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I n October of 2025, student employees from every
campus of the University of California delivered a
petition to their chancellor demanding that the
university protect its international students. I am one

of those students. The printed version of the petition, with
13,000 signatures, hung from the second floor of UC Santa
Barbara’s North Hall and trailed all the way to the ground.
We chanted “Whose university? Our university!” up to the
fifth floor of Cheadle Hall. We stood outside the closed
office doors of the chancellor, Dennis Assanis. I spoke into
a megaphone, “Chancellor Assanis, your workers want to
speak with you.”

I thought I would much rather be in the library, working on
my dissertation on Plato. But there I was, waiting in the
lobby of another Greek guy. The door opened.

In November, Stephen Miller, the U.S. homeland security
adviser, took to X and wrote, “No magic transformation
occurs when failed states cross borders. At scale, migrants
and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors,
of their broken homelands.” How did he know this, that no

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/23/us/politics/stephen-miller-trump-immigrants.html?smid=url-share


magic transformation occurs when people emigrate? There
can be no empirical proof of magic, or it wouldn’t be magic
at all. I wonder about Mr. Miller’s grounds, because I see
more and more people agreeing with him. Sadly, this
includes the administrators at my own university.

Right now, 40,000 staff members, faculty members, and
student employees are bargaining over their contracts with
the University of California. Forty-three percent of the
student workers are, like me, international. Last year, the
Trump administration canceled the immigration status of
dozens of UC students, some of whom were also workers.
The university fired 13 of them. I have friends who have
decided not to return to their home countries until they
finish their degrees. I’ve memorized what I should say if I
get stopped by ICE. This is the context in which the
university needs to take a stance.

The University of California has refused to codify freedom
of speech as a contract right, to commit contractually to
prevent the UC Police Department from collaborating with
ICE, and to establish a legal fund that would seriously
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protect students. Given that the university has engaged in
bad-faith bargaining, workers voted on February 13 to
authorize a strike.

That brings me back to the question of magic
transformations. The reason that over 16,000 student
workers have decided to leave their countries in pursuit of
research and education in California is that, in large part,
we believe that some sort of transformation is in our power.
We have a goal that we cannot achieve in our home
countries. Is this transformation possible? And, if so, is it
magical?

his question is closely tied to one that Socrates
once asked his friend Crito. Socrates was
condemned to death for corrupting young
people by practicing philosophy. When Socrates

was in prison, awaiting his execution, Crito tried to break
him out by bribing the guards. But Socrates then gave voice
to the laws of Athens: “We give every Athenian the
opportunity … to take his possessions and go wherever he
pleases. … We say, however, that whoever of you remains,

https://www.uaw4811.org/ulp-sav-faq


when he sees how we conduct our trials and manage the
city in other ways, has in fact come to an agreement with us
to obey our instructions.” Socrates had accepted living in
Athens his whole life. In doing so, he’d endorsed the laws of
Athens. Now he should die by them.

Ever since I read that passage as an undergraduate student
in Mexico, I have wondered about it. Many people cannot
choose where to live. But if you freely choose to live
somewhere, you are endorsing its laws: You tacitly support
its constitutional order, the powers vested upon its
government, and its ways of life. I did not support the war
on drugs that had been raging in Mexico since 2006, nor
the rampant corruption of Mexican politics. But by living
in Mexico, paying taxes, voting … was I implicitly
endorsing all that? If at some point I became a victim of the
government, as Socrates did, would it be unjust for me to
resist?

I didn’t think to ask why Socrates stayed in Athens. But I
left Mexico in search of a place whose laws I could choose
to live and die by.



Plato, Socrates’ pupil, had an idea that’s akin to Stephen
Miller’s: States don’t sprout out of the earth, but from
people. It is corrupt individuals who create and perpetuate
the corruption of the state. What if I’ve been corrupted?
When migrating to the United States, I could be bringing
my corruption with me. The civics course that all Mexican
children take emphasizes the importance of not giving
bribes — even when a police officer has caught you on the
phone while driving, even when your son and his friends
are locked up in an unmarked police van because one of
them was carrying a joint, even when the local tax
enforcers cancel your operations permits over a fabricated
audit and force you to close the family business. I know of
very few who have always resisted. Plato, in this case, is on
the side of Stephen Miller.
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The case of Mexico illustrates Plato’s worry: A place might
become corrupted by letting in corrupt individuals, since
regular people frequently get tainted by the corruption
around them. But it also helps us understand that this is not
a straightforward cause-and-effect relationship. The proof
is that some people have always resisted. Perhaps that is an
act of magic.

hose who migrate are often choosing where to
live. Hence, they are choosing to endorse the
laws of their destination over those of their place
of origin. Isn’t that a kind of transformation?

I have changed since I moved to the United States five years
ago. I got a piercing and gave up smoking. I have earlier
nights and I spend too much money on Dune Coffee
Roasters. I play more tennis and I canvass my coworkers to



attend the practice picket. I work with people from more
countries than I can count. I fell in love in a second
language. I wonder if that is the kind of magical
transformation that Stephen Miller and Plato deemed
impossible.

Faculty and students seem to believe in transformations,
not just of immigrants, but of the places they inhabit. Plato
and Miller are right about one thing: States (and
universities) don’t sprout out of the earth, but from people.
My immigrant friends have organized Greek reading
groups, conducted cancer research, and pushed the
frontiers of data encryption. They’ve organized soccer
leagues and themed parties. Stephen Miller doesn’t realize
that his fear betrays a belief in possibility. By living in a
place, you endorse its laws, but you can also transform
them.

I’m starting to understand Socrates better. I can answer the
question now that I hadn’t thought to ask earlier. Why did
Socrates stay in Athens? He stayed not because, like
Stephen Miller and Plato, he thought that personal change



was impossible but because, in the end, he endorsed
Athens. He knew it wasn’t perfect. But it was the place
where he wanted to practice philosophy. And, throughout
his life, he endeavored to transform his city. He thought the
unexamined life was not worth living, and he pushed
Athenians to examine their own lives. During his trial, he
explained that a god had attached him to Athens like a
gadfly to a lazy horse: “[This is why] I never cease to rouse
each and every one of you, to persuade and reproach you all
day long and everywhere I find myself in your company.”
He believed that the transformation of Athens would arise
from the sum of personal transformations.

I now live in a country where lawful immigrants get sent to
prison in El Salvador, cities are under military siege by the
federal government, and oligarchs curry favor shamelessly
from the president. I could go back to Mexico, a country
where 10 women are killed every day, 63 politicians were

I stay because I believe that we — workers — can
still transform the university.
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murdered in the last election cycle, and cities erupted in
flames after a drug kingpin was captured. That looks a lot
like Socrates’ Athens, where an oligarchic government
killed 1,500 people, political infighting led to disastrous
military campaigns, and Socrates himself was sentenced to
death. How to choose?

I wonder: If Socrates had known the smell of roasted salsa
that came from my mother’s kitchen on Sundays, the sad
song of a barrel organ in crowded streets, or the sun rising
between the Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl volcanoes on a
clear morning, would he have had the courage to leave that
behind?

Socrates practiced magic. He learned it during the war from
a Thracian doctor. It consisted of mixing a plant and a spell
to transform a person’s soul. I wonder why I had not
written about Socrates’ challenge before, the challenge to
judge whether I could face the laws of my country and say,
“I’ve endorsed this.” I didn’t have the time to do so without
juggling two or three jobs that could pay for my father’s
health care and my sister’s education. I hadn’t had
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discussions with the authors of the books that taught me
about ancient philosophy. It was an American university
that made that possible.

I do realize that by staying to finish my degree, I am
endorsing the University of California. There’s something
to admire about a place that pioneered the free-speech
movement, produces four new inventions each day, and is
currently educating 300,000 people. I stay because I believe
that we — workers — can still transform the university.
But it needs to decide if it is willing to back up its history
with actions by agreeing contractually to protect its
international workers, to support those whose work status
is affected, to refuse to collaborate with ICE, and to affirm
the right to freedom of speech. If not, some of us may yet
find ourselves locked out of our degrees, and many more
may decide to pack up and leave, or not to come in the first
place.

Back in the office of Chancellor Assanis, the associate
chancellor came out and said that the chancellor was not
there. But she could deliver the message. One of our



coworkers came forward with the written petition. He said
that while the university could not make it easy to be an
immigrant, it could make it possible to stay. We later found
out that the chancellor was inside, perhaps listening. I hope
he chooses to take a stand in favor of his students instead of
presiding over the erosion of our university. I hope he
chooses to believe in the kind of transformation that led
him to come to the United States in the first place. But this
is just my hope, and I’ve always believed in magic.

We’d like to hear from you — tell us how The Chronicle has
made a difference in your work or helped you stay informed. You
can also send feedback about this article or submit a letter to the
editor.
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