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Fun fact: Kareem returns to Pioneer Theatre Company, 
this time as a playwright, after directing 

Fireflies last season!

Meet the Playwright: 
Kareem Fahmy

Kareem Fahmy was born in Canada. He is a director, 
playwright, and screenwriter. He received his MFA in directing 
from Columbia University. His previous works include The 
Fifth Domain, 3/Fifths, This Time, Alternating Currents, 
and Refuge*Malja, amongst many other works.

Kareem has directed, as well as developed, many plays that 
have thrived at theaters all around the U.S.

A Distinct Society tells a story based in a town unlike any other, as it straddles the border between the 
United States (Vermont) and Quebec, Canada. This space has become an unlikely place for 
separated families to meet. The play follows an Iranian family separated from each other due to an 
executive order by President Trump that prohibited individuals from seven predominantly-Muslim 
countries to travel to the US. (The order is commonly referred to as a “Muslim ban” by critics.) The 
family attempts to use the library as their sacred meeting place, leaving unlikely strangers, the head 
librarian, a teenager, and a U.S. border patrol officer to make a decision: do they break the law or 
save themselves?

What is this play about?
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ACTIVITY QUESTION: 

A Distinct Society 
directly deals with 
border security and 

immigration on the U.S. 
and Canadian border.  

The majority of us are 
non-natives of this 
country.  Where did 

your ancestors come 
from?  Do you know why 
and when they came to 

this country?

Character Breakdown

Shirin Gilani
Peyman Gilani's daughter. A 
young medical student. A 
forthright young woman.

Peyman Gilani
Iranian. A cardiac surgeon. A 
grounded, wise man.

Manon Desjardins 
White-French Canadian. The 
head librarian at the Haskell Free 
Library. An enigmatic woman.

Declan Sheehan
A young teenager. White 
Canadian. A high school student. 
The child of Irish immigrants to 
Quebec. He is lonely.

Bruce Laird
Black American. A U.S. Customs 
and Border Protection Agent. 
Very charming.

● Quebec is the largest Canadian 
province (in terms of area) and 
can be found on the map east of 
Ontario. 

● Quebec City is the capital of 
Quebec. 

● The main language spoken in 
Quebec is French. 

● Quebec joined the Canadian 
Confederation in 1867.

● Quebec is well known for producing maple syrup, for its 
comedy, and for making hockey one of the most popular sports 
in Canada. https://www.kidzone.ws/geography/quebec/index.htm

Quebec, Canada

https://www.kidzone.ws/geography/quebec/index.htm
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The towns of Derby Line, Vermont and 
Stanstead, Quebec are essentially just one 
community that was split in half by the boundary 
line. Several buildings and streets lie right on the 
US-Canada border. Everyone is required to 
report to the customs officials when crossing the 
border on the streets that lie on the boundary 
line. Failure to do so can mean a large fine, jail 
time, or even getting banned from crossing the 
border through a different port.

The United States  
   & Canadian Border 

Vermont shares 15 border crossings with the 
Canadian province of Quebec along a 
90-mile border. 

The Derby Line border crossing 
is the second busiest port in Vermont, 

averaging 1,900 vehicles a day. 
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The Haskell Free Library and Opera 
House was built directly on the 
boundary line in 1901 to symbolize 
the harmonious relationship between 
the two countries. It offers access to 
information in both English and 
French, lots of reading material, as 
well as art. US and Canadian citizens 
can cross the border freely within the 
building without reporting to the 
custom officials. They do have to 
make sure that they leave through 
the same country that they entered 
from, though.

In 2023, visitors must be aware of two things:
1. You are encouraged to bring your documentation (as if you were crossing the border)

2. Family reunions or any cross-border visits are not allowed inside the library.

https://haskellopera.com

The Haskell Free Library 

https://haskellopera.com
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The Travel Ban

On January 27, 2017, President 
Donald Trump signed an executive 
order halting all refugee admissions 
and temporarily barring people from 
seven Muslim-majority countries.

Who was affected by the ban?
All travelers from 
Iran, Iraq, Libya, 
Somalia, Sudan, 
Syria, and 
Yemen were not 
permitted to 
enter the US for 
90 days or be 
issued an 
immigrant or issued an immigrant or non-immigrant visa. It 
was also an indefinite ban on Syrian refugees.

How was the order implemented?

● The order initially triggered a lot of confusion and uncertainty. Before its temporary 
suspension, a federal judge issued a temporary halt to the deportation of visa holders or 
refugees stranded at US airports. More than 100 people were detained at airports or in 
transit. 

● Air passengers from the banned countries were prevented from boarding US-bound flights. 
● American citizens traveling to the seven countries could be detained for questioning in the 

future as well.
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Called the “Muslim Ban,” by those against it, the move sparked numerous protests and legal 
challenges. A week later a federal judge suspended it nationwide, allowing banned visitors to travel to 
the US pending an appeal by the administration.

Trump and his supporters said the controversial executive order made good on election promises to 
"make America great again." https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-38781302

ACTIVITY QUESTION: 

Can you think of other places 
or situations where a group of 
people have been banned from 
entering a place?  Why were 
they not allowed in?  Do you 

agree with the decision?

The Travel Ban continued…

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-38781302
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The U.S. Constitution does not directly define or give the 
president authority to issue presidential actions, which 
include executive orders, presidential memorandums, and 
proclamations.

Instead, this implied and accepted power comes from 

What is an Executive Order?

By issuing an executive order, the President does not create a new law or appropriate any funds 
from the U.S. Treasury; only Congress has the power to do both of these things.

Checks & Balances on Executive Orders
Just like laws, executive orders are subject to legal review, and 
the Supreme Court or lower federal courts can nullify, or cancel, 
an executive order if they determine it is unconstitutional. 
Similarly, Congress can revoke an executive order by passing 
new legislation. These are examples of the checks and 
balances built into the system of U.S. government to ensure that 
no one branch—executive, legislative, or judicial—becomes too 
powerful.

Article II of the Constitution, which says that as head of the executive branch and commander in 
chief of the armed forces, the President “shall take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed.”

With an executive order, the President instructs the government how to work within the parameters 
already set by Congress and the Constitution. In effect, this allows the President to push through 
policy changes without going through Congress.
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Executive Orders through History
Over the years, presidents have typically issued executive orders and other actions to set holidays 
for federal workers, regulate civil service, designate public lands as Indian reservations or national 
parks, and organize federal disaster assistance efforts, among other uses.

Virtually every President since George Washington has used the executive order in different ways 
during their administrations. William Henry Harrison, who died after one month in office, is the only 
President not to issue a single executive order.

Franklin D. Roosevelt, the only 
President to serve more than two 
terms, signed by far the most 
executive orders (3,721), many of 
which established key parts of his 
sweeping New Deal reforms.

Several presidents have used executive orders to enforce 
civil rights legislation in the face of state or local resistance. In 
1948, Truman issued an executive order desegregating the 
nation’s armed forces, while Dwight D. Eisenhower used an 
order to send federal troops to integrate public schools in 
Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957.

During the Civil War, Abraham 
Lincoln controversially used 
executive orders to suspend 
habeas corpus in 1861 
(Habeas corpus is the legal 
protection that prevents a 
government from imprisoning 
you indefinitely without 
showing cause for doing so) 

https://www.history.com/topics/us-government/
executive-order

and to enact his Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.

https://www.history.com/topics/us-government/executive-order
https://www.history.com/topics/us-government/executive-order
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ACTIVITY QUESTION: Would you want 
to be President of the United States? And why?
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The Green Lantern  

Teenager Declan Sheehan brings up The Green 
Lantern multiple times throughout the play. Here is 
some background on this comic book hero:

The Green Lantern was originally created in 1940. 
Martin Nodell was the artist for the books, and Bill 
Finger, legendary comic book writer, was the man 
who brought the stories to life through his writings. 

The Green Lantern was a different comic book hero in 
comparison to his iconic counterparts, Batman and 
Superman. This was due to the Green Lantern’s 
easy-to-understand, straightforward backstory. 
However, though easy to understand, this book had a 
hard time making its way onto the shelves and into 
the arms of adoring fans. The 1940s were a time in 
which the decline of superhero fans was rapid. The 
Green Lantern faced cancellation and renovation 
many times. 
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The Green Lantern continued… 

COLOR MEANING 
IN THE COMIC BOOK UNIVERSE

● Red: Rage
● Orange: Avarice- extreme greed
● Yellow: Fear
● Green: Will (center of the spectrum)
● Blue: Hope
● Indigo: Compassion
● Violet: Love
● Black: Death
● White: Life

In the play, Declan touches on the 
spectrum of emotional energy 

fueling the universe:In 1959, The Green Lantern was given a second 
chance, written by John Broome and drawn by 
Gil Kane. However, this version focused on Hal 
Jordan, the new man to wear the green suit. In 
this version, he was chosen by the ring of a 
dying alien, to take on “The Green Lantern of 
space sector 2814.” 

The Green Lantern is a part of the space force, 
more commonly referred to as “The Green 
Lantern Corps,” which patrols the different 
sectors of space. 

While this comic has faced many trials and 
errors, it has come a long way, even having its 
own movie released in 2011, starring Ryan 
Reynolds and Blake Lively.



Our Cast (in order of appearance) 

*Member of Actors’ Equity Association 

CARRIE PAFF* (Manon) is thrilled to make her Pioneer Theatre debut with this beautiful play. Off-Broadway: 
About Alice (Theatre for a New Audience), Ideation (59E59). Regional: King Charles III and After the War 
(A.C.T.), Paper Dreams of Harry Chin, Stage Kiss, and Stupid Fucking Bird (SF Playhouse), Double Indemnity 
(ACT Seattle), Dr. Jekyll & Mr. Hyde and Holmes & Watson (Arizona Theatre Company), The Real Thing, A 
Delicate Balance, and Betrayal (Aurora Theatre), The Other Place (Magic Theatre), The Big Meal and Legacy 
of Light (San Jose Rep), A Streetcar Named Desire and Tiny Alice (Marin Theatre Company), Joan Rivers: A 
Work in Progress (Leicester Square Theatre, London). Carrie holds a Master's Degree from NYU. She can be 

ABDULLAH KHALIL* (Peyman) Abdullah Khalil grew up in Detroit, Michigan and comes from a blue-collar 
working-class family. Abdullah left medical school and chose to study in the BFA Theatre Program at Wayne 
State University. As a theater student, he also had the opportunity to study at the world-famous Moscow Art 
Theatre School in Moscow, Russia. Abdullah moved to Los Angeles to further advance his career in the 
performing arts, but after a personal event, he took a hiatus from acting and became a Doctor of Pharmacy 
(Pharm.D.). He returned to performing full swing and has starred in S.W.A.T. on CBS, and numerous other 
film and television productions. When Abdullah is not performing, he helps children and their families as a 

COREY JONES* (Bruce) Corey (based inLos Angeles) is thrilled to be making his debut with Pioneer and to 
work on this project with this fantastic cast and creative team. Broadway: 1st and 2nd National Tours The 
Book of Mormon, Regional: A Few Good Men (La Mirada); Million Dollar Quartet, Our Town (South Coast 
Repertory); Grinch (Old Globe); How to Fight Loneliness, King John, Titus Andronicus, Tempest (Utah 
Shakespeare); Wild With Happy (Pittsburgh City Theater), The Elaborate Entrance of Chad Deity (Dallas 
Theater Center); Color Purple (Celebration Theater); Gee's Bend (Arkansas Repertory); Othello 
(Shakespeare Santa Cruz); Macbeth, Ragtime (PCPA); roles at the Williamstown Theatre Festival and Illinois
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pediatric emergency/trauma pharmacist at the local children's hospital.

heard in Pixar’s Finding Dory, The Good Dinosaur, & Lamp Life.

Shakespeare Festival. Education: University of Texas-Austin and Washington University in St. Louis.



VANEH ASSADOURIAN* (Shirin) Vaneh Assadourian is an actor, VO artist, and audiobook narrator based in 
Los Angeles and Detroit. Born and raised in Tehran, Iran, Vaneh started in the theater at the age of 4, where 
she performed with Shant Yev Shantik Theatre Company. Notable collaborations include work with The 
Geffen Playhouse in Association with UCLA, The Los Angeles Theatre Center, Skylight Theatre Company, 
and The Hammer Museum. Her voice can be heard as a narrator for Apple News+ and on numerous 
audiobooks on Audible. A lover of languages, Vaneh is fluent in Farsi and Armenian, and speaks 
conversational German. She holds a BA in Acting and Directing from UCLA’s School of Theater, Film and 

EMMET SMITH* (Declan) Emmet Smith (he/him) is an actor, songwriter, & climate activist originally from 
NYC. Since graduating from Northwestern University last year, Emmet has been acting on television (New 
Amsterdam, Law and Order, Blue Bloods) and is thrilled to return to the stage in this remarkable, evocative 
play. Theatre includes Julie Taymor’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (TFANA), Soul Doctor (New York Theatre 
Workshop), and The Sound of Music (Marriott Theatre). Award-winning composer/lyricist (Write Out Loud, 
New Musicals Inc.) of musicals performed Off-Broadway and regionally. “We Are Here” (English lyrics, script) 
debuted this January at Carnegie Hall featuring Harvey Fierstein, Chita Rivera, Joel Grey, and more. Thanks 

Our Cast (in order of appearance) 

to Kareem and Giovanna, love to Maddie, Mom, Dad, Ian, and CGF, always – in brightest day, in blackest night. 
@emmetsmithnyc

Television and is repped by SLJ Management.
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