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“Are you ok?” The words popped up 
on my screen as I was riding the Metro to 
my apartment in Paris on Nov. 13. I was 
confused at first. But as the news alerts and 
notifications started coming in, fear took 
over. Fear of being caught in the middle 
of the attack, and equally as intense, fear 
that the perpetrator would be identified 
as Muslim. As I made my way home as 
quickly as possible, I was overwhelmed 
by worry and grief, thinking about friends 
and classmates in Paris and my family back 
home who didn’t know if I was safe. 

Over the next few days, my fear quickly 
gave way to anger as the hateful and violent 
actions of terrorists were met with hurtful 
reactions from fellow students and citizens. 
Paris received an outpouring of love and 
solidarity in social media, but silence 
surrounded an attack of similar magnitude 
in Beirut the day before, even despite a 
level of press coverage. 

What did that say about the value of life 
outside the Western world? 

Right wing pundits inspired xenophobia 
towards refugees and touted gun freedoms, 
claiming it could have prevented such an 
atrocity. But perhaps more hurtful were 
“liberals” in Paris and even back home 
who, through the language of respecting 
the trauma of Paris, silenced the voices of 
those who were crying out for a broader 
trauma—those mourning a trauma that 
recognized both the victims of Paris and 
the victims of Beirut, those who lost their 
lives and those who would now live in fear 
of backlash because of ethnicity, religion 
or nationality. My own friends discounted 
people of color begging for their grief to 
be recognized, and they even went so far as 
to group us with the pundits and politicians 
who leveraged the Paris attacks for political 
gains. 

Mourning is not a zero-sum game. We 
do not have a finite number of prayers to 

offer in the wake of a tragedy. Calling on 
our friends, on social media or in the real 
world, to be cognizant of what it means 
for Facebook to have only a French flag 
filter, ignoring the simultaneous tragedies 
in Beirut and Baghdad and beyond, is not 
conflation. It does not imply that mourning 
for Paris takes away from solidarity with 
other places—that is selective mourning. I 
was told that my statements politicized a 
tragedy. The irony? These comments came 
from the very people waving their flags and 
fueling nationalist rhetoric. Their mourning 
was political. Their apathy was political.

But why was I the one troubled by guilt? 
My coping and mourning in the wake of 
what happened on Nov. 13 looked and 
felt significantly different from my white 
American friends. They were mentally and 
emotionally shaken up and rightfully so. 
But their worries were limited to a random 
attack and would never extend to a deep 
rooted fear of being held suspect for their 
identity. They would never have to fear the 
attacker in addition to being seen as the 
attacker. 

I lacked the same emotional reaction 
they visibly showed. The sad truth is that 
this wasn’t the first time I had experienced 
such trauma, and it wouldn’t be the last. 

When I was 12 years old, I was in 
Pakistan when a political leader was 
assassinated. I witnessed the resulting riots 
and shootings, and I remember the national 
trauma surrounding the death and ensuing 
violence.

I have family in Peshawar whose close 
friends and teachers were slain when the 
Taliban shot over a hundred school children 
and teachers in the city. I was shaken, 

knowing my own cousins could have been 
victims simply for attending school. 

No one called the Chapel Hill shootings 
last year a terrorist attack, but as a young 
Muslim college student, I walked home 
alone that night afraid that anyone could 
pull up and shoot me too. That feeling has 
remained with me since.

Our collective past and present have 
been shaped by a history of colonialism 
and an ensuing institutional violence —our 
lands occupied, our people abused and 
killed and instability planted for imperial 
gain. Following the Paris attacks, I couldn’t 
help anticipate backlash in a society where 
74 percent of the population thinks Muslims 
are fundamentalist. 

As hard of a truth as it is to swallow, it 
is a privilege that what happened in Paris 
is not the norm. It is a tragedy defined 
by its randomness and its shock. In many 
places, such attacks are simply seen as the 
norm by the rest of the world. Shootings, 
murders, bombings—just another tick in 
the international news cycle, a passing 
thought of how crazy the world is without a 
second thought or prayer.

For Muslims, the terror attacks didn’t 
end on Nov. 13; that night was just the 
beginning of resurgent Islamophobia and 
the persistent fear of being marginalized, 
harassed and terrorized.

My fear lingered as I walked through the 
Metro in the following days, seeing people 
visibly uncomfortable with my presence. 
Regularly stepping back from the edge of 
the tracks, even as I hoped and prayed for 
an end to ISIS attacks, all I could do was 
think of the random stranger that might act 
upon their fear.
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