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9/11 Lesson Plan

a presentation by Jeanette

Genre

A newspaper commentary.

Subject

What to teach students on the 1-year anniversary of the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center, September 11, 2001.

Structure

The text begins with a short introduction followed by 3 parts entitled 'Lesson #1', 'Lesson #2' and 'Lesson #3', each of them posing a question which is then answered, the first two with the use of quotations. All three parts are concluded with a section called assigned reading. 

Summary

First the writer refers to an article in The (New York) Times that deals with "the trouble teachers have in deciding what to tell students on Sept. 11." The journalist states that it is "a serious question, a moment for moral clarity", and then proceeds by presenting the three lessons he would teach.

Lesson #1 poses the question "Who are they?", they being the terrorists. The reply is that they are evil people "who are not poor, not abused - but envious", people whose societies have "failed to prepare them for modernity" and of whom the most evil ones attacked "the symbol of modernity - America." Next, these statements are supported by quoting the Egyptian playwright Ali Salem, who describes the terrorists as pathologically jealous, as dwarfs who "search for towers and all those who tower mightily." The journalist concludes by listing 3 affirmations, each followed by a negation: Their complaints are about psychology, not politics, they aim at destroying America, not reforming it, and they can only be defeated, not negotiated with. 

As assigned reading, the journalist proposes a newspaper essay by Larry Miller in The Weekly Standard on January 14, 2002, which sermon-like asks its readers to "listen carefully" and "say with me". Miller states that "We're good, they're evil, nothing is relative", emphasising that by good, he does not mean perfect, as this may only be said of Jesus Christ, here referred to as "the bearded guy on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel." Despite the imperfection, says Miller, America has been and always will be greatest nation on Earth, which may be proven by opening all the world's borders; according to Miller this would leave all but America deserted.
 Finally Miller asks people not to forget the people who got killed in the attack and always confront immoral relativists, stressing that the Americans did not start it all.   

Lesson #2 deals with the question "Who are we?", i.e. the Americans. In reply, the journalist states that the Americans are not better than others but live by the best system, inspired by democracy, women's rights and religious tolerance - values and traditions that the Arab-Muslim world lacks and thus explain its main differences from Western civilisation. 

This time the assigned reading is a book by military historian Victor Davis Hanson, who thinks it is more important to stress what we are doing, namely preserving Western civilisation, rather than what we are not doing, that is, fighting the Arab-Muslim world. Thus, runs Hanson's argument, there is no need to excuse ourselves but instead point out hat the Arab-Muslim leaders and journalists are illegitimate and have no right to moralise about Americans due to the lack of elections and a free press in their societies.

Lesson #3 asks the question "Why does so many foreigners reject the evil perpetrators of 9/11 but still dislike America?" The journalist explains this by arguing that what the Americans do often contradicts what they say. This he exemplifies by referring to the manner in which America supports repressive Arab regimes to get cheap oil as well as the Israelis to get election votes. Also, the US demands that other countries support the war on terror while it does not support their struggle against global warming. So, the writer concludes, "while evil people hate us for who we are, many good people dislike us for what we do", wherefore Americans must strive to be the best, most consistent and principled global citizens. 

The final assigned readings are 3 texts central to what constitutes American society, namely the Constitution itself, President Woodrow Wilson's Fourteen Points
 and the Declaration of Independence. 

Comments

In short, this journalist advocates a clear, non-relativist explanation of the terrorist attack. He asks for moral clarity, refuses to neither understand nor excuse the attackers and agrees with Miller's statement that nothing is relative. Thus, he opposes cultural relativism, i.e. the position that all points of view are equally valid and that all truth is relative to the individual and his or her environment. In calling America and Western civilisation better than the rest, his ideas may be defined as being ethnocentric.


Stylistically, the clear, short form of the text may be said to support its clear-cut statements. The comparative shortness of and lack of quotations in the last section suggest a wish to downplay the self-contradictory aspects, i.e. the less clear-cut issues, of American culture.

Themes

1. September 11.

2. Clash of Cultures – the conflict is dealt with as a clash between Western civilisation and the Arab-Muslim world.

3. American Ethnocentrism – the belief that America is the world's best nation.

4. Educating the Public – journalism as a means of instructing people.

Links

· The news-excerpts we have watched and the discussions we have had about 9/11 and the conflict with Iraq (as well as Bowling for Columbine) – dealing with American ethnocentrism, aggression and Big Brother-attitude.

· 'A Song of Patriotic Prejudice' – another example of ethnocentric pride.

· 'My Son the Fanatic' – a literary exploration of the clash between Western civilisation and the Arab-Muslim world.
Background

Thomas L. Friedman is the Foreign Affairs columnist for The New York Times, a U.S. newspaper founded in 1851. In Everyman's Encyclopaedia it is described as "widely regarded as one of the leading American newspapers, being among the most influential and highly respected of the few papers which are distributed nationally. … An independent paper, it generally supports the Democrats politically, and has been at the forefront of controversy involving the freedom to publish material against the general wish of the government." Friedman has been awarded the Pulitzer Prize twice, meaning that his comments, as well as the newspaper he writes for, represent an important American voice.
  
� Miller says everybody would line up to se 'The Producers'. I believe he refers to a recent, multi award-winning Broadway musical by Mel Brooks, see http://www.producersonbroadway.com/.


� See http://www.lib.byu.edu/~rdh/wwi/1918/14points.html.


� You may read more about the journalist on http://www.thomaslfriedman.com/thomasfriedman.htm.
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