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THE EFFECT OF AMERICAN
SABER-RATTLING ON
IRANIAN STUDENTS

IN CHICAGO

by Laura KNMITTLE

As politicians continue to raise the specter of military conflict with Iran in
response to its nuclear ambitions,' the effects are also being felt by Iranian
expatriates in America.” For some Iranians here, the United States’ most recent
engagement with the Middle East, though peaceful at present, highlights years
of negative feelings surrounding U.S, interventions in the region.? This is espe-
cially true for Iranian students studying in the United States, who face an
increasingly difficult life in America.*
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ReceNT TENSIONS WITH IrAN

The recent discord with Tran comes as the Isracli government has urged the
United States to take preemptive action against a potentially nuctear Iran.® The
conservative Israeli government argues that Iran cannot be allowed to achieve
nuclear capability and is calling on its ally the United States to be ready to take
action.S The United States, for its pact, has also voiced its concern that there is
a “profound danger” an Iranian weapon could end up in the hands of a terror-
ist organization.”

As a result, the United States has declared it will not rolerate the possibility of
Iran possessing a nuclear weapon.® The United States, its allies in Burope,
Russia and China have all asked Iran to halt its enrichment of uranium, to
export the enriched uranium it has already made, to close its once secret nu-
clear facility and to give the United Nations access to its sites.” [ran, however,
has maintained that its pursuit of nuclear technology is purely peaceful and a
means to provide new sources of energy."®

Tn response to Iran’s refusal to comply with calls to end its nuclear program,
President Obama has moved to enforce tightened sanctions against the coun-
try,!! These include freezing all property of the Central Bank of Iran, other
Iranian financial institutions and the Tranian government in the United

States.!?

The effect of this economic pressure is already strongly felt in Iran.'* Inflation
is severe — nearly 10 times that of the United States — and domestic tension
runs high as a result.' The cost of tilities and day-to-day expenses like bread
have risen substantially, even though wages have remained the same.'” Further,
Tran’s currency, the 7/, fell to 2 historically low level against the dollar in
January 2012,

Adding additional pressure, the European Union agreed not to sign a new oil
contract with Iran and to end existing contracts on July 1, 2012.17 These sanc-
tions will deepen Iran’s financial isolation and further impair Iran’s ability to
finance its nuclear program.'®
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IMprACT ON IRANIAN STUDENTS IN AMERICA

Many Iranian students choose to study in Chicago, attracted by its wealth of
high-quality universities.'? Iranian students who study in the United States see
themselves as analogous to children from the United States who attend prestig-
ious colleges overseas, such as Oxford University or Exeter College,*®

Troubling to many students, however, is that the embargo by the West has
worsened the exchange rate in Iran.?' As a resuly, Iranian students studying in
Chicago are feeling increased pressure to pay for educational expenses, even
though most students attending college in the United States are from wealthy
backgrounds.*?

The Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunication (SWIET)
handles international electronic transactions and recently blocked 30 Iranian
banks from using the service.”® For Iranians who are receiving financial sup-
port from home, this means two things. First, due to devaluation stemming
from SWIFT’s action, tuition and living expenses have effectively doubled.?*
Second, the ban makes it impossible for families in Iran to transfer funds to the
United States to support their student children.?®

The implications of this depressed exchange rate are compounded by the fact
that there are no banks in the United States that have a relationship with Iran,
due to pre-existing embargos.*® Further complicating the situation of Iranian
students in the United States, [ranian students are not eligible to work.”

Many have expressed concern that these sanctions are counterproductive. As
one observer noted, sanctions “risk alienating a post-revolutionary generation
of Iranians likely to serve as a catalyst for change.”?® Or as one Iranian student
living in the United States bemoaned, “given the impossibility of transferring
funds from Iran to the United States, our study is very likely to come to an
end, and we have to drop out without a degree.””

There is no doubt that any conflict stemming from the recent tensions with
Iran will have grave consequences in the Middle East. But, even absent war,
prolonged tension may in fact spell ‘the end for Iranian students not just in
Chicago, but in the entire United States.
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