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were sincerely interested, polite, and willing to
consider a variety of views.

About a month after September 11 I spoke
with a Pakistani man who was tired of hearing
complaints about the treatment of Muslims in
America. He argued -- quite correctly -- that any
country that had suffered an attack of this magni-
tude would take out its rage on ethnic minorities
deemed to be related to the perpetrators. America,
he reasoned, had behaved better than most would
and he was grateful for that.

On balance, I agree with him. In my pro-
tected environment, where academia is often called
“a community of ideas,” my only complaint is the
readiness of people to connect ideas to ethnicity, as
if ancestry equaled agreement. After September 11,
ancestry apparently equaled culpability.
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One of the most disturbing images associ-
ated with the September 11 terrorist attacks was
the media’s depiction of young Palestinians cele-
brating in support of the violence and destruction
perpetuated against the United States. From my
experience in Iran, I (Simine Vazire) suspected that
these clips were not representative of Middle East-
ern young adults and that the inevitable prejudice
that they would breed was unwarranted. Unfortu-
nately, Americans have little exposure to the trends
and values of younger generations in the Middle
East. What little media coverage we get usually
focuses on political figures and religious zealots,
ignoring the growing voice of young people open
to new ideas.

This may be due in part to the history of

conflict between the U.S. and Iran, dating back to
1953 when the CIA planned and funded a coup that
put the Shah in power. This had serious repercus-
sions, culminating in the role of the U.S. in the dic-
tatorial government and the 1979 revolution
against the Shah’s power. After the revolution,
Ayatollah Khomeini established the Islamic Re-
public of Iran and fueled anti-American sentiment,
leading to the 1979-1981 hostage crisis in which
52 Americans were held captive for 444 days. The
Iran-Iraq war, lasting from 1980 to 1988, did little
to improve this tension. During the war, which re-
sulted in 600,000 Iranian casualties, the U.S. sup-
plied weapons to Iraq and, to a lesser, more secre-
tive extent, to Iran. Soon thereafter, the U.S. Navy
committed a blunder that further complicated Iran-
U.S. relations. In 1988, the American cruiser
U.S.S. Vincennes shot down an Iranian commer-
cial airliner, claiming to have mistaken it for an F-
14 fighter. Two hundred and ninety people were
killed in the accident, although the U.S. apolo-
gized, replaced the aircraft, and paid 62 million
dollars in compensation for the loss of lives.

In the last decade, Iran-U.S. relations have
been improving. After 14 years of separation from
my Iranian family following the revolution, [ had a
chance to witness the changing culture firsthand in
my visits to Iran in 1994 and 2000. In contrast to
1994, 1 noticed signs of Westernization in 2000,
indicating Iranians’ desire to move towards better
relations with the U.S. In addition, the last two
presidential elections in Iran saw an overwhelming
majority of young adults voting for the reformist
candidate, Mohammad Khatami rather than the
conservative hard-line party. Despite these rapid
changes, I feel there is still very little understand-
ing by Americans of the cultural climate in Iran
and the similarities and differences in opinion be-
tween Iranians and Americans. The September 11
attacks gave me a unique opportunity to document
cultural differences in young people’s sentiments
on this historic event.

With the help of my uncle, the Vice Presi-
dent of Culture at the University of Damghan, Iran,
I constructed a brief questionnaire tapping into the
students’ perceptions of and reactions to the terror-
ist attacks. These questions addressed issues such
as students’ beliefs about the motivation behind the
attacks, the morality of the attacks, how the U.S.
should respond to the attacks, and general senti-
ments towards the U.S. and Americans. The ques-
tionnaire was translated into Farsi and distributed
to over 100 college students in both countries five
weeks after the attacks. The University of Dam-
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ghan’s enthusiastic cooperation in this research
suggested that there is a wealth of potential for
cross-cultural research on a wide variety of topics,
including social psychological, political, and cul-
tural phenomena.

The data I gathered revealed many signifi-
cant findings. The questionnaire tapped into two
major constructs, pro-U.S. patriotism and emo-
tional threat/reactance. As expected, the American
students scored higher on both factors than did the
Iranian students. More specifically, the pattern of
results suggests that the American students had
stronger opinions about the attacks, circling more
extreme answers than the Iranian students. In addi-
tion to the intensity of their responses, the two
groups also differed on the direction of their re-
sponses on several items. In particular, the Iranian
students expressed much less favorable views of
Americans and much less support for military re-
taliation against the attackers. The two groups
agreed, however, in their strong opinion that the
attackers’ actions were morally wrong and that the
attacks were of international significance. The stu-
dents’ comments on the questionnaires also indi-
cated that there was a broad range of reactions to
the attacks among Iranian college students and that
they were very interested in contributing their
views to the dialogue.

Turning to the implications and conclu-
sions, if both groups of students agreed that the
terrorist actions were morally wrong, why would
retaliation seem so much more necessary to Ameri-
can students? One explanation is that whereas
American students remain mostly unaware of the
United States’ role in world politics and how we
are perceived by other countries, Iranian students
may have a deeper understanding of the complexi-
ties of the geopolitical landscape in the Middle
East. Thus, although Iranian students noticed the
antecedents of the September 11 attacks, the strikes
seemed to come from nowhere to the American
students, leading to more extreme reactions.

The September 11 attacks changed the face
of international relations beyond the obvious mili-
tary and political consequences. Middle Easterners
in the U.S. have suffered from prejudice due in part
to an overly simplistic view of cultural differences.
The attacks should encourage American social sci-
entists to examine the role of Middle Eastern cul-
ture in shaping people’s reactions to global events.
From the present research we can catch a glimpse
of where these differences lie and perhaps foster a
greater level of understanding between two cul-

tures with a long history of both cooperation and
hostility. Though President Bush’s recent State of
the Union Address condemnation of Iran as part of
a terrorist “axis of evil” has set back this move-
ment towards understanding, it may not have
ended a process of reconciliation.
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Individual Identity, Collective
Experience, and Memory
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Americans are generally considered and
consider themselves individualists. For some, this
"fact" is a source of pride; others lament it but few
doubt it. Americans tend to see themselves as indi-
vidual "I"s interacting with other individual "I"s.
Yet, when two planes crashed into the World Trade
Center (WTC) and thousands of people died, the
vast majority of Americans experienced the attacks
as assaults on “us” whether or not they knew any
of the victims.

For the overwhelming majority of Ameri-
cans, their "I" identity as individuals is inseparable
from their "we" identity as Americans. (I have
taken this usage of "I" and "we" identities from
Norbert Elias. See his The Society of Individuals,
1991.) In some way, for most Americans, some-
thing as vast and abstract as the United States is
incorporated into their individual sense of personal
identity. What happens to the U.S. is felt and re-
membered as having happened to “me.” The "we"
of America is incorporated into millions of individ-
ual "I"s, though, of course, it is incorporated in dif-
ferent ways by different people. Most Americans
will remember the attack on the WTC as a personal
assault.

Let us assume a similar attack had hap-
pened in Toronto or Mexico City. Americans
would have been upset and sympathetic but they
would not have been affected to nearly the same
degree even though many Americans live closer to
Toronto or Mexico City than they do to New York.
To be sure, there are rational reasons to be more
concerned with the WTC attack. If Americans are




