors? How
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is consumption dealt with at a site that many feel is sacred? Finally, we turn
to the vendors’ troubled relationship with the police and city authorities to
ask: what are the bases on which the police single out the vendors for
surveillance and punishment? How do the police and vendors negotiate
the boundaries of commercial and sacred space?

The vendors: ‘You gotta eat’

Street vendors are a group that is highly visible to the public, and highly
vulnerable to policing, almost by definition.3 Because of New York’s
constant flow of tourists and shoppers, street vending in the city has always
offered an opportunity to run a business with a low initial investment of
capital, and it thereby often appeals to ambitious individuals who do not
have the resources to start a larger business. And, in fact, visitors’ reactions
to the vendors usually involve a positive or a negative take on the stereo-
typical profit-seeking businessman: they’re thought of as ghoulish disaster-
profiteers, or, alternatively, as bravely pursuing the American dream in the
face of terrorism.

Our inquiries into the vendors’ lives and businesses have shown both
of these representations to be mistaken. In fact, the moral pressure and
high level of police surveillance around the site, combined with many
vendors’ lack of access to capital and trade connections, have made the
independent street businessperson quite rare in this context. However,
these mistaken representations are still a key idea to keep in mind when
trying to understand the position of vendors at Ground Zero, because they
draw attention to the high level of visibility which makes them the object
of so many popular and press representations in the first place. Clearly,
Ground Zero as an image, a place and a tourist destination commands high
and sometimes contradictory expectations. However, it’s puzzling that
around the ruins of the World Trade Center – a virtual temple to global
capitalism – street vendors have met with strong disapproval.

In this section, we hope to suspend the weight of these representations
and examine the actual lives of the vendors as they narrated them to us.
An examination of the realities of vending life reveals a capitalist process
much more complex than that imagined by visitors. One key element in
that process is the bureaucratic distribution of vending licenses by the city
of New York.4 In order to sell any product besides written media such as
books or periodicals, a would-be vendor must have a license. But, licenses
in the city are hard to come by, even for US citizens. Obtaining a vending
license can take years, since only 853 vending licenses are allowed by the
city at any time. For immigrants who don’t have an Alien Registration Card,
getting a vending license is not even an option.

One group, however, is privileged, if only in this regard. Veterans of
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the US military who can prove they were honorably discharged, or the
widows thereof, can obtain a free license in a matter of 1–3 months. This
yellow veterans’ license is perhaps the most profitable, not only because it
is free but also because of the business it can attract through its association
with patriotic military service.

For instance, Sammy calls out to passersby: ‘When you purchase from
a Vet, you’re purchasin’ correct!’ For this vendor, veteran identity plays a
crucial part in attracting sales. Sammy served in Vietnam and remained in
the military through the early 1980s. He is also disabled, though not as a
direct result of military service. He lived in a shelter and was attempting to
secure Section 8 housing during the spring and summer of 2002. In
addition to this, he was also a musician and traveled regularly to other cities
in the Northeast to play gigs with his rhythm and blues band; during inter-
views, he would sometimes burst into song, serenading us and his
customers with ‘If You Don’t Know Me by Now’. In terms of his livelihood,
he often complained about the difficulty of getting benefits through the
Veterans’ Administration and insisted ‘Vietnam vets get less.’

Sammy also complained of police harassment, despite his yellow
license: ‘Police officers try to make it bad, hard; they give you a license and
expect you to pay taxes. . . . This is free enterprise. I try to make an honest
living. . . . I’m not stealing old ladies’ purses.’ 5 The rhetoric of ‘free enter-
prise’ which Sammy uses as a justification for his vending activity is remi-
niscent of the liberal economic debate which originally stems from Smith,
Ricardo and Malthus. His comment also points to the way in which such
economic rhetoric has become naturalized and taken for granted, showing
us another side of his conception of himself as an American. In contrast to
the moral perspective which views vending as wrong because it violates an
American sacred space, Sammy sees himself as pursuing his own economic
interests, and therefore as a good citizen, a point of view echoed in many
visitor comments as well.

Manuel, another Ground Zero vendor, plays up his veteran identity to
a lesser extent. Manuel is originally from Puerto Rico, but moved to New
York City at the age of 5. He was schooled and remained there until he left
to serve five years in the army and ended up taking part in the Gulf War.
He told us that he was not selling closer to the site because ‘It’s a little tacky
to be right there next to Ground Zero. I was here that day, I remember
what it was like.’ Through this statement Manuel attempts to differentiate
himself from the ‘disrespectful’ vendors. However, he only showed us his
yellow vendor’s license after we had been talking for several minutes about
how he became a vendor. He was not using his identity as a veteran to
attract business; he only used it to get a free license from the city. Likewise,
a relationship with a veteran family member helped Elizabeth, a female
vendor we met in Battery Park, to become a vendor. She told us that she
became a vendor because ‘my daughter’s father is a veteran’, and she also
lived in a shelter with fellow vendors who were also veterans. As we will
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discuss below, homeless shelters are frequently used as a place where
managers can recruit street vendors to employ.

The Vietnam veterans who vend are particularly notable since their
livelihood now is connected to the fact that they fought during the most
unpopular war of this century. At Ground Zero, they are at least able to use
their identity as veterans to attract patriotic customers and receive some
recognition for their military service. However, Sammy and Manuel both
asserted that a free vending license is the only thing the government has
given them in return for their service. In their complaints about the low
status accorded to veterans of foreign wars, Sammy and Manuel point to an
essential irony about the position of military veterans as street vendors.
These veterans often try to display their service in order to legitimize their
sales; however, they are dependent on the government to legitimize their
status as both veterans and vendors. In fact, the paternalistic policy of
granting veterans a free vending license tacitly suggests the state’s know-
ledge of the problematic future that awaits the veterans of its foreign wars.

This discussion of vendors who hold yellow licenses suggests that many
vendors are members of underprivileged groups. Despite their appearance
to visitors and police as representatives of ‘capitalism’, their lives are full of
complexities of which these observers may not be aware. This will become
more apparent as we discuss vendors with less prestigious licenses. For
instance, Lucy – who competes with yellow license veterans for business –
set up her table about a block north of Manuel’s. She is an older woman,
who had been vending in New York City’s Chinatown for 20 years. Before
vending in Chinatown, she ran a similar business in Hong Kong, her city
of origin. On her table, she mostly sold small mementos like pens, buttons
and keychains. She told us that ‘usually I’m in Chinatown. But in China-
town there’s a lot of competition’. When we asked her if she had any diffi-
culty with police officers, she told us that ‘we have a license, but they bother
you: “This is a yellow license area.” It’s because [the other vendors] are
Americans. We have a license, we pay taxes. [The other vendors] don’t pay
taxes. The law is not real law.’ While we found out that the American
vendors are also required to pay taxes, even if they have a yellow license,
her perception of discrimination remains important. As we spoke with her
about police harassment, she was constantly looking over her shoulder,
expecting them to come and check her license or tell her to pack up for
the day.

The licensing process creates clear-cut divisions between the vendors,
and fosters an atmosphere of intense competition over unequal terrain. In
the case of Lucy, we see how the licensing process can generate distrust and
pit the ‘immigrants’ against the ‘Americans’, despite the low economic
position that both groups share. In addition to licensing, another import-
ant division among vendors is the difference between those who sell for a
manager and those who are self-employed. A small portion of the Ground
Zero vendors make and sell their own items. One such independent
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vendor, a government retiree named Charles, created his own product
especially for Ground Zero sale: Osama bin Laden toilet paper, printed
with caricatures of bin Laden and the phrase ‘Help Wipe Out Terrorism.’
He told us that he wanted to be ‘in business for [himself]. Most people
don’t know how to invest money. [They] get broke, have to work for
somebody else.’ While Charles at least recognizes the poverty of some other
vendors, he places the blame entirely on their ignorance of investment
technique. In fact, as the stories of other vendors mentioned below will
show, many vendors are unemployed because of the recession and layoffs
which became severe in the city after September 11th. Charles, on the other
hand, was able to become an entrepreneur because he had stable employ-
ment in Washington DC and was able to retire. His weekly commute from
DC to New York City was a leisurely post-retirement way of keeping busy
and making money – not a survival strategy as it was for many others.

Unlike Charles, most vendors do not create their own merchandise,
nor do they have connections to merchandise producers. Many of them are
dependent on managers who supply the merchandise. The real key to
understanding the vending industry, then, is not visible on the street. Many
of the vendors work for managers who are rarely present themselves.
Robert, a vendor who worked for such managers, explained, ‘the bosses
don’t have a license, they’re Africans or Ecuadorians. They have the
connections for the merchandise, but they don’t have the licenses. They
come around the shelter looking for people to work for them.’ The
managers who troll shelters looking for people in need of jobs reveal yet
another layer of complexity. The potential vendors are out of work, gener-
ally just scraping by, and the managers see them as a cheap source of
unskilled labor. Even though veteran vendors can get their own licenses,
ultimately they depend upon managers who have connections to the
production of goods.

We met only one of these vending managers, a woman from the
Caribbean, who came by to check on Sammy’s table. She only stopped by
momentarily, and when we tried to ask where the merchandise came from,
she seemed hesitant to reveal the workings of the vending trade system.
What we know about the vending system, then, comes from the vendors
themselves. According to Robert, his managers showed a general lack of
concern for his well-being. For instance, they provided no way for him to
leave the table and use the bathroom while working. In order to go to the
bathroom, Robert would have to trust another vendor enough to leave him
or her in control of his table; Robert would be responsible for anything
that happened to the merchandise during his absence. One time we waited
with Robert at the end of a long Saturday; his managers were late and he
was annoyed with them: ‘I get irritated when they come late to pick up this
stuff. Some people would just fold it up and put it on the side of the road.
This is where the greed factor comes in.’ He stopped himself at that point
and, re-thinking his complaints, he told us ‘overall, they [the managers]
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help me a lot. I make enough money to eat, live, and even put a little bit
away.’ Just then, his managers drove up in a car and waited for him to load
the remaining merchandise and tables. The contradiction that Robert ran
into in his dialogue above is worth closer examination. On the one hand,
his managers treat him badly enough that he would consider leaving their
things on the side of the road. But on the other, he is dependent on them
for his livelihood, and is unwilling to endanger his relationship with them.

Another day, while manning a table in Battery Park, Robert told us how
he became a vendor. He had lost his job with the city a few months earlier.
While living at a shelter, he found out about vending: ‘I’m in a shelter;
when you live with 400 people, word gets around.’ Interestingly, Robert
found the social aspect, rather than simply the monetary one, of vending
the most ‘profitable’. He commented, ‘I’m a quiet person, I like to read. . . .
I’m not a “social animal”, so to speak. This gets me out of myself.’ Talking
with Robert about a month later, this time on Broadway and Fulton, he
spoke to us more generally about his life as a vendor: 

I sold $700 of sunglasses in one day [in midtown]. I don’t get to keep all that
money, of course. People [other vendors] get upset because they have the same
things and people come and talk to me. Maybe I look more intelligent – I’m
not saying anything like that. But then somebody might not like my skin color.
Weather – it plays a big part in this scenario. You’ve got to put a few pennies
aside for a rainy day – literally. 

In these comments, we can see how aware Robert is of the publicness
of his persona as a vendor. While Robert values the social aspect of vending,
he echoes similar concerns about race to those stated by Lucy. Both of them
worried that race might alienate some potential customers, or attract police
attention.

In a position even worse than vendors who work for managers,
however, are unlicensed vendors, many of whom are immigrants who speak
little English. One day we met a West African vendor selling Ground Zero
hats out of a plastic garbage bag on one of the less-traveled side-streets. We
tried to ask him some questions, but he just smiled and shook his head. He
was only able to tell us that he came from Gambia. While most vendors are
hassled by police to some degree, vendors like this man are most vulner-
able to police action because they are unlicensed, may not be legal immi-
grants and have difficulty communicating in English. To associate such
powerless figures with the kind of high-power business-for-profit that the
World Trade Center helped to symbolize, then, is to project the whole
system on to its lowliest representative.

Merchants and merchandise: ‘behind the vendor’s table’

We have detailed the complexities of vendors’ relations with the city and
with their managers, but a crucial component of our analysis remains
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untreated. We have pointed out that vendors are often criticized by visitors
and police, mainly because they are the most visible individuals involved in
sales at the site. But what is the story of the merchandise – and the invisible
distributors and manufacturers thereof – that they sell? How are these
‘invisible’ (and more powerful) players connected to the oft-voiced anti-
vendor sentiments? Are they also criticized? If so, by whom?

The t-shirts and baseball caps emblazoned with the logos of the New
York Police Department (NYPD) and the Fire Department of New York
(FDNY) have been two highly controversial products. When we talked with
Manuel, he told us that these items had been selling like hot cakes until
the police took notice and began penalizing vendors for selling the bootleg
items. ‘FDNY and NYPD merchandise was the best’, he told us. ‘Now “City
Merchandise” is the only organization licensed to sell them.’

According to Manuel, ‘City Merchandise’ was a company formed by the
city, which held the copyrights to the logos ‘FDNY’ and ‘NYPD’, retaining
exclusive rights to sell these items. He also told us that police would come
to his table to check if the ‘City Merchandise’ logo was on these items, and
that he had begun selling items with a hybrid logo: ‘FD-NY-PD’ to subvert
their requirement. We were aware that the same company also produced
the book entitled Terror, a photographic account of the World Trade
Center attack, which for a period of several months was on the table of
almost every vendor at Ground Zero. Our search for the details of this
company soon led us down a convoluted trail of shadowy characters, moral
ambiguity and back-room politics.

On the web-site of City Merchandise we learned that the company is
based in Bay Ridge, Brooklyn, and headed by someone named Jack Gindi.
We also called the New York City Store,6 a section of the NYC Department
of Citywide Administrative Services, and asked if they had any connection
to City Merchandise. In contrast to what Manuel had told us, they claimed
to have no affiliation with the company.7 Furthermore, neither the City
Store nor City Merchandise owns the copyright to either the NYPD or
FDNY logo. In fact, the manager of the City Store was unclear about
whether anyone held, or could hold, a copyright on either of the logos.

The story of City Merchandise is critical because its unlicensed produc-
tion of NYPD and FDNY items has entangled it in post-9/11 controversy.
The New York Post, 8 for instance, published in January 2002 a series of
critical stories about the company’s legal conflict with the FDNY Fire Safety
Education Fund over the rightful use of the FDNY logo. City Merchandise
filed suit because it felt that the Fund was unfairly ordering it to become
licensed and donate a portion of its profits back to the Fund (‘Souvenir
Firm Fired Up for Trademark Fight’, New York Post, 2002d). The Post criti-
cized the company for its failure to donate a portion of the proceeds of the
FDNY items, despite producing thousands of postcards that claimed the
money ‘will be donated to the rescue workers that died saving the victims
of the World Trade Center disaster’ (‘ “Charity” Postcard Printer is Only
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Donating to Itself ’, New York Post, 2002a). The Post also highlighted the fact
that the Vice-President of the company, Carlos Burga, was displaying FDNY
merchandise at the New York International Gift Fair. Burga’s ‘boast’ that
his company held 10,000 units of each item at its warehouse particularly
offended the Post reporter (‘Firm’s Fake FDNY is Mark of Shame’, New York
Post, 2002c). The Post’s bias towards the Fund can be seen in its dubious
claim that the Fund controls the FDNY trademark, even though City
Merchandise has been producing FDNY merchandise for at least 10 years
without any legal disputes (Experian Business Reports, 2003). Clearly, the
issue of a copyright or of licensing became an issue only after September
11th made the sale of FDNY items into a controversial practice.

The Post followed the City Merchandise story for about one month,
after which it quickly faded from the news. There was a hearing of the
dispute, according to the 15 May 2002 issue of the New York Law Review (City
Merchandise v. FDNY Fire Safety). However, the case never went any further
in court. We followed up on the dispute by contacting both parties. When
we asked a City Merchandise representative about the case they once had
against the Fund, she sounded suspicious and told us that she would have
their lawyer call us. He never got in touch. The Fund was more forthcom-
ing. Michelle LeMay Santiago, the Executive Director, told us that ‘it was
finalized’, and that ‘[City Merchandise] is still a partner’. Although our
conclusions are somewhat speculative, it is likely that this dispute between
a non-profit organization and a private company was settled out of court
with a mutually agreeable arrangement.

It seems fair to say that this dispute was about more than just money.
It involved the morality of making a profit from the fire department name,
in a situation where many firefighters had died. For the Fund, the profits
of City Merchandise would only be acceptable if part of them returned to
firefighters’ charities. Why was it singled out by the Fund for doing business
as usual? After all, plenty of souvenir designers and distributors shipped
designs to Korea and China on 12 September 2001 (‘Seeing the Green
Amid the Red, White, and Blue’, New York Times, 2001). To complicate
things even further, Jack Gindi is quoted in the same Times article: ‘We did
make two or three items that have the year the trade center was made and
the year it left New York. We didn’t readjust our business. But a lot of
people have chosen to take advantage of people’s suffering.’ His statement
echoes the comments of vendors who try to distinguish themselves as more
‘respectful’ than others. However, his position as President of a company
that manufactured tens of thousands of Terror books makes his derision of
opportunistic businessmen highly suspect.

The Post’s treatment of City Merchandise and vendors like Manuel is
all the more striking in contrast to its treatment of Century 21. This
discount department store, located directly across the street from Ground
Zero, has been lauded in numerous Post articles for its bravery and determi-
nation in light of the building’s damage and the slow economic
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atmosphere in downtown New York. On 9 September 2002 the Post printed
an article that put the Gindi family, the store’s owners, in a very sympath-
etic light (‘Business as Usual’, New York Post, 2002e). Raymond Gindi is the
store’s Chief Operating Officer and a member of the Board of Directors
for the Alliance for Downtown New York. His family also operates two other
Century 21 stores, one of which is located in Bay Ridge. We attempted to
find out the precise relationship between Jack Gindi, the owner of City
Merchandise in Bay Ridge, and Raymond Gindi, but to no avail. Based on
our lack of factual knowledge, we can only suggest that there may be a
family connection between these businessmen. After all, the Post seems
careful only to mention the name of Jack Gindi’s associate, Carlos Burga,
in their caustic reports about City Merchandise, while they repeatedly
mention Raymond Gindi in their celebratory reports about Century 21.
They take care not to splash mud on the Gindi name, whose bearers are
powerful players in downtown business.

While vendors are seen as the ambassadors of capitalism in and around
Ground Zero, businessmen like Jack Gindi and Raymond Gindi are its true
agents. The Post criticizes vendors along with City Merchandise, yet legit-
imizes Century 21. Manuel’s comment about being required to sell City
Merchandise products shows that, at least for a time, the police intervened
on its behalf, confiscating FDNY and NYPD products that did not bear the
company’s stamp. While we cannot pin down the precise relationship
between City Merchandise and police enforcement, it is clear that the
vendors, because of their high visibility and their lack of legal and
economic resources, must bear the brunt of anger over commercializing
the memory of September 11th.

The visitors: contradictions of consumption

When observing and talking with visitors to Ground Zero, it is clear that
vendors selling World Trade Center memorabilia is a highly contested
practice. Why should these sales be so controversial? After all, the World
Trade Center was the center of business. An overarching theme is the fact
that commercial activity around the site is viewed simultaneously as a sacred
and profane activity. It is necessary to understand how buying and selling
are in a constant dialogue with people’s beliefs about what should and
should not be happening around Ground Zero, a space which is considered
‘sacred’ precisely because it is constantly in danger of being defiled
(Chidester and Linenthal, 1995: 19). By problematizing and showing the
conflicts around the site’s ‘sacredness’, we show how the circulation of
capital brings up a host of problematic associations. How are the conno-
tations of capital connected to the anger visitors sometimes direct at the
vendors? Why do some of the same visitors qualify their initial statements
of disgust? Though some visitors refuse to buy from vendors, others want
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to buy an object that commemorates their visit. Can their consumption of
memorabilia be a form of veneration, and take place outside the moral
schema which characterizes exchange as profane?

If a visitor feels conflicted about vendors, his or her approval tends to
center on one deciding factor: profit. The recurring emphasis on profit
must be looked at in terms of money’s history of causing conflicts in spaces
perceived as sacred. In the Bible’s gospels of Matthew, Mark and John, the
story of ‘Jesus cleansing the temple’ serves as a lesson about how to conduct
oneself in a sacred space. Jesus discovered sellers of oxen, sheep and doves,
as well as money-changers in the temple. He used a whip: 

. . . [to drive] them all out of the temple, with the sheep and the oxen, and
poured out the changers’ money and overturned the tables. And He said to
those who sold doves, ‘Take these things away! Do not make My Father’s house
a house of merchandise!’ ( John 2: 13–16)

Simultaneously, money can serve as a symbol of devotion and worship in
Christianity – take the donation of money each week in a collection basket,
for instance. Robert Jay Lifton writes lucidly about money’s varied, and
often contradictory, connotations. Money can have a transformative power;
it can serve ‘as a form of mana – of invisible power beyond what it can
immediately buy, of power to extend life and overcome death’. But he also
argues that immortalization through money is ‘tainted’ and that, along
with the worship of money, there is a parallel social ‘disgust’ around money
that has to do with the creation of an immortality system ‘essentially devoid
of moral vision. . . . And as Luther made explicit, there is always a devil
lurking underneath the monetary mode of immortalization – or, in
Marxist-secular terms, a life-destroying fetish’ (Lifton, 1979: 320).9

Lifton’s assertions about the contradictory meanings of money
resonate with visitors’ comments about sales at Ground Zero. Jerry, an
accountant bringing his children from Cleveland, Ohio to New York City
for the first time in March 2002, exemplifies the contradictory feelings that
can arise around money-making. When we asked what he thought of the
vendors of World Trade Center memorabilia, he said they were ‘disgusting’
and forcefully stated that ‘people shouldn’t be making money off this’.
Considering the fact that Jerry is an accountant, such an aversion to money-
making says volumes about the conflict caused by sales at this site. Jerry’s
conflicted opinions about capitalism at Ground Zero raise an important
question: why is it that a person who is engaged daily in facilitating the flow
of money feels disgust towards profit? Is this a nascent critique of capi-
talism? However, we should note that a moment later he qualified his initial
outrage. Softening his tone, he commented that it is OK to sell mementos,
‘just not so close to where it happened’. Furthermore, he said, ‘this is
America. People can do whatever they want. They could get pine boxes and
write FDNY on them and people would buy them. They wouldn’t be selling
them if people weren’t buying them.’
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In his statement, Jerry expresses disgust about buying and selling
immediately around Ground Zero, yet he is not disgusted by the items or
the exchange of money; rather – just as in the story of Jesus’s cleansing of
the temple – he is disgusted by where the items are bought and sold. Implicit
in his statement is a reverence for this space of tragedy. Yet, like Sammy,
he espouses the rhetoric of economic freedom that is integral to the
mythology of the United States as the ‘land of the free’ by stating ‘this is
America. People can do whatever they want.’ Likewise, numerous other
people commented that vendors might be acceptable if they did not make
a profit. A teenager who came to New York to volunteer in a soup kitchen
mused that though she did not have a strong opinion about vendors, they
should not make ‘too much of a profit’. Similarly, two Irish senior citizens,
Doyle and Mairead, visiting New York for a wedding, had qualms about the
vendors’ profits. Doyle stated, ‘I don’t think they should cash in.’ Mairead
then added, ‘if it was going to charity . . .’, indicating that her opinion of
the vendors hinged on their profits, not their activities. Doyle added, ‘if
[the money ] was going to charity, I’d buy it.’

Likewise, two sisters originally from New York City, although one now
lived in San Antonio, Texas, were bothered by the profits of vendors. One
of the sisters had actually worked in one of the destroyed buildings and was
there on September 11th 2001. She told us, ‘my emotions are inside of me
. . . tears [are] welling up’. She hoped that ‘when they make a profit, it goes
to the families’. Shopping ‘for memory’s sake, that’s OK’. Yet she asked,
‘Who’s making the profits?’ and stated that ‘You don’t know where the
profits go. [It] bothers me, people making profits off this whole thing.’
These visitors’ opinions echo the argument that ‘people are likely to spend
more money in places they perceive to be not fully commercial’, such as
‘churches, temples, museums, means of transportation, and schools’
(Schneider and Susser, 2003).

A nurse visiting with her son and husband who initially, half-jokingly,
said she was visiting the site ‘to punish [her]self ’, was also put off by the
vendors. ‘I think that’s disgusting’, she said. She believed they were ‘capi-
talizing for their own personal gain’. She did think that shoppers were a
little different ‘because they want a memento . . . unless they just go all out
and buy everything, then they’re weirdos, too!’ In the statements of some
visitors, there is very often a clear differentiation between the vendors and
the shoppers, and shoppers are often looked upon more sympathetically.

One group of people who often took a public position around Ground
Zero, but attracted less controversy than the vendors, were the groups of
Christians who gathered there to pass out pamphlets or sing religious
songs. One particular space on Broadway was used again and again for this
purpose, and for many visitors this was a moving introduction to the grief
of viewing the site. When we asked two of these religious workers, Dan and
Caroline, what they thought about the vendors, they told us that the
vendors were ‘exploiting the situation; I mean, we’re not here to celebrate
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something that happened.’ Yet, when it came to the shoppers, their
condemnation was less harsh: their decision is up to them.

The visiting nurse and the religious workers refrain from judging the
shoppers in the same harsh light as they judge the vendors. This refusal to
judge shoppers is likely related to a political context in which shopping had
been reconfigured as a patriotic duty. On 1 November 2001, the Washing-
ton Post ran an article about Republican representatives who went on a
group shopping spree (Washington Post, 2001). The House Republican
Conference and a retail lobbying group arranged their trip. An official
news release about the event claimed that this public relations event was
intended to ‘urge Americans to continue shopping to help the economy’.
Representative Mark Kennedy (R-Minnesota) even argued that shopping is
the ‘third front’, after Afghanistan and homeland security (‘The Homeland
Shopping Network’). In light of these arguments that appeal to consumers’
patriotism, it is not surprising that most visitors forgive consumption more
easily than sales.

Consumption around Ground Zero elicits a wide variety of responses
because it is mired in the contradictory meanings of money. David
Chidester and Edward Linenthal assert that consumption in and around
sacred space can be termed ‘venerative consumption’ because ‘it enables
visitors to take some part of the sacred shrine back home’ (1995: 3–4). This
very term reveals the conflicts that arise when one consumes a commodity
at a sacred site. Dictionary definitions state that ‘veneration’ means ‘to
honor (as an icon or relic) with a ritual act of devotion’ while ‘consump-
tion’ means ‘the utilization of economic goods in the satisfaction of wants
or in the process of production resulting chiefly in their destruction,
deterioration, or transformation’ (Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary).
Hence, ‘venerative consumption’ is inherently conflictual – it signifies
devotion and destruction at the same time. Some people deride consump-
tion at Ground Zero because it seems to treat a t-shirt, cap or photograph
the same way they would treat similar items at any other memorable
place/event. That is, there is a perceived lack of reverence for the loss of
life that occurred at Ground Zero if one equates a 9/11 t-shirt with a
Mickey Mouse t-shirt. Yet concurrently – and sometimes within the
comments of the same person – there is a belief that it is understandable
to want to take something home with you, something that will preserve your
memory of the experience. By claiming some part of the disaster as their
own – by buying from the vendors – visitors seek to distinguish themselves
from uninterested, superficial tourists.

In their research on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, Chidester and Linenthal
remarked that ‘in search of the sacred, we immediately had to recognize
that these places were intimately entangled in such “profane” enterprises
as tourism, economic exchange, and development’ (Chidester and Linen-
thal, 1995: 1). This leads us to ask: how do people think of themselves and
their shopping in such a conflicted zone? Do they think of themselves as
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tourists or as something entirely different? We spoke with Gloria, a Regis-
tered Nurse and New York City resident of 30 years (though originally from
Panama). We asked her how she felt about the vending and shopping. She
told us: ‘I’m very emotional over the whole thing because the World Trade
Center is a place I frequented. . . . I had planned to bring my daughter for
her birthday last year, but then this happened.’

She commented that ‘the families [of the victims] were very upset. I
can understand their point of view, but they have to understand that people
[want something for a memory].’ Furthermore, she commented, ‘if I see
something I want to buy, I’ll buy it. . . . It’s not disrespect . . . everyone is
grieving.’ After making this statement, she questioned why no one criti-
cized Barnes and Noble for selling the same kind of products as those sold
by vendors. Her comments are counterpoints to other visitors’ criticisms of
vendors. In fact, she subjects a large corporation to the same criticism often
reserved solely for vendors. Families of the victims – and plenty of others –
feel that shopping for World Trade Center memorabilia at Ground Zero is
offensive and contaminating. However, Gloria manages to resolve the
contradictions of consumption by connecting family memories and collec-
tive grief to her desire to shop at Ground Zero.

Some visitors simply are not conflicted about money-making, however.
One afternoon we started talking to one or two young people from Atlanta,
Georgia; pretty soon, we were talking to a group of six, clamoring to give
their opinions on the vendors, while they videotaped their interviews with
us. There was generally an excited feeling among them; some of them were
taking us seriously, others were showing off for the videotape they would
surely watch later while laughing at themselves (and us). They were visiting
with their work supervisor, a bespectacled man they called ‘the philoso-
pher’. He told us that he employed young people in his business (a restau-
rant) because people ‘don’t invest enough money in youth’. Just in this
small group, there were some who are thrilled by the good buys that
vendors offer, some who were dismissive of the deal-seekers, and others
who liked the vendors but just didn’t want to shop. When we asked how
they felt about the vendors, one young woman said: ‘I like the stuff because
it’s cheap!’ The philosopher immediately countered with: ‘She’s American.
Go to the core of why we’re really here’, followed by: ‘I don’t knock
anyone.’ Another young woman said the vendors are ‘trying to make their
money; at least they’re not out selling drugs’. The first young man we spoke
with in this group was leaning up against a wall, waiting for the others to
shop or look around. He told us that he came because the events of
September 11th are ‘something that’ll be in a history book’ and that, in
contrast to TV-watching, it is ‘not real till you see it for your own self ’. As
for the vendors, ‘It’s good. I like anyone getting their hustle on.’ Yet he also
said that, personally, he ‘wouldn’t buy [a Ground Zero hat]’ because ‘I
don’t want to represent Ground Zero.’ He can’t represent Ground Zero,
he said, because he doesn’t have a claim to the experience. He told us that
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perhaps we could wear the hat, and thereby represent Ground Zero,
because we were both in New York City on September 11th.

Another visitor to Ground Zero saw no problems with wearing a
Ground Zero cap, even though he was a businessman from California. He
commented that he would perhaps wear it on the one-year anniversary of
the attack on the World Trade Center (which was then about six months
away). We found his response particularly compelling because it reveals the
intention one shopper had when he bought his cap. It is an example of one
of the many ways World Trade Center-related items are incorporated into
people’s commemorative activities. Clearly, people ascribe a wide variety of
meanings to the items they purchase. Even people who did not plan to
purchase anything said they could understand why someone would want a
memento of their visit. Furthermore, many others claimed that vendors are
simply providing a service to people who want a memory of the loss of lives
and the loss of the towers.

A pathway around the site was opened in June, following the ceremony
in late May that marked the symbolic end of the ‘search’ for those who
perished. This pathway allowed visitors to approach the chain-link fence
that ran around the perimeter of the site, especially on the southern side
where visitors could see the remains of a subway tunnel and catch glimpses
of busy workmen. We approached one woman near the officially marked
‘good view’ spot. Originally from Puerto Rico, but now hailing from the
Bronx, she told us that she had not been in the World Trade Center
neighborhood since attending a concert there in 2000. For whatever
reason, she came to take a look. When we asked how she felt about vendors,
she told us, ‘Isn’t that horrible?’ She took a key chain out of her wallet
and told us it was ‘from before’. We asked if it would be better if the items
were not sold near the site, and she said, ‘I don’t think they should sell it
at all.’

Likewise, a couple who brought their relatives from Italy to the site
were not enthusiastic about the vendors, even though their relatives bought
pictures. ‘I think there’s an irreverence about that’, commented the
woman; her husband chimed in, ‘I wouldn’t buy it, but that’s human
nature.’ Elaborating on his human nature comment, he asserted that at
Ground Zero, people are torn between the opposing atmospheres of the
‘carnival’ and the ‘graveyard’: ‘in human nature there’s a pull between
that’. They commented that the atmosphere was ‘surreal’ and said, ‘I don’t
think anyone knows what to expect here.’ As we spoke, there were people
around us laughing and wearing foam Statue of Liberty crowns, which
vendors and nearby shops sell; the aromas of vendors’ hot dogs and roasted
nuts filled the air. Remarking on their visit, she said, ‘I would love to look
and see it, but what are you looking for? It’s a graveyard, that’s what it is.’
In spite of what they described as a carnival-like atmosphere, their feeling
of unease persisted.

For a few visitors, the perceived meaning of the site can become

66

Critique of Anthropology 24(1)

 at RUTGERS UNIV on August 5, 2012coa.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://coa.sagepub.com/


enmeshed with the meaning of their own lives; our meeting with Grace best
underscores this assertion. On a Sunday morning in June, we were at
Ground Zero attempting to attend services at WTC God’s House, an
outdoor, makeshift church consisting of just a table, a cross, and a spray-
painted sign. Catholic masses are held every Sunday on a platform within
the chain-link fence around Ground Zero, but visitors are usually not
allowed in. While talking to a guard, and discovering that we would not be
allowed to enter, we met Grace, who was also trying to get inside. She was
a youthful woman with a blonde ponytail, who, though petite in stature,
made herself a full 5 feet tall by wearing sandals with heels.

While sharing our disappointment at not being able to attend the
service, we struck up a conversation. We soon discovered how deeply her
personal tragedies had become entwined with this site of national tragedy.

Grace related to us that her husband had abused her for 19 years and
then married her best friend after their divorce. She was trying to give her
son a happy home despite the problems in the family, and said that she had
forgiven both her ex-husband and her friend. Also, her deepest desire has
always been to be a singer. In fact, the main reason she came to Ground
Zero was to sing ‘Amazing Grace’ (which she later did, giving a rather
moving rendition of it for us and several other visitors). Eventually, she said,
she wanted to perform the song in a 9/11 tribute on Oprah, yet insisted
that she would take no profits from her appearance. When she marries
again, she said, she wants the ceremony to be held inside Ground Zero,
and wants the groom to be a Ground Zero worker. She described every
detail of the elaborate wedding dress she would wear. Furthermore, she
wished to have an apartment overlooking Ground Zero. Although clearly
her desires are connected with consumption, why does she want to
consume near this particular site? Grace connects the tragedy at Ground
Zero with her own misfortunes, a process which results in a particularly
intense form of venerative consumption. As elaborated above, venerative
consumption involves simultaneous processes of selfishness and selfless-
ness. On the one hand, her desires to virtually own Ground Zero – to be
married there, to live there, to perform there – reveal a theme of consump-
tion. On the other hand, Grace insisted that she would take no profits from
her success as a singer, and would offer her time and emotional energy as
a free service to other visitors. Grace’s case is a good, if unusually extreme,
example of the contradictions of consumption in supposedly sacred spaces.

Visitors who were less emotionally attached to the site than Grace
nevertheless felt strongly about it. These feelings were expressed in their
responses to the question: ‘What would you like to see done with this
space?’ A number of visitors argued for a memorial without re-building the
Twin Towers. For instance, a New Yorker who had worked in Financial
Center #4 said that she would like to see a park with a beautiful lake, but
knew that the property was too valuable to be used for something that will
not make money. A woman visiting from Rhode Island, who passionately
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disapproved of the vendors, hoped for a memorial similar to the one in
Oklahoma City and did not want to see the buildings replaced. However,
she commented that the real estate value would, in the end, prevent such
a memorial from being built. A man from Boston forcefully stated: ‘this is
hallowed ground’, and compared it to an Irish funeral and wake.

Though a contingent of people wanted the space to primarily be a
memorial, others revealed a more pragmatic point of view. A woman from
Florida, visiting with her husband, argued that only having a memorial ‘is
living in the past’. She wanted a more ‘useful’ memorial. A lifetime New
Yorker commented, with some amazement as well as distaste, that ‘You
never see this kind of sunlight in Manhattan.’ In response to our question
about what to do with the space, he stated: ‘I don’t want a park. I’ve heard
people say that this place is a cemetery, but . . . people have died every-
where, so every place could be sacred.’ He comments further that a park
is not ‘useful’. ‘Why?’ we asked. Because ‘a park wouldn’t offer commerce,
which is what this part of town is all about’. An American pragmatism
permeates these statements. If there is a memorial, it should be one that is
‘useful’. By ‘useful’ these visitors seem to mean ‘money-making’; after all,
it is likely that downtown New York was targeted for the attacks precisely
because it is a symbol of American capitalism.

Still others wanted to see the towers rebuilt, perhaps even taller than
before. A man whose father and uncle helped build the World Trade
Center said another skyscraper should go up (though perhaps not on the
exact same spot). When asked why, he stated: ‘We all need to remember
this so we’ll know why we’re at war.’ A costume designer from England
remarked, ‘Would you want to leave empty space as a shrine?’ A sales
manager from New York City, who was bringing her Taiwanese cousin to
visit the site, said: ‘They should re-build, soon.’ When asked why, she
answered, ‘Because the longer we don’t, the terrorists affect us. It’ll prove
to the terrorists that it will not stop our life.’ These statements reveal the
multiple meanings that rebuilding the site can have: it can mean remem-
bering one’s anger, creating a new shrine to those who perished, or
showing patriotic American bravado.

The protection of sacred space: Ground Zero as
proto-museum

While many visitors to Ground Zero come to be near the raw reality of
danger and tragedy, it is important to keep in mind that the space is
constantly being shaped and controlled by various actors with often
opposing motivations. The construction of the viewing platform, which
stood from February until June 2002, with its auxiliary ticket booth and
waiting line, is only the most obvious case of this construction. Countless
smaller details went into the creation of Ground Zero as a viewable site and
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in the creation of a special kind of ‘national disaster tourism’. This type of
tourism can be compared to the case of the Pearl Harbor memorial as
described by Chidester and Linenthal (1995) or the Vietnam Veterans
memorial as described by Marita Sturken (1998). At both Ground Zero and
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, for instance, visitors often leave personal
items for the dead that are incorporated into public displays. The differ-
ence is that in Washington the practice has become highly systematized,
with the official numbering and cataloguing of items, while in New York
the items are simply tacked onto the accumulation of flags, cards, flowers
and teddy bears which graces the fence around St Paul’s Chapel.

This comparison suggests that Ground Zero in June 2002 shared some
of the characteristics of the museums and formal memorials studied by
those social scientists who are interested in memory, and the contestations
over how such memorials will be publicly instituted. However, the few short
months between September 2001 and February 2002 were not enough time
to allow the formation of a complete and authoritative museum. This is why
the notion of a ‘proto-museum’ – a museum-like space where versions of
memory are on display but the official message is still malleable and subject
to continuous re-interpretation and debate – is useful for thinking about
Ground Zero.

We can point to several instances of museum-like exhibits in and
around the Ground Zero site. These include the ‘towers of light’ temporary
memorial, which projected a ghostly after-image of the World Trade Center
into the sky between February and March 2002, the Koenig Sphere
displayed in Battery Park, as well as the collections of objects in front of St
Paul’s Chapel.

Not all aspects of the Ground Zero proto-museum are so obvious,
however. Looking deeper into the structure of the site, one of the most
telling dimensions to the construction of ‘sacred’ space is the maintenance
of an elastic ‘vendor-free zone’ surrounding Ground Zero itself. When this
research began in February 2002, for example, vending of World Trade
Center items was allowed on the eastern, but not on the western side of
Broadway. Essentially, the local police forces had drawn an invisible line
down the middle of Broadway, which extended and continued in a large
ring around the entire disaster area, and officially separated the vendor-
free sacred space that surrounded the site from the mundane and commer-
cial space beyond it.

Vendors who ignored the regulation and set up on the west side of
Broadway were subject to harassment and eviction by police officers.10

Sammy often ignored this rule. One day, we were standing behind his table,
listening to him attract customers with his catchy slogans. We noticed a
heavyset policeman making the rounds down Broadway. ‘You’re too close
to the site’, said the policeman, ‘You’ll have to move your table.’ ‘I’m a
veteran’, the vendor responded, refusing to move from his spot, ‘I have a
yellow license.’
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In this case, a vendor challenged the police force’s conception of the
borders of ‘sacred space’. He claimed that his own identity as a Vietnam
veteran and his holding of a yellow license freed him of the accusations of
profiteering leveled at other vendors. And indeed, the policeman,
although not entirely convinced, was at least willing to let him hold on to
his position on the west corner of Broadway.

The invisible boundary around the ‘vendor-free’ zone was not a station-
ary one, however. Interestingly, it wandered back and forth across the
streets of downtown, moving in harmony with a complex set of external
factors. For instance, vendors told us that when Mayor Bloomberg publicly
visited Ground Zero on 6 April 2002, the police cleared all of them out of
the area. Both sides of Broadway and even surrounding blocks were
suddenly off limits. Similarly, vendors with tables were nowhere to be seen
on September 11th 2002, although a few determined souls stood on street
corners selling handfuls of American flags to the willing crowds. In spite of
these periodic expansions, long-term observations reveal a gradual contrac-
tion of the vendor-free zone around Ground Zero. While in the first
months after the attacks, any sales of such items would have been unthink-
able, within four months the line had moved to allow sales on the eastern
side of Broadway. By June 2002, we regularly saw vendors as close as the
eastern side of Church Street, which placed them just across the street from
the fence around the construction area.

One hot June afternoon, while speaking with Sammy, who was now set
up on Church Street, a woman came running to tell him that two under-
cover cops, disguised as a husband and wife, were removing vendors from
the area. Sure enough, within a few moments, the man dressed in a UPS
shirt appeared with a woman, and insisted that the vendor move. As far as
we could tell, these police officers never accused him of breaking a specific
law, echoing Lucy’s earlier complaint that ‘the law is not real law’. After all,
they are licensed to sell their merchandise in the city. Instead, they
addressed the vendor with the following: ‘Look at those pictures. You know
you can’t be selling those.’ In these cases, the police force’s moral objec-
tions have effectively become the law. However, this incident is useful in
showing that some visitors do strongly sympathize with the vendors. While
many visitors would have welcomed this eviction, this visitor felt enough
camaraderie that she would intervene on their behalf.

The anger and moral indignation of the police force is hard to over-
estimate. Unlike the visitors, who may be morally opposed to the trade of
World Trade Center pictures and paraphernalia close to the site but are
unable to stop it from happening, the police are able to enforce their
morality. Early on in the project, when we asked Elizabeth what her most
popular item was, she told us that many visitors asked for graphic pictures
of people jumping from the buildings or caught on fire. She quickly added
that she did not sell these items herself. To do so was to risk the wrath of
the police, who were known to have beaten a vendor who was caught selling
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them. Another vendor told us that he himself had been beaten and maced,
despite his physical handicap, when he refused to comply with a police
order to move his table. Incidents like this one are less likely to generate
mass anger, however, because the status of police has risen since their
dramatic sacrifices on September 11th. A pair of female officers, for
instance, told us that people have treated them much better since the
disaster: ‘[it’s] 360 degrees from one year ago. . . . Before, people focused
on police brutality.’ Now complete strangers hug them, bring them flowers,
and even bless them, as one Catholic priest did.

The situation of street vendors and their relationship to the NYPD
highlights some of the same central contradictions that hang over the
commercialization of Ground Zero in general. For instance, it is logical to
assume that what bothers the police about the vendors is the same thing
that bothers the visitors, namely, that they are assumed to be making a
profit from the tragedy of 9/11. Such an assumption would be supported
by the differential treatment received by hot dog vendors, who we often saw
openly selling their products in the vendor-free zone. Besides the fact that
vendors with carts are often wealthier and more established, this implies
that the police object only to the most direct profiting from tragedy, when
the vendor is deliberately marketing the memory of September 11th. But,
curiously, when other businesses engage in the same activity, the same rules
don’t seem to apply. For instance, Ground Zero-related merchandise is sold
in the nearby Hallmark shop; and, as mentioned above, no one seems to
object to Century 21 cashing in.

In a broad sense, the idea that making a profit is wrong goes against
all the conventions of everyday American life, and just as most visitors are
unwilling unequivocally to condemn the vendors, the police are unwilling
to punish everyone who profits from marketing the memory of Ground
Zero. In fact, bringing money into downtown was a major justification for
the city’s decision to open the site to tourism. In this situation, commerce
is paradoxically defined as healing the city and as a ghoulish profit from
death. Unfortunately, the moral indignation felt by so many and the
boundary around the site enforced by the police affects mainly those who
are most visible to public scrutiny and most incapable of shielding them-
selves from it. Those made visible at Ground Zero encompass a group
molded by nationality, class and race, which combine to exclude them from
the cocoon of invisibility enjoyed by vending managers and the manu-
facturers of the merchandise. Century 21, perhaps because of its physical
permanence as an institution as well as the public discourse that celebrates
New York’s official downtown business community, possesses a certain legit-
imacy that street vendors seem unable to capture, even if they hold an
official license and do not sell bootleg items.
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Conclusion

Our research has revealed a host of unresolved contradictions of meaning
which result in actual disagreements and arguments in and around Ground
Zero. Should the site be a place of commerce as well as mourning, or
should commerce be forbidden? Can shopping be a way of honoring the
dead, or is it fundamentally a selfish activity?

Should office buildings go up on the site again, or should it remain as
a sort of cemetery? Each of these disagreements brings us back to our intro-
ductory discussion about the paradox of capital in modern society. Max
Weber, in his study of religious asceticism, comments on the conflicts
between money and meaning in a rational economy:

A rational economy is a functional organization oriented to money prices which
originate in the interest-struggles of men in the market. . . . Money is the most
abstract and ‘impersonal’ element that exists in human life. The more the
world of the modern capitalist economy follows its own immanent laws, the less
accessible it is to any imaginable relationship with a religious ethic of brother-
liness. The more rational, and thus impersonal, capitalism becomes, the more
is this the case. (Gerth and Mills, 1946: 330)

For Weber, brotherliness was a principle that operated in societies domi-
nated by ‘prophetic’ religions, in which all members of society, particularly
the more privileged, were obligated to support those in need. While the
particular typological distinctions that Weber was making are less import-
ant in this instance, perhaps this model can be useful in understanding the
connotations of commercialism that we have observed in New York after
9/11. During moments of tragedy, such as that which occurred on Septem-
ber 11th 2001, we can indeed observe an increased spirit of brotherliness
in action. Observe the tremendous increase in volunteerism in the weeks
after September 11th, and the impression, voiced by the media and again
by many of our informants, that New York was ‘pulling together’ in order
to survive the unprecedented violence in the city. The social climate of New
York at that moment can be seen as a temporary, but significant, return of
the collective ethic of brotherliness.

As Weber points out, the rational and individualistic market calculation
that characterizes capitalistic enterprise has a troubled relationship with
any such feelings of brotherliness. Visitors’ disapproval and police and fire
department anger towards vendors, lawsuits between City Merchandise and
branches of the FDNY: all these conflicts exist over debates as to who should
legitimately profit from this tragedy.

The uneasy relationship between the ideal of brotherliness and the
reality of moral and legal disputes, we suspect, is why so many visitors object
to the idea of ‘profit’. In the case of Ground Zero, it always means the gain
of one individual or group at the expense of another. Countless times,
visitors told us that if only the vendors donated a portion of their profits to
the family of the victims, thereby making a concession to ‘brotherliness’,
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then their practices would be acceptable. In reality, most of the vendors are
living at a bare subsistence level, but because the visitors are not aware of
the complexity of the vending trade around Ground Zero, they wrongly
assume that they take home all the money from their sales.

These same conflicting ideals of brotherliness and personal gain are all
the more troublesome because both are deeply connected to notions of
what it means to be an American. Being an American, according to much
of our government’s public discourse as well as many of our informants’
comments, means being pragmatic, moving on with life and putting
business before emotions. The very notion of a central space set aside for
mourning and grievance clashes with the general pursuit of ‘business as
usual’. These clashes are especially evident in people’s comments on what
constitutes proper behavior at a site marked by both sacredness and pro-
fanity.

In some ways, our research raises more questions than answers. Can
people mourn deeply and sincerely over collective tragedy despite the
consumer capitalist environment of contemporary America? Or do our
social conventions automatically result in gawking tourists and new office
buildings? Is there a third possibility? To look beyond the dichotomy of
sincerity and shallowness and see ways in which money, mourning, and
morality are deeply and irreversibly intertwined? We hope that continued
work on this topic will help to shed light on these questions, especially as
Ground Zero progresses from the status of proto-museum to that of an
actual museum after the construction of permanent memorial structures.
It will be interesting to see how the tensions and conflicts present in the
early stages of memorialization change and develop as official and perma-
nent memorials are built.

Postscript

Not long before this article was submitted to the journal, we returned to
Ground Zero on 3 February 2003, to get a sense of how the site had
changed over the course of a year. Just the day before, the Columbia space
shuttle disaster occurred. Simultaneously, President Bush was leading the
charge for war against Iraq, and Secretary of State Colin Powell was trying
to argue the case before the United Nations. At the site itself, significant
changes in its presentation have occurred over the past year. Specifically,
we have seen the museum-like quality of the site gain ground. If the Ground
Zero we knew was a proto-museum, then in the space of a year it had
become much more like a developed, official museum. For instance,
instead of the bedraggled chain-link fence that used to surround the site,
there is now a formidable metal barrier about 14 feet high, featuring
official images and displays telling the history of the building of the Trade
Center, and describing the kinds of public activities that took place in its

73

Hurley & Trimarco: Morality and Merchandise

 at RUTGERS UNIV on August 5, 2012coa.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://coa.sagepub.com/


plaza. Most of the trailers and bulldozers that used to sit on the opposite
side of the fence are gone now, giving viewers a clear look down into the
wide pit below. Many of the vendors seemed to have been herded into a
single block near the site, but more daring vendors set up in front of the
site on impromptu tables made from garbage cans and cardboard boxes,
constantly on the look-out for police.

We found further evidence for the growth of a museum-like atmos-
phere near Ground Zero in the Winter Garden area of the World Finacial
Center, just across an overpass from the site, termed the ‘Ground Zero
bridge’ by some residents. Here the nine architectural firms who had devel-
oped renewal plans have constructed large exhibits to give viewers a
glimpse of the possible futures of the site. The reversal of the typical
museum pattern was striking: instead of images of the past, the Winter
Garden exhibit consisted of displays from the future, most or all of which
will never come to be. However, the interest of the crowd was definitely
piqued, and some of the more popular exhibits were difficult to see for the
milling crowd clustered around them.

Just a few days after our visit, the city announced that two of the
proposals had been selected as finalists. One of these was the THINK firm’s
design, which would rebuild the World Trade Center as the ‘World
Cultural Center’, two ghostly skeletal structures with suspended museums
and concert halls. Surely the shift from a World Trade Center to a World
Cultural Center should grab an anthropologist’s attention? It indicates a
shift from the blatant glorification of capital to something more ‘cultural’,
perhaps implying less capitalistic activities such as fostering the arts or
creating public space. However, the design also includes less prominent
buildings that are mainly office space. In the design, it is clear that making
money – while still an essential component – is now moved out of its former
place in the spotlight. Another startling aspect of the Winter Garden
exhibit was a statement included in the design by the Skidmore Ownings
and Merrill corporation. They stated that their plan would make downtown
Manhattan into a ‘sacred precinct’. While the local use of a concept of
sacred space had marked the site since the beginning of our research, the
explicit use of such terminology by city planners is evidence of an official
attempt to mark the space as sacred.

However, it’s important to stress the fact that the ‘sacredness’ attrib-
uted by many to Ground Zero does not amount to a consensus. Because
the events of September 11th 2001 have been utilized politically to justify
a wide variety of policies, including a drive towards war in Iraq, people’s
interpretations of the new exhibits around Ground Zero inevitably have
political implications. Take the example of the Koenig Sphere, a bronze
sculpture that used to decorate the World Trade Center plaza. A plaque in
front of the sphere, displayed in Battery Park, explicitly outlines its ‘official’
symbolic meaning:
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For three decades, this sculpture stood in the plaza of the World Trade Center.
Entitled ‘The Sphere,’ it was conceived by artist Fritz Koenig as a symbol of
world peace. It was damaged during the tragic events of September 11th, 2001,
but endures as an icon of hope and the indestructibility of Americans.

While sitting in Battery Park mulling over this sphere, we asked an account-
ing clerk visiting downtown New York from Rhode Island what the sphere
meant to her. She told us, ‘It originally symbolized world peace, and I hope
it still symbolizes that.’ She commented that she was amazed that ‘the
object that symbolized world peace survived’. At moments such as these,
the planners and city officials have the power not only to select these
symbols but to publicly interpret them. This woman’s comments, however,
show that not all visitors accept the ‘official’ interpretation of the sphere,
or of Ground Zero itself.

Closer to the actual WTC site, we met a young man from Delaware who
had similar views. When asked what he would like to see built in the place
of the World Trade Center, he gazed up at the empty space and said:

I don’t think they should build it back. There should be a memorial. I’ll tell
you what would be nice. A big globe of the world, as big as this whole place with
a giant peace sign on it. That would be nice. That won’t happen, though. 

This man’s comments, and the woman’s statement above reveal that some
visitors argued against military action even before war appeared imminent.

At the time of writing, New York City has just witnessed some of the
largest marches against war in the city’s history. On 15 February 2003, a
crowd numbering between 300,000 and 500,000 gathered in the city’s
streets to protest against the Bush administration’s effort to use the
memory of September 11th to justify war in Iraq. Simultaneously there is –
and has been – support for military action among visitors. A woman visiting
with her sister from San Antonio argued for a memorial to the military at
Ground Zero. When asked why, she responded, ‘Because they’re finding
out who’s responsible for this . . . [they’re] protecting our freedom. I’m
very pro-military, San Antonio is a military town.’

If the World Trade Center is a shrine to capitalism for some, for others
it has become a shrine to peace. The original dedication of the Koenig
Sphere to the concept of world peace shows that this is not a new interpre-
tation, even though it may be superseded by current political rhetoric.
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the warm cooperation and incisive commentaries of the souvenir vendors
at ground zero.

Notes

1 For a sample of such critiques, see Harvey (1989) and Smith (1984).
2 We found that the literature on tourism tended to focus on postcolonial

contexts, and theories from this context were difficult to graft on to such a
decisively ‘core’ location as downtown Manhattan. Readings in this category
include John Urry (1997) and Valene Smith (1989). One article that brings up
related issues of tourism in a place considered ‘sacred’ is Bryan Pfaffenberger
(1983).

3 See the work of Paul Stoller (2002a, 2002b) and Mitchell Duneier (1999) for a
good sampling of work on street vending in New York City.

4 For information on vending licenses in New York City, see the website of the
NYC Department of Consumer Affairs: [http://www.nyc.gov/consumers].

5 The incidents of police harassment are discussed in more depth in the section
on Police.

6 For more information on the New York City Store, see [http://www.nycitystore.
com], part of the [www.nyc.gov] site.

7 We found information about the relationship between City Merchandise and
New York City on the website of Good Jobs New York, a non-profit organization
dedicated to informing the public about economic subsidies granted to private
companies in New York City. They published the minutes of the November
2002 Public Hearing of the NYC Industrial Development Agency. Though still
pending, city government subsidies for City Merchandise had been proposed.
This raises the question of why the city would subsidize a company which
competes with its own City Store.

8 Though the Post cannot be counted on for unbiased reporting, to say the least,
they did trace this dispute and provide some facts. Their position on the issue
is perhaps best expressed in their quote from Mayor Michael Bloomberg:
‘Nobody should be making money off the name of the Police and Fire Depart-
ment. Particularly now. It’s tasteless’ (‘Police Out in Force to Pounce on
Peddlers’, New York Post, 2002b).

9 Michael Taussig (1983) has argued that the folk model of indigenous people
in rural Colombia asserted that capitalist concepts of money and accumulation
were devils, not unlike the folk models of some visitors to Ground Zero. The
second half of the book relied on the data of June Nash, published in her 1979
work We Eat the Mines and the Mines Eat Us, resulting in dispute between the two
authors.

10 However, vendors working for managers always told us the position of their
table was a decision of their supervisor, and not their own.
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