
My American friends,  

President Trump’s executive order on immigration is a terrible thing. The court order makes it 

seem like the danger has passed, but Trump’s first attempt will not be his last, so it’s important to 

remain alert and active. Let me tell you how some people I know have been hurt by the order, 

why there are no benefits to justify so much harm, and what you can do to effectively oppose 

measures like this.  

No Iranian who has immigrated to the United States in the last four decades and more has been 

involved in a fatal act of terrorism on American soil. Not a single one. (See, e.g., here, here, here, 

and here.) Quite the contrary, Iranians in the US are among the country’s top scientists and 

entrepreneurs. Travel by Iranians to the United States has been exceedingly difficult since long 

before Trump took office, a result of restrictive immigration policies pursued by the US 

following the collapse of diplomatic relations after the Iranian revolution. It has been well-nigh 

impossible for any Iranian to gain entry into the US, except for a cohort of star students who gain 

admission to top graduate schools (mostly in the hard sciences) every year. These people make 

great contributions to the intellectual and economic life of the nation—and it is they, not some 

faceless exponent of “radical Islamic terrorism,” who suffer the consequences of the travel ban. 

(See here and here for some statistics on socioeconomic characteristics of Iranian-Americans.) 

Here, concretely, is how some people I personally know have been hurt by the ban (I should note 

that some of these difficulties might be eased, at least temporarily, by the court order):  

• My girlfriend, a Ph.D. student and a gold medal winner in the national chemistry 

Olympiad, who was already unable to visit her family in Iran because of the senselessly 

restrictive American policy of granting students only a single-entry visa, is now unable to 

see her family at all. Her mother has canceled a planned trip. She is also uncertain if she 

can remain in the country after graduation.  

• A friend, a rising star in biology who was granted the rare privilege of being able to set 

up her own lab immediately after obtaining her Ph.D., is unable to recruit postdocs and 

staff because of her uncertain future status.  

• A number of friends who are transitioning between postdocs, or from student status to a 

postdoc, or from one university to another, or from academia to business, have been 

unable to complete their transition, have had their funding placed on hold, or have 

otherwise seen their future status fall into dark doubt.  

• A young couple who had gone to Iran so their kids could see their grandparents—the 

grandparents having been denied a visa to visit the US—are now stuck there.  

• An acquaintance went to Iran for his wedding and now can’t return.  

• A number of bright, young admittees to American universities don’t know if they can 

come after all.   

• Many young academics who already had difficulty traveling abroad for conferences must 

now put an end to all such travels for fear of not being able to return.  

http://www.cnn.com/2017/01/29/us/refugee-terrorism-trnd/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/no-terror-attacks-muslim-ban-7-countries-trump_us_588b5a1fe4b0230ce61b4b93
http://www.snopes.com/terrorist-attacks-entry-restriction/
https://www.cato.org/publications/policy-analysis/terrorism-immigration-risk-analysis
http://iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/article/2004/01/20040113191603atarukp0.6147425.html#axzz4XrzTyxSY
http://www.isgmit.org/projects-storage/census/socioeconomic.pdf


These, my friends, are the people whose lives are thrown in difficulty and distress by the travel 

ban. They are neither terrorists nor burdens on the state; they are accomplished individuals who 

enrich the life of the nation—the kind of people we must try to attract, not discourage and harass. 

(The stories I’ve shared are about people from Iran because that is my country of origin and the 

context I know best. The travel ban produces similarly adverse consequences for people from 

other affected countries. Iraq’s inclusion strikes me as particularly cruel—we fuck them over and 

now we won’t let them come over.)  

What do we get by way of added security in return for inflicting misery on thousands of people 

like this? Nothing. None of the countries included in the travel ban had anything to do with the 

9/11 attacks. And, as I said, the Iranian connection to acts of terrorism in the US is nonexistent. 

Indeed, if prevention of terrorism on American soil is the policy’s real motivation, then the 

absence of countries (most obviously Saudi Arabia) whose nationals have actually carried out 

such attacks, and who provide financial and ideological backing to radical movements that carry 

them out, is baffling. Of course this is not to say that the travel ban should have included more 

countries, but only to show that the security justification lacks even facial plausibility.  

Not only does the travel ban not further American security interests; it compromises them in at 

least two ways. First, it feeds into the notion of a war against Islam and the crusader mentality of 

us-against-them that encourages anti-American sentiment in the Middle East. Policies like this 

are feeder magnets for takfiri groups. Second—and this is a point that is unfortunately lost in our 

understandable focus on anti-Muslim discrimination—the fact that the ban primarily hurts 

Iranian nationals (about 42,500 out of the 90,000 visas granted last year to immigrants from the 

affected countries were granted to Iranians), and the unmistakable stench that it was designed to 

do so, increases tension between the US and Iran. Such tension is particularly dangerous at this 

moment, when the Comprehensive Joint Plan of Action (the Iran nuclear deal) is beginning to 

fall into place and finally moving us away from the threat of war that had been constantly 

looming since the controversy over Iran’s nuclear program began in 2003. The administration’s 

walking away from Trump’s earlier threats to rip up the nuclear deal might signify a genuine 

disavowal of belligerence; but policies like the travel ban (accompanied by both countries’ 

predictably hostile actions in its wake) are far more dangerous than bellicose posturing, because 

they more subtly and more effectively undermine the peaceful modus vivendi that was at long 

last beginning to take hold.  

I hope that this much is sufficient to convince anyone who has a mind open to being convinced. 

The travel ban is a terrible thing. And here are some effective things you can do to oppose it:   

1. Donate to the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).  

2. Donate to the National Iranian American Council (NIAC). For those of you who don’t 

know, this is a group focused on promoting peaceful Iran-US relations and protecting the 

rights of Iranian-Americans in the US. You can tell they are on the right track by the fact 

that they are condemned by hardliners in both Iran and the US.   

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/wp/2017/01/30/the-number-of-people-affected-by-trumps-travel-ban-about-90000/
https://www.aclu.org/
https://www.niacouncil.org/


3. Call and write your Senator and Representative to voice your opposition and demand that 

they take action to reverse the ban. You can ask your Senator to cosponsor Senate bill 

240 and Senate bill 248, and your Representative to sign on to House bill 724, the Statue 

of Liberty Values Act. I know it’s easier to just write, but it’s more effective to also 

call—because it’s less easy and it signals that you care enough to take the time.  

4. Academic friends: Sign the petition of academics against the ban. Also, communicate 

your opposition to your university’s administration and demand that they take action. If 

you don’t know who is active in opposition at your university, let me know and I’ll see if 

I can hook you up.   

5. Lawyer friends: Volunteer your services to immigrants who are hurt by this ban. The 

International Refugee Assistance Project (IRAP) is doing great work, and I’ve heard that 

local citizenship clinics (e.g., Project Citizenship) are also effective. (If other lawyers 

know of other effective ways to volunteer, let me know and I’ll add them to the list.) If 

you’re at a large law firm, this is something worth asking the pro bono coordinator to put 

on the agenda.   

6. Reach out to people you know from the affected countries to tell them you’re thinking of 

them and you support them. It’s a small gesture, but I can tell you from personal 

experience that it matters. Not the least way in which this order hurts people is by making 

them feel isolated and unwelcome; your reaching out can lessen that feeling. Thanks to 

all who have reached out to me! 

Let me close by underscoring the imperative of standing up for each other in these dangerous 

times. It is unavoidable that each of us should care more about their own preoccupations and 

interests. But it will not do in these times to stay out of controversies because they are not “your 

issue”; otherwise there will be no one left when they come for you.    

https://notoimmigrationban.com/
https://refugeerights.org/
http://projectcitizenship.org/

