
Far Away from the Revolutionary Guard
Unesco Festival- Youth from Iran and the U.S. meet in Stuttgart and overcome enemy stereotypes of politics.

Contact between Americans and Iranians is rare - and if it does occur, one does not picture this:  Patrick and Sohrab sit side by side, one in a blue, the other in an orange T-Shirt, each with a plate of Maultaschen (famous dish of Stuttgart) and Kaesespaetzle (homemade noodles with cheese).  Sohrad tries the first bite of the Spaetzle.  He smiles, "This food is not particularly healthy."  Patrick also smiles, "No, definitely not."

The 18-year-old American from St. Louis could have sat at many other tables this evening.  He could have spoken with the medical students from India about the film "Slumdog Millionaire" and with the students from Tunisia about the camel crazy tourists.  He could have asked the Croatians how their country has developed since the end of their Civil War, and he could have learned some funny Welsh toasts from the students from Cardiff.  But he sat down with the Iranian students "because they are nice, and because I have never met any Iranians."

(off to the side of the second paragraph)  " I always thought you found us stupid because we are from Iran."  Awa, 18-year-old Iranian in Stuttgart.

Five hundred young people from 46 countries traveled to Stuttgart for the World Youth Festival of Unesco in order to meet people from other countries and to discuss climate change.  Sixty of these students are gathered here in Feuerbach for a dinner.  Seven of them come from the country once described as "a threat to world peace" by American President, George W. Bush.  Even though the current US President, Barack Obama, has offered Iran a new beginning in diplomatic relations between their countries, it does not look as if Obama and Mahmud Ahmadinedshad will shake hands soon.

Patrick and Sohab have progressed beyond that stage.  They even spent the [previous] night in the same room, sleeping in side by side bunk beds in their sleeping bags. The cautious approach by World Youth Festival host City of Stuttgart shows just how unusual this is.  The city is asking the press not to disclose where the Iranians are staying, as it feels a special responsibility for their safety.  Who knows how far the arm of the revolutionary guards reaches.  

“Hey, I’m getting a chocolate pudding, do you want one, too?,” asks Awan, who sits next to Patrick.  “Sure, that’s nice of you, thanks,” he says.  Later they all chuckle at the thought that Ahmadinedschad and Obama might one day be eating chocolate pudding together.  Eighteen-year-old Awa, who, like Patrick will commence her studies in the fall, has never before talked to an American.  “I always thought you found us stupid because we are from Iran,” she says.  “Strange,” says Patrick, adding he had thought the same thing, only vice versa.  That evening they discover that this is not the only thing they have in common: they usually never use public transportation but always go by car because public transit is poorly developed in their respective counties, they both use Facebook to keep up with friends, and they also both like cold chocolate pudding better than warm.  

Social worker Micha Klamm, who supervises the youths during this week, is not surprised at the harmony between the Americans and the Iranians.  “I see that again and again: there is dispute between the countries on a political level, but the youths get along well.  It’s the same between the Palestinians and the Israelis,” says the head of the Jugendhaus.          

The Iranians have been in Stuttgart three days longer than the Americans.  They completed a full program before the festival even started.  They gazed down into the soccer stadium from the top of the TV Tower, did gymnastic exercises on the Schlossplatz during “Mission Olympic,” and saw every animal in the terrarium of the Wilhelma Zoo.  They took hundreds of photos with their digital cameras and, wearing their jeans, T-shirts and blouses, blended well with the native Suttgarters – until the moment the photographer for the newspaper pulled out his camera.  That was when the youg women pulled their scarves out of their purses and covered their heads the way they would at home in Tehran and Isfahan.  And the T-shirt emblazed with the words “Definitely Naughty” had to be covered with a jacket.  The important thing is to keep up appearances – like the way they are kept up during the photo shoot at dinner in Feuerbach.  Sohrab is telling Patrick about a late evening visit to the Stuttgart Discotheque “Boa.”  Other young people had approached them, asking them where they were from.  “When we said we were from Iran, they left again.  A short while later, they came back: “You look so normal.”  Sohrab laughs a strange laugh as he tells this.  He had also laughed when Patrick asked him whether he was a Muslim.  “But of course.  We all are.”        

And why not?  On the first day of the conference the American students sat with the Iranian students.  The Iranian, Arezou, a (female) physics student who has a passion for heavy metal music band Metallica, was also there.   She too had a "preconceived" idea of what America looks like, one that is not like the America that her president "describes".  "I believe that one can live well in America.  I like the culture," said Arezou.  She would like to complete her doctorate in the United States.  

 

And what did the Americans think of Iran?  They also asked Claire from St. Louis this question during their first evening together.  "That you all have to wear a burka and that you all live in dusty little villages.  At least that’s what we see on TV."  Imagine how a New Yorker would react if someone from Bremen told him he thought New Yorkers live in a dusty village.

 

The City of St. Louis has a population of about 350,000, the City of Isfahan has a population of about 1.6 million people, not counting surrounding areas.  Tehran has a population of about 8 million.  In Isfahan, as in Tehran, many people took to the streets following the recent presidential election because they felt their votes had been disregarded.  Of course the youths from the other countries - Croatia, the US, India and Germany – have asked the Iranians about the demonstrations.  Are we allowed to print their answers?  After all, the Iranian students promised their parents not to talk to the press about the recent activities in Iran.  "We have to return to our country," said one of the young people.  They did invite Patrick to visit them in Iran.  "Maybe after I finish my degree in Boston,"  answered the 18-year-old.  It doesn’t appear likely that he will apply for a travel visa any time soon, despite the fact that Isfahan is supposed to have the best ice cream in the world.

