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Your Excellencies,

We write on behalf of the Committee on Academic Freedom of the Middle
East Studies Association (MESA) of North America to express our serious
concern regarding the proposed “Bill to Counter the Infiltration of Foreign
Intelligence Services, Governments, or Entities” (Tarh-e Mogabeleh ba Nofuz-
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e Servis-ha-ye Etteld ‘ati va Dowlat-hd ya Nahdd-ha-ye Biganeh). Although the
Iranian parliament approved the bill’s general principles on 16 August 2026,
lawmakers have continued to debate its individual provisions because of
acknowledged “ambiguities.” On 7 September, the bill was referred back to the
parliament’s National Security and Foreign Policy Committee for further
review. We remain deeply concerned, however, that even with amendments,
the bill poses a grave threat to the academic freedom and professional activities
of Iranian scholars, journalists, and civil society organizations. We therefore
urge the Iranian parliament to withdraw the bill in its entirety.

MESA was founded in 1966 to promote scholarship and teaching on the
Middle East and North Africa. The preeminent organization in the field, MESA
publishes the International Journal of Middle East Studies and has close to
2,800 members worldwide. MESA is committed to protecting academic
freedom and freedom of expression both within the region and in connection
with the study of the region in North America and elsewhere.

By subjecting interactions with “foreign agents” (kargozar-e biganeh),
including foreign governments, institutions, and individuals (Art. 2.1), to
government registration, approval, and oversight, the bill infringes upon
academic activities and freedoms.

First, the bill treats international academic activity primarily as a matter of
national security and places scholars under a regime of registration, approval,
and surveillance. Even where the precise legal consequences of engaging in
such activity remain unclear, this framework is likely to generate anxiety,
intimidation, and self-censorship among academics.

Second, the bill’s broad definition of interactions with “foreign agents”
threatens to obstruct a wide range of academic activities that depend on the
international exchange of ideas and knowledge, and on collaboration more
generally. These include the provision of goods, services, and financial
facilities (Art. 2.7.1) and legal services (Art. 2.7.2); the writing or publication
of books, journals, or articles (Art. 2.7.3); interactions with media outlets or
individual media actors, including the provision of consultation, information,
or analysis (Art. 2.7.4); the exchange of laboratory samples (Art. 2.7.5); and
participation in cultural and social activities, including organizing, sending
participants to, or taking part in in-person or virtual workshops, training
courses, artistic residencies, conferences, academic meetings, and festivals, as
well as producing or presenting music, theater, documentaries, and other
artistic work (Art. 2.7.6).

Third, by subjecting foreign PhD programs, fellowships, scholarships, and
other funded academic opportunities to this framework, the bill risks seriously


https://tejaratnews.com/%D8%A7%D8%B1%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D9%85%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AF-%DB%B7-%D9%88-%DB%B8-%D8%B7%D8%B1%D8%AD-%D9%85%D9%82%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%84%D9%87-%D8%A8%D8%A7-%D9%86%D9%81%D9%88%D8%B0-%D8%A8%D9%87-%DA%A9%D9%85
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restricting the international mobility of Iranian students and scholars and
further distancing Iranian academic institutions from global scholarly
networks.

These restrictions are particularly harmful because they compound existing
barriers created by U.S. immigration policies and economic sanctions.

Under Presidential Proclamation 10949, which took effect on 9 June 2025, the
U.S. suspended entry and visa issuance for nationals of several countries,
including Iran, thereby halting student entries. Presidential Proclamation
10998, which took effect on 1 January 2026, continued and expanded these
restrictions.

On 24 August 2026, the Trump administration expanded economic sanctions
on Iran under “Operation Economic Outcast,” which includes secondary
sanctions against foreign entities doing business with Iran. These measures
have forced several international organizations that provide English
proficiency and graduate exams to deny services to Iranians seeking to study
abroad.

Citing the impact of economic sanctions, IDP Education and the British
Council suspended IELTS testing after 31 January 2026. Following the
suspension of the U.S. Department of the Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets
Control’s (OFAC) General License G on 24 August 2026, the Educational
Testing Service (ETS) halted TOEFL and GRE testing inside Iran, while the
Duolingo English Test is now unavailable both to test-takers in Iran and to
users with only Iranian nationality. As of late August, the Law School
Admission Council (LSAC), which administers the application process for law
schools in the United States, Canada, and other countries, has begun denying
services to Iranian citizens, as well as to some U.S. and Canadian citizens of
Iranian origin.

These U.S. policies, however, do not absolve the Iranian government of its
own responsibilities toward Iranian students and scholars. We are concerned
that the proposed bill forms part of a deeply troubling pattern of intensifying
repression directed at Iranian academics and students. In recent months, we
have witnessed a wave of disciplinary actions, suspensions, expulsions, arrests,
and executions targeting students across Iranian universities. The country’s
leading universities experienced particularly high levels of student repression
during the first half of 2026: Tehran University summoned at least 40 students
for interrogation about their alleged participation in protests; Shiraz University
opened disciplinary cases against 20 students; Sharif University issued 10
preliminary expulsion orders; and Amirkabir University summoned
approximately 10 students over campus protests.



https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/06/restricting-the-entry-of-foreign-nationals-to-protect-the-united-states-from-foreign-terrorists-and-other-national-security-and-public-safety-threats/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/06/restricting-the-entry-of-foreign-nationals-to-protect-the-united-states-from-foreign-terrorists-and-other-national-security-and-public-safety-threats/
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https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/News/visas-news/suspension-of-visa-issuance-to-foreign-nationals-to-protect-the-security-of-the-united-states.html
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https://www.nytimes.com/2026/09/01/world/middleeast/iran-study-abroad-sanctions.html
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https://iranhumanrights.org/2026/07/authorities-escalate-crackdown-on-iranian-students-amid-post-war-repression/
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In our letter of 20 June 2026, we documented several examples of this
escalating repression and condemned the execution of Erfan Shakourzadeh, a
29-year-old aerospace engineering graduate student at Iran University of
Science and Technology, by the Iranian government on 11 May 2026. Our
letter of 20 January 2026 likewise condemned state violence against protesters,
including students, faculty members, and independent scholars.

In light of the bill’s far-reaching impact on the everyday work of academics in
Iran and its serious infringement on academic freedom, we once again urgently
call on you to withdraw the bill in its entirety. We regard the Iranian Majles’s
recent revision of Article 5 of the initial version of the proposed bill, which
would have criminalized interactions with unapproved academic institutions
and subjected offenders to grade-six imprisonment, as recognition of the
serious concerns raised by that provision. The revision, however, does not alter
the bill’s fundamental problem: the securitization of legitimate academic
activity and the resulting repression of academic freedom.

Thank you for your attention to this urgent matter. We look forward to your
response.

Sincerely,

it

Ussama Makdisi
MESA President
Professor, University of California, Berkeley

JAh £ Tttt

Judith E. Tucker
Chair, Committee on Academic Freedom
Professor Emerita, Georgetown University

Cc:

Hossein Simaee Sarraf, Minister of Science, Research and Technology
Esmaeil Khatib, Minister of Intelligence

Abbas Araghchi, Minister of Foreign Affairs

Ali Bahreini, Permanent Representative of Iran to the United Nations
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https://mesana.org/advocacy/committee-on-academic-freedom/2026/01/20/letter-to-government-of-the-islamic-republic-of-iran-regarding-its-violent-response-to-the-protests-in-the-country
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Volker Tiirk, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights

Mai Sato, UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights in the
Islamic Republic of Iran

UN Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights Defenders
Tlaleng Mofokeng, UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Physical and
Mental Health

Irene Khan, UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the
right to freedom of opinion and expression

Mounir Satouri, Chair of the European Parliament Subcommittee on Human
Rights

David McAllister, Chair of the Committee on Foreign Affairs (AFET)

Kaja Kallas, High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs
and Security Policy

Adam Romanowski, Member of Cabinet of Kaja Kallas, High Representative
of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy

Marta Temido, Vice-Chair of the European Parliament Subcommittee on
Human Rights

Lukasz Kohut, Vice-Chair of the European Parliament Subcommittee on
Human Rights

Michael O’Flaherty, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights



