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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis project examines the limitations of liberal notions of citizenship in light of the 

racialized economic oppression that results from the contradictions between liberalism 

and capitalism. The inquiry uses an epistemological and methodological approach to 

inquiry grounded in critical theory and critical social science. Citizenship is examined not 

only as a narrative of political emancipation, but also as a category that performs a 

complex function of racialization and legitimation within liberal capitalist societies. 

These functions are seen clearly through the historical and contemporary relationships 

between the category of citizen and immigrants of color. The role of citizenship 

education in obscuring racialized oppression and promoting liberal citizenship is 

examined and some recommendations for subverting dominant paradigms of national 

belonging and race are given. Finally, some alternative forms of citizenship are offered 

that undermine liberal notions of citizenship and offer new ways of approaching 

democratic citizen authority in relation to racial and economic justice.  
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 Let America Be America Again 
Langston Hughes 

 
Let America be America again. 
Let it be the dream it used to be. 
Let it be the pioneer on the plain 
seeking a home where he himself is free. 
 
(America never was America to me.) 
 
Let America be the dream the dreamers dreamed- 
let it be that great strong land of love 
where never kings connive nor tyrants scheme 
that any man be crushed by one above. 
 
(It never was America to me.) 
 
O, let my land be a land where liberty 
is crowned with no false patriotic wreath, 
but opportunity is real, and life is free, 
equality is in the air we breathe. 
 
(There’s never been equality for me, 
nor freedom in this “homeland of the free.”) 
 
Say, who are you that mumbles in the dark? 
Any who are you that draws your veil across the 
stars? 
 
I am the poor white, fooled and pushed apart, 
I am the Negro bearing slavery’s scars. 
I am the red man driven from the land, 
I am the immigrant clutching the hope I seek- 
and finding only the same old stupid plan 
of dog eat dog, of mighty crush the weak. 
 
I am the young man, full of strength and hope, 
tangled in that ancient endless chain 
Of profit, power, gain, of grab the land! 
Of grab the gold! Of grab the ways of satisfying need! 
Of work the men! Of take the pay! 
Of owning everything for one’s own greed! 
 
I am the farmer, bondsmen to the soil. 
I am the worker sold to the machine. 
I am the Negro, servant to you all. 
I am the people, humble, hungry mean- 
Hungry yet today despite the dream. 
Beaten yet today- O, Pioneers! 
I am the man who never got ahead, 
the poorest worker bartered through the years. 
 
Yet I’m the one who dreamt our basic dream 
in the old world while still a serf of kings, 
who dreamt a dream so strong, so brave, so true, 
that even yet its mighty daring sings 
in every brick and stone, in every furrow turned 
that’s made America the land it has become. 
O, I’m the man who sailed those early seas 
in search of what I meant to be my home- 
for I’m the one who left dark Ireland’s shore, 

and Poland’s plain, and England’s grassy lea, 
and torn from Black Africa’s strand I came 
to build a “homeland of the free.” 
 
The free? 
 
Who said the free? Not me! 
Surely not me? The millions on relief today? 
The millions shot down when we strike? 
The millions who have nothing for our pay? 
For all the dreams we’ve dreamed 
and all the songs we’ve sung 
and all the hopes we’ve held 
and all the flags we’ve hung. 
The millions who have nothing for our pay- 
except the dream that’s almost dead today. 
 
O, let America be America again- 
the land that never has been yet- 
and yet must be- the land where every man is free. 
The land that’s mine- the poor man’s, Indian’s, 
Negro’s, ME- 
who made America, 
whose sweat and blood, whose faith and pain, 
whose hand at the foundry, whose plow in the rain, 
must bring back our mighty dream again. 
 
Sure, call me any ugly name you choose- 
the steel of freedom does not stain. 
From those who live like leeches on people’s lives, 
we must take back our land again, 
America! 
 
O, yes, 
I say it plain, 
America never was America to me, 
and yet I swear this oath- 
America will be! 
 
Out of rack and ruin or our gangster death, 
the rap and rot of graft, and stealth, and lies, 
we, the people, must redeem 
the land, the mines, the plants, the rivers. 
the mountains and the endless plain- 
all, all the stretch of these great green states- 
and make America again
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

When Langston Hughes (1994) originally published “Let America be America 

Again” in the 1930s, the United States was arguably a very different place. The country 

was slowly lifting itself from its deepest economic crisis yet. The massive campaigns for 

the political and civil rights of African-Americans, Latinos, Asian-Americans, American 

Indians, and women were still several decades from taking the national stage. Unions 

were gaining strength and the interests of workers were part of public discourse. Welfare 

and social security were infants. And rather than articulating a doctrine of pre-emptive 

war, the American president was being criticized for his slow attention to fascist Europe. 

On these grounds, the contemporary relevance of Hughes’ poem can be easily dismissed. 

In fact, when John Kerry invoked its title in the 2004 election, it was regarded by his 

opponents as Stalinistic. For some, the United States is such a changed nation that 

Hughes’ critique, while historically accurate, is nearly anachronistic. However, to simply 

consider this work outdated is to disregard a far deeper interrogation of the American 

nation in both its practice and its ideal.  

 In his text Hughes articulates some simple truths that are often lost in the 

overwhelming national rhetoric of freedom, equality, and opportunity that characterize 

the dominant interpretation of the United States. He names some of the central 

contradictions of American society as they relate to the experiences of people of color 

and people struggling with poverty. For these individuals, America, as it is said to be, has 

never actually existed. He makes this point by demonstrating the ways in which the 

American dream is not available to everyone: the “new world American dream” 
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hegemony is in fact inaccurate and maybe even impossible. He also exposes the United 

States as a tangle of multiple narratives, contrary to the simple universal narrative 

commonly pressed through cultural formations of the nation. He gives voice and agency 

to populations of people who suffer under racial and economic systems of oppression and 

claims their authority as the “builders” of the nation. In this short creative work, Hughes 

asks the nation to embrace its complicated history and to struggle to build itself out of its 

democratic values. When I first read this poem four years ago, I had already spent several 

years working with immigrants of color through community organizations. Through a 

series of incredibly honest conversations and a widening eye, I came to see that the story 

Hughes was telling had not yet gone away despite the fact that some of the most overt 

manifestations of these problems had, perhaps, been addressed. The contradictions 

between capitalism and democracy still exist, and people of color still play an important 

role in rendering these contradictions invisible to the majority of the population. 

 Most of my work as a community educator is best characterized as citizenship 

education. Citizenship education, as I have experienced it, unearths some deep challenges 

to overcoming racial and economic injustice within the United States. Overtime, I found 

some conceptual missteps between the narrative of emancipation that citizenship 

embodies and the lived realities of the immigrants of color with whom I work. My desire 

to explore the connections between racism, poverty, and citizenship led me to a critical 

exploration of dueling ideologies, scapegoats, and collusion. The popular universal 

rhetoric of citizenship as a powerful, universal category of freedom and promise is 

unable, or unwilling, to account for the very real experiences of exclusion of immigrants 

of color. Thus, this research seeks to examine the gaps between our understandings of 
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ourselves as political actors and ourselves as participants in capitalism by asking the 

question: How can ordinary people conceptualize and act upon an understanding of 

citizenship that engages the racial and economic oppression resulting from the 

contradictions between liberal democracy and capitalism?  

In order to explore this question, this inquiry offers a theoretical re-envisioning of 

the category of citizenship and the role of citizenship education programs in addressing 

systems of racial and economic oppression. I explore three main questions. First, what 

forms of oppression result from the contradictions between capitalism and liberal 

democracy and how does citizenship help to obscure these contradictions? Second, how 

has citizenship education as a field of adult education contributed to the invisibility of 

these contradictions and their resulting forms of oppression and how might these 

programs be changed in order to be more fully emancipatory in nature? Finally, what are 

alternative visions of citizenship that engage these contradictions and their manifestations 

in the lives of immigrants of color within the U.S.? 

There is considerable discussion today in politically progressive circles about the 

extent to which the global spread of capital is undermining democracies around the 

world, increasing the flow of migration from the global south, and privileging the well-

being of capital markets over the well-being of ordinary people. There are many 

directions from which to engage these problems; citizenship education seems an odd 

course. I would argue, however, that citizenship education is an ideal location for a 

critical engagement with the issues of racial and economic oppression that result from the 

global spread of capital. Citizenship is experiencing a rebirth in the Untied States as more 

and more state and civil society programs focus on the question of effective citizenship. 
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In adult education, we have a long tradition of confronting the difficult questions of the 

world and of interrogating our relationship as educators to them. I seek to continue in that 

tradition by turning a critical eye to the field of citizenship education. This research 

project is deeply rooted in my own experiences as a grassroots adult educator in a U.S. 

citizenship programs. The contradictions and inconsistencies of that work give rise to a 

set of questions that need to be explored. As much as these questions impact the 

immigrant populations I work with, they have profound implications for my practice and 

perspective as an educator and as a citizen of the United States. This project is not 

designed to provide us with answers, but rather to raise questions that should be asked, 

explore their implications, and posit alternative visions of our work. 

Today’s populations of foreign-born residents are overwhelmingly immigrants of 

color from the global south. The most recent population survey collected by the United 

States Census Bureau (2003) estimates that over 50% of today’s foreign born population 

is from Latin America, including the Caribbean, while another 25% is from Asia. 

Overall, in 2003, the foreign-born population stood at 33.5 million, around 11.7% of the 

total population, an increase from 28.4 million new immigrants in the 2000 census. 

Eighty eight percent of these immigrants have arrived since the enactment of the 

Immigration and National Origin Amendment Act of 1965 that did away with racial and 

national quotas. These changes in immigration policy have fundamentally altered the 

nature of immigrant communities from just 100 years ago when the vast majority of 

immigrants were coming from Europe (King, 2000). 

According to the recent census (2003), foreign-born workers are more likely to be 

concentrated in the service sector, with immigrant women comprising the largest 
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percentage of the low-wage service industry workforce. Foreign-born workers are also 

less likely to find employment in professional and managerial areas despite the fact that 

immigrants are no less likely than native-born citizens to attain an educational level of a 

bachelor’s degree or higher. The Migration Policy Center estimates that in addition to 

their concentrated participation in the service industry, foreign-born workers are also 

disproportionately concentrated in the heavy industry and labor sector (2004a). 

Immigrant workers are almost twice as likely to work a very low paying job as native-

born workers (i.e., earning an annual salary of less than $20,000). Immigrants from Latin 

America are especially targeted in this area. As many as 40% of immigrants from Latin 

America make less than twenty thousand dollars a year. In 2002, 16.6% of the foreign 

born population was living below the poverty line compared to 11.5% of the native born 

population. The poverty line, however, is often contested as an inaccurate account of the 

actual poverty rate (Collin & Yeskel, 2000). The poverty line is set by the federal 

government at three times the cost of food and is calculated according to the number of 

household members. Thus, for a family of four living in the continental United States, the 

poverty line is set at just $19,350 (DHHS, 2005). Statistics for the percentage of the 

foreign-born living in the strata of working poor, working class, or middle class are not 

available, however there concentration in the service sector would lead us to believe they 

are concentrated in the lower echelons of the labor market. Foreign-born workers are also 

less likely to have access to benefits associated with work than native-born workers. 

According to the Migration Policy Institute (2004b), only about 10% of the foreign-born 

work force is represented by unions. The Migration Policy Institute also estimates that 
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only one in three foreign-born workers has health insurance (2004c) and those that are 

non-citizens are ineligible for federally funded welfare programs. 

 These statistics characterizing the economic and racial makeup of the foreign-

born population accurately reflect my experience of the population accessing community 

education programs focused on naturalization and literacy. The census statistics tell 

citizenship educators what they probably already know from the participants in their 

classes. The immigrants accessing community-based education resources today are 

overwhelmingly immigrants of color in the lower stratum of the labor market. Many 

work multiple jobs and struggle with the costs of housing, gas, transportation, childcare, 

and healthcare. The passage of the Welfare Reform Act of 1996 has only deepened the 

economic insecurity of the legally resident immigrant population. Thus, citizenship 

educators today are working with a population living on the margins of U.S. society in a 

multitude of ways. Racial, economic, cultural, and linguistic exclusion characterize the 

everyday experiences of immigrants of color (Lowe, 1999).  

 At its core, “Let America Be America Again,” raises a number of contradictions 

embedded within the American nation-state. The stories of workers and farmers, who 

despite their hardest efforts are unable to meet their basic needs, raise the question of the 

inherent inequality in a capitalist economic system.  The struggle for political rights and 

cultural representation by African American, American Indians, and immigrants is 

particularly painful given the true extent of their contributions to the building of the 

nation. These contradictions lie deep within American society. To most they are invisible. 

Yet everyday, we all live our lives in the spaces in between these contradictions. We 

tolerate, and is some cases legitimate, the oppression and inequality in the U.S. For 
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grassroots adult educators in the U.S. today, many of the populations we work with are 

immigrants from the global south--people whose lives are shaped deeply by the spread of 

capitalism. As educators we need to engage these contradictions or else render them, and 

the experiences of the people we work with, invisible.  

 This research seeks to focus an engagement with these contradictions within the 

field of citizenship education. Out of my own experience in grassroots citizenship 

education programs, I have asked myself many times what we are doing. Can this be the 

practice of freedom and at the same time the “same old stupid plan?” As a citizenship 

educator, I find it imperative to explore the lesser known sides of these categories, to 

interrogate what those understandings mean, and to deeply consider what these 

understandings mean for my own practice and identity, and the communities I work with. 

If we are to move closer to ideals of justice and freedom in our classrooms, communities, 

and society, then I believe it is important to engage in an examination of these hidden 

contradictions and their implications. 
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 CHAPTER TWO: METHODS 
 

This inquiry is deeply rooted in a critical social science approach to inquiry. 

Critical social science and critical theory are approaches to inquiry which arose from the 

historical, economic, and political contexts of industrial-era Western Europe. Held (1980) 

framed critical theory as the work of a group of primarily European scholars who sought 

to continue the thinking of German idealists, namely Hegel and Marx. Critical theory is 

most often attributed to the work of the Frankfurt School; in fact, the two categories are 

sometimes used interchangeably. In reality, the Frankfurt School names a group of 

scholars active in the first half of the 20th century, such as Horkheimer, Adorno, and 

Marcuse, who attempted to develop modes of thought predicated on Marx’s argument to 

place history at the center of philosophical and social inquiry. Critical theory names a 

large swath of theorizing by scholars from a variety of disciplines and diverse 

backgrounds. Contemporary critical theorists include Jurgen Habermas, Paulo Freire, 

Stuart Hall, and Lisa Lowe. Core to critical theory is the method of critique of social 

structures in the interests of human freedom and emancipation. Critical social science 

follows this same path. The chief distinction between critical theory and critical social 

science is that while critical theory engages in theorizing, critical social science 

recommends and carries out a plan of action aimed at social transformation. Further, 

critical social science methodologies encompass components of critical theory. 

 Critical social science distinguishes itself from other approaches to inquiry in 

several important ways. While traditional approaches to inquiry seek to discover new 

knowledge or to gain deeper understandings of the social world, critical social science 

seeks to fulfill the emancipatory interests of knowledge. Philosopher Jurgen Habermas 
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theorized that knowledge is not a singular concept, but rather there are different types of 

knowledge that serve different human interests (Held, 1980). For Habermas, knowledge 

is never produced by an abstract intellectual act that is separate from the needs and 

interests of the subject. Thus, Habermas theorized an epistemology he called knowledge-

constitutive interests in which a multiplicity of human needs and desires are incorporated 

into different pursuits of knowledge. Habermas argued that human interest in possessing 

technical control over nature facilitated the development of empirical and analytic 

methodologies used to discover instrumental knowledge. Human interest in a more 

interpretive understanding of the social experience in order to inform practical judgment 

is approached through interpretive methods of inquiry based in language. However, 

human interests are not fulfilled solely through rational-technical processes or practical 

pursuits. Humans also possess a need for freedom and it is through pursuits of 

emancipatory knowledge, Habermas’ third category of interest-based knowledge, that 

humans are able to pursue the desire to be free. Here Habermas makes the assumption 

that core to human nature is the need for rational autonomy and freedom. It is important 

to acknowledge the cultural influence located within this assumption and to thoughtfully 

interrogate this claim as well. Rational autonomy may very well be a framework for 

freedom that is specific to the Western condition of the social world. Surely, a freedom 

based in individualism is not the only possible version of freedom alive in the world. 

However, we may also acknowledge in Habermas’ work an attempt to create a category 

of knowledge directed towards the conditions of human freedom, however that process 

may take place. 
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 One may wonder why a category of emancipatory knowledge is necessary. Is it 

not possible that the human desire for freedom can be pursued through instrumental or 

practical knowledge and processes? This question is disputed by many theorists, but 

Habermas argued interpretive and rational pursuits of knowledge which seek to create 

objective and subjective meanings are themselves conditioned by the social forces in 

which inquiry takes place. For Habermas, the social sciences will never be able to escape 

the conditions of the social world. Any pursuit of knowledge that attempts to reduce the 

social world to a simple subjective interpretation will fail to “recognize that the 

subjective meanings that characterize social life are themselves conditioned by an 

objective context that limits both the scope of individuals’ intentions and the possibility 

of their realization” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986, p. 135). Habermas argued that by employing 

an epistemology that does not critically interrogate the context in which subjective 

understanding takes place, the interpretive sciences are unable to adequately reveal social 

and historical processes that distort the human experience. Thus, an emancipatory 

knowledge must not only pursue the desires of human freedom but also seek to expose 

distortions of the social world that limit human understanding and action. 

 Critical social science is thus an approach to research that seeks to “generate 

knowledge in the service of emancipation” (Usher, Bryant, & Johnson 1997, p. 192). 

However, if our understanding of the social world is limited by social and historical 

forces as Habermas suggests, then the efforts of critical social science must be directed 

towards illuminating these distortions and their resulting social relationships. Habermas 

goes as far as to argue that our own understandings of ourselves in the world will be 

distorted by these forces so that we may not even be able to know our own true self-
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interest. This argument is core to the resulting methodologies of critical social science. 

Given these assumptions about the nature of knowledge, human interests, and social 

forces, the purpose of critical social science becomes to aid individuals in the 

development of critical frameworks which can be used to interrogate existing social 

circumstances in order to reveal how our understanding of the world is distorted and thus 

our freedom and autonomy limited. In addition to this theoretical component, critical 

social science research engages in action directed at undoing distorted understandings of 

social forces and emancipating the communities involved in the research. 

 Several of the epistemological and ontological assumptions of critical social 

science have already been discussed. However, there are several others which are key to 

understanding the relationship between critical social science, knowledge generation, and 

social transformation. To begin with, critical social science assumes that reality and 

knowledge are socially constructed. Their social construction is not neutral. Rather they 

are framed by the dominant power relationships of the society and have historical, 

political, and social roots. Critical social science theorists also assume that the power 

relationships of any given society will arise from the mode of production within that 

society. Capitalism, the current mode of production, is assumed to be characterized by 

systems of domination and thus the power relationships of today’s society result in 

oppressive material conditions. The situation is not entirely bleak, however, because 

critical social scientists also assume that critical knowledge generated through ideological 

critique can lead to emancipation from oppressive material conditions.  

Critical social science bares deep similarities to a variety of other research 

approaches. Usher, Bryant, and Johnston (1997) argued that critical social science 
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encompasses more well-known approaches to research such as participatory research, 

action-research, feminist research, and transformative research. It is somewhat contested 

as to where these approaches converge, intersect, and part ways; however, it is safe to 

argue that we can recognize a variety of methods of research operating in a variety of 

disciplines that draw from the same epistemological base as critical social science and 

which share a deep connection with the history and tradition of critical theory. That being 

said, there are a variety of methodological frameworks available to the critical social 

scientist. This study will primarily use a framework provided by Fay (1987), but it will 

also draw from the theory of Carr and Kemmis (1986). 

Carr and Kemmis (1986) argued that any critical social science project must 

consist of three components: the extension of critical theorems, organization of the 

process of enlightenment, and the selection of appropriate action strategies. Versions of 

these components are found in many frameworks for critical social science because they 

encapsulate the core work of the research. First is the work of critique. Critique, in this 

context, is understood not “simply in the sense of voicing disapproval of contemporary 

social arrangements, but in the sense that it attempts to distil the historical processes 

which have caused subjective meanings to become systematically distorted” (Carr & 

Kemmis, p. 137). Per the work of critical theorists, the first task of critical social science 

is to uncover what social forces distort our understanding of the world around us and 

where those distortions come from. Furthermore, Freire (1970) argued that we must also 

understand whose interests in society are served by the maintenance of those distorted 

understandings. This analysis will help to illuminate the connections to relationships of 

power so that ideology is not understood as a benign construction, but as something used 
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to maintain a certain distribution of power. The second component of critical science will 

outline how a population will use critical theorems in the process of enlightenment and 

might go so far as to engage a population in this process. This process requires deep 

attention to the nature of the discourse that takes place, with special attention to the 

dynamics of power and language at play. Carr and Kemmis (1986) argued that the 

insights gained through this process must be authentic for the population involved and 

they must be communicable. In order to ensure this level of reflection, critical social 

scientists must engage in the necessary steps to ensure that there is “unconstrained 

communication” (p. 147) and that the community is able to progress to a point of shared 

understanding and commitment to action. This mutual orientation is necessary in order to 

engage the third component of critical social science, the organization of action. 

Habermas referred to this component as political struggle (Held, 1980). Some critical 

social science methodologies simply call for the researcher to outline the practices that 

are appropriate to the given problem while other frameworks require that the researcher 

engage in a plan of action with the population sharing in the research. It is in this final 

step that critical social science takes its most radical departure from more traditional 

approaches to research. Positivistic and interpretive approaches seek only to understand a 

given reality. It is only through action that the ultimate goal of critical social science, 

emancipation, can take place. 

 This study will use the methodological framework provided by Fay (1987), which 

offers a primarily theoretical approach to critical social science. Fay delineates a series of 

interconnected theories that articulate conditions of false consciousness, explain the 

social crisis resulting in oppressive conditions, provide a theory of education, and 
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conclude with a theory of transformative action. These four theoretical components, in 

turn, contain sub-theories so that ultimately the critical social science project will consist 

of 10 systemically related theories. Using Marx’s theory of capitalism as a model, Fay 

argued that each of these theoretical components is fundamental to creating a social 

critique that can “explain, criticize, and mobilize in the way critical social science must” 

(p. 32). Fay’s scheme consists of the following components: 

I. A theory of false consciousness 
a. Demonstrates the ways in which self-understanding is false, contradictory, 

incoherent, and/or distorted; 
b. Provides the historical roots of these distortions as well as how they are 

promulgated; 
c. Provides alternative understandings and argues their superiority. 

II. A theory of crisis 
a. Explains the social crisis; 
b. Examines the experiences of the oppressed group and shows how these 

experiences cannot be resolved within the dominant ideology; 
c. Gives the historical roots of the crisis with special regard to the distorted 

understandings of the oppressed group. 
III. A theory of education 

a. Explains the necessary conditions for enlightenment; 
b. Demonstrates that these conditions are met. 

IV. A theory of transformative action 
a. Pinpoints what parts of society must change in order to resolve the 

oppression conditions and contradictions; 
b. Provides a plan of action as to who will participate in the political struggle 

and preliminary suggestions as to how this struggle might be carried out. 
(p. 31). 

 

With this framework it is easy to see how these theories are not only related to one 

another but also interdependent.  

 As we can see from the discussion of methodology, a critical social science 

research project would ideally entail a commitment of years on the part of the researcher. 

This kind of commitment is not necessarily implausible for scholars who see their work 

as a form of activism and their public responsibility as researchers. However, a fully 
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developed critical social science project is beyond the scope of a master’s thesis project. 

Thus, this inquiry will undertake the initial theoretical components of Fay’s framework. I 

will seek to develop a theory of false consciousness and contradictions that illuminates 

conditions of distortion, and resulting forms of oppression, examines the historical roots 

of these distortions, and posits possible alternative understandings.  

 In keeping with Fay’s framework for a theory of false consciousness and 

contradictions, I will develop the necessary theoretical components in three parts. In 

chapter three I will examine the nature of capitalism and liberalism as the dominant forms 

of political economy in the United States and explore the contradictions that arise 

between these two systems. I will also explore the argument that immigration, 

racialization, and citizenship are the sites in U.S. society through which these 

contradictions are resolved. In chapter four I will examine how citizenship education as a 

field of adult education has contributed to the invisibility of these contradictions and their 

resulting forms of oppression. By examining the history of citizenship education I will be 

able to uncover the practices and philosophies of citizenship education that have 

historically and perhaps unconsciously promulgated some of the contradictions produced 

by liberalism and capitalism. I will also draw on my own experience in the field of 

citizenship education to inform the practices in education programs that either support or 

subvert the contradictions and systems of oppression resulting from liberalism and 

capitalism. Finally, in chapter five I will explore alternative visions of citizenship, such as 

economic and cultural citizenship, that engage these contradictions and their resulting 

forms of oppression in U.S. society.  
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CHAPTER THREE: CAPITALISM, LIBERALISM, AND CITIZENSHIP 
 
For “citizenship” is not merely a word that describes the world. It is also a powerful 
term of appraisal, one which performs an enormous legitimizing function. To 
characterize a set of social practices in the language of citizenship is to honor them with 
recognition as politically and socially consequential--as centrally constitutive and 
defining of our collective lives. To refuse them the designation is, correspondingly, to 
deny them such recognition. – (Bosniak, 2000a ,p.  489) 
 
 The United States arose as a product of the colonialist foreign policy of European 

monarchies in the 17th century. According to cultural theorist Stuart Hall (1997), the era 

of colonialism that produced the new American nation was a form of globalization not 

dissimilar to what we currently call globalization in popular discourse. The function of 

both of has been the global spread of capitalism and the establishment of new regimes of 

dominance over economic, natural, and human resources. On the occasion of the 

American Revolution, during which Thomas Paine famously stated in Commonsense that 

the plan for the new republic was commerce, the United States became the first 

democracy of the modern age and the first nation to be organized as a capitalist society 

from its inception. The United States is most appropriately characterized as a liberal 

capitalist society, meaning that the dominant philosophy that guides our understanding of 

the role of government and citizens is political liberalism while our mode of production is 

capitalism. These meta-narratives of social organization and production form the core 

principles of dominant American culture and pervade all aspects of U.S. society. 

However, all is not harmonious. What results from these systems is a state mired in 

contradiction between the economic needs of capitalism and the political needs of the 

liberal state. 

 In the following sections I will explore how citizenship, the fundamental category 

of political membership in liberal societies, and immigrants of color have been used to 
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obscure contradictions between liberalism and capitalism in American society. Following 

a brief overview of capitalism and liberalism as social systems, I will examine the 

contradictions that exist between the two and how immigrants of color have historically 

been used by the state and dominant culture to obfuscate these contradictions. An 

overview of theoretical work on citizenship is followed by an examination of the roles 

that racism, immigration, and citizenship play in mystifying the inequality inherent in 

liberal and capitalist systems, maintaining the legitimacy of these systems, and rendering 

invisible the oppression that results from them. This interrogation of the role of 

citizenship in a liberal capitalist society is important in order to engage in a critical 

exploration of the ways in which citizenship education programs either support or subvert 

the racial and economic oppression experienced by immigrants of color. 

 

Capitalism 

 Karl Marx, German social theorist and historian, focused his life’s work on 

understanding the machinations of capitalism and the social systems that support its 

reproduction. While most famous for creating theories of socialism and communism, 

most of Marx’s work is focused on the origins and functions of capitalism. Thus, his 

work is extremely useful in understanding how capitalism actually works. According to 

Marx, the capitalist mode of production evolved out of three historical processes 

corresponding with the demise of feudalism (Mandel, 1974). First, producers, namely 

serfs and other petty laborers, were separated from their means of production. They could 

no longer produce their subsistence needs on their own. Second, the ownership of the 

means of production was concentrated in a single class of people. Finally, a class of 
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people appeared who were forced to sell their labor on the market to the class who owned 

the means of production. In these origins we can see some of the characteristics that 

separate capitalism from other modes of production such as feudalism, slavery, or 

socialism. Capitalism requires the commoditization of labor. In order to survive most 

people have to sell their labor, skills, talents, and knowledge to producers in exchange for 

a wage, which in turn can be used to consume goods and services. Another core 

characteristic of capitalism is the incentive to concentrate of the ownership of the means 

of production in the hands of single class. This requires the accumulation of capital 

through surplus value. Surplus value is created through the disparity between the value of 

production costs and the commodity value of the product. The creation of surplus value 

allows the owning class to accumulate and consolidate more capital and means of 

production. The necessity of surplus value for the accumulation of capital ensures that 

laborers will never be paid the commodity value of their work, further solidifying the 

class structure of capitalist societies. 

 Capitalist societies thus produce different groups of people who sell labor, own 

means of production, or possibly do neither (Mandel, 1974). This stratification is called 

social relationships of production or classes. Sometimes in contemporary discourse, this 

characteristic of capitalist societies is referred to as socioeconomic status, implying that 

one’s location within the class structure of society has both social and economic 

components. Marx argued that capitalist societies produce at least four classes. First is the 

owning class who controls the means of production. Second is the managerial class or 

petty bourgeoisie, whose labor is usually more skilled and knowledgeable, and who 

works to oversee and control other groups. The working class, the largest class, consists 
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of individuals who sell their labor on the market for direct production. Finally, the lower 

class or the poor are individuals who are unable to compete in the labor market. Marx 

(Mandel, 1974) argued that capitalist societies necessitate the existence of the lowest 

class in order to ensure that there is a ready supply of labor to supplement and control the 

working class. Because capitalism requires these social relations of production for the 

production, extraction, and accumulation of capital, Marx argued that capitalist systems 

are inherently exploitative. Labor, which creates value, will never receive a wage that 

equals the full value of work. The owning class inherently creates wealth by extracting it 

from the labor of the managerial and working classes. In order to extract surplus value, 

create profit, and remain competitive, the costs of production must be lowered. The prices 

of capital goods are set by markets, which are difficult to control. The labor market, 

however, is easy to manipulate given the proper tools. These conditions create an 

unending search by the owning class for lower waged labor.  

 Finally, capitalism requires two functions of the state in order to ensure the 

reproduction of the economic system (Mandel, 1974). The first is the provision of a legal 

framework that protects the rights of property and the interests of capital. Minimally, this 

framework must protect the right of the capitalist to produce through property rights in 

regards to the means of production such as land rights or contract law. In its fullest 

incarnation the state operates in such as a way as to accord sovereign rights to capital. 

Today’s free trade agreements are examples of such a contradiction of state involvement. 

The state provides a complete framework for uninhibited capital mobility around the 

world. Ironically, this is usually regarded as a lack of state intervention in the market. 

This legal framework also extends into the second function the state must provide in the 
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service of capitalism--collusion in the production of a low-wage labor force. Historically, 

this has meant that the state controls the supply of labor in the United States via 

immigration regulation, but the state has also created the frameworks through which 

labor is able to collectively bargain for wages and benefits. For example, over the last 30 

years, the state has stripped away these economic rights, resulting in the largest low-

wage, domestic labor supply since the Great Depression (Collins & Yeskel, 2000). Given 

the requirements that capitalism has of the state, what kind of state can meet these needs? 

Within the United States, the answer to that question has been a politically liberal state, 

meaning a state prescribing to the values and tenets of liberal political theory. 

 

Liberalism 

Any organized nation-state is in need of grand narratives that explain the order of 

the economy, the order of the state, and the interplay between the two. These narratives 

will also contain a host of sub-theories about citizenships, institutions, and different parts 

of society, but overall they will provide the analytic tools and values through which a 

society approaches many of its conflicts, its organization, and its regulation. In the United 

States, the predominant meta-narrative of the state is liberalism. Liberalism rose to 

prominence in political philosophy throughout the 18th and 19th centuries, but its roots go 

far deeper into the European philosophical traditions of the Renaissance (Curtis, 1981). 

According to political and economic historian Robert Heilbroner (1999), the 18th and 19th 

centuries were a time of great social change in Europe and many of the idealist principles 

of the time are reflected in the founding of the United States. The intellectual and 

political elite, as well as the working class, were rebelling against the power of 
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monarchies which was beginning to seem more and more arbitrary. This movement was 

fueled by the growing middle class who was establishing wealth through the growing 

international markets of trade facilitated by colonization and imperialism. The old 

vanguards of status and rights in European society, genealogy and wealth, were 

increasingly inadequate to provide for the political inclusion of increasingly powerful 

sects of society. Likewise, the material domination of the agricultural underclass was 

untenable as well, especially when participation in the market existed independent of the 

rule of monarchies. Liberalism was the political philosophy that overturned old systems 

of political rule and domination. Deeply steeped in the principles of the enlightenment, 

such as human worth, rationality, and choice, liberal theory coincides to an alarming 

degree with the values that promote mobility in capitalism. Thus, it has been theorized 

that liberalism and capitalism are systems that arose simultaneously and ultimately reflect 

the interests of those able to accumulate capital through the market (Ramsay, 1997).  

Liberalism has evolved over the last 200 years and encompasses many trends of 

thought, most often described as early and modern liberalism. According to political 

theorist and historian Michael Curtis (1981), early liberalism reflects a close association 

with laissez-faire economic policies, free markets, and a minimalist role for the state. 

Modern liberalism, however, tends to reflect more progressive trends in economic 

thought, such as the modern welfare state, and it prescribes a much heavier role for the 

state aimed at producing equal opportunity and fair competition. Each of these 

approaches to liberalism is based in core assumptions about the nature of the individual, 

which in turn affect how liberalism theorizes the role of the state, the nature of freedom, 

and the definition of equality.  
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 The core focus of liberal theory is the individual and includes a number of 

assumptions about the essential nature of individuals. To say that liberal theory believes 

human beings to be essential is to say that it regards certain characteristics of humans to 

be inherent rather than the product of their social environment. Ramsay (1997) explains 

liberalism’s foundational principles as being entirely based on the good and worth of the 

individual. According to Ramsay, liberalism is fundamentally based on the belief that all 

individuals are of inherent worth. This means that any kind of humanness one might 

accord to individuals is accorded simply on the basis of their existence. They need not 

possess titles, property, or wealth to be of worth as a human being. Furthermore, liberal 

theory does not see social difference as a meaningful category of discrimination. 

Individuals are not of less worth as humans because they are women rather then men or 

poor rather than rich. Because the individual is the moral center of liberal theory, 

individual freedom and choice are of the utmost importance. Individuals must be free to 

choose to follow their own interests and any imposition on this freedom is regarded as an 

attack on the worth and dignity of the individual. This freedom to choose one’s own 

interests is so valued, in part, because liberal theory also assumes individuals to be 

rational and motivated by their own self-interest. Self-interest, according to liberal theory, 

is the thing that guides all individual behavior and, more often than not, self-interest is 

understood by liberal theorists to be material well-being. Some theorists, such as John 

Stuart Mill, argued that individuals have other moral and aesthetic self-interests, but 

material interests are thought to dominate individual behavior. Because liberal theory 

assumes self-interest to be rational and to be directed towards well-being, liberalism also 

assumes individuals to be focused on utility maximization. Furthermore, liberalism 
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assumes that individuals must compete for the things they need to maximize utility 

because resources are scarce. Thus, liberalism paints a picture of the individual as one 

who is autonomous, rational, competitive, and acquisitive. 

 Given this conception of the individual, liberalism understands freedom and 

choice as both positive and negative concepts focused on the individual (Bellamy, 2000). 

Positive freedoms refer to the ability to do something while negative freedom refers to 

the freedom from certain restrictions. Positive and negative freedoms have a complicated 

relationship with one another. In order for some positive freedoms to exist, such as the 

freedom to be upwardly mobile in society, some negative freedoms must exists, such as 

the freedom not to be restricted by the state. Thus, different schools of liberalism see the 

role of the state as either minimal or as quite large. Early liberalism, with its reverence for 

laissez-faire economics, is obviously preferential to a minimal role of the state. Early 

liberalism believes that the state should focus on negative freedom, primarily in reducing 

the role of the state and its ability to meddle in the affairs of rational, autonomous 

individuals. More modern liberalisms require a stronger role of the state aimed at 

producing equal opportunity for individual achievements, believing that individuals must 

be free to make choices and cannot be unfairly limited by their social location. This 

requires the state to intercede in the economy. Finally, negative freedom is significant in 

understanding liberalism’s relationship to capitalism and other systems of inequality 

because negative freedom can be seen as an objective condition ascribed to all 

individuals. Thus, it does not require the recognition of social groups, social difference, 

or power because all individuals have the same set of individual rights and freedoms.  
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 Equality, for liberals, is an outcome of individual merit. The premise that all 

individuals have the same rights and freedoms because of their common humanity is the 

basis of the liberal understanding of equality. Given that everyone is equal, any inequality 

that results is assumed to be based on merit, skill, ability, or contribution (Ramsay, 1997). 

Status is achieved, not accorded on the privilege of birth, thus resulting in an emphasis on 

equal opportunity, not equal outcomes (Bellamy, 2000). According to liberal theory, 

equal rights ensure that all individuals may rise and fall according to their own ability. 

Thus, discrimination based on merit is seen as justifiable. Remembering earlier 

assumptions about the scarcity of resources and the natural competitiveness of 

individuals, liberals see fair competition as the playing ground of individual 

advancement. Systems of justice, such as legal frameworks, should provide for fair play 

rather than a certain distribution of goods. If an unequal distribution of goods results from 

fair competition, then that result is just and equitable. Race, class, and gender are not seen 

as relevant criteria for discrimination; only merit serves this function in society (Ramsay, 

1997). However, the effect that race, class, and gender have on inequality is left 

unaccounted for in much liberal political theory. This results from liberalism’s emphasis 

on the individual, which precludes theorizing about social groups, particularly class, as 

relevant categories of analysis. 

 Finally, despite liberalism’s almost exclusive emphasis on the individual, liberal 

theory does assume the existence of a cohesive, national identity to engage individuals in 

the project of the nation-state. Liberalism assumes that individuals are the foundations of 

societies and are thus hesitant to theorize that any collective organization could supercede 

the autonomy of the individual. At the same time, however, liberal theory likes to see 
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individuals invested in the idea of the identity of their nation (Spencer, 1994). These 

liberal assumptions about the role of the state, the constitution of equality, and the 

necessity of a cohesive national identity all come into question when we explore the 

contradictions between capitalism and liberalism and the resulting forms of oppression, 

especially for people of color.  

 

Contradictions between Liberalism and Capitalism 

 Liberalism and capitalism are two systems that are each prone to crises of 

legitimation. The balance between the two is tenuous and over time oppositional theorists 

and educators have developed tools that allow us to see through the ideology produced by 

these systems. Social theorist Louis Althusser (1996) argued that the legitimacy of 

ideologies, such as liberalism and capitalism, most easily rupture at their points of 

contradiction. Utilizing Lenin’s metaphor of a chain, Althusser argued that a chain is as 

strong as its weakest link, and the weakest link is where the chain will break. Ideology 

functions in a similar manner: contradictions arise at the points where the ideology can no 

longer explain people’s experiences, and, thus, the ideology loses legitimacy. When there 

are too many of these contradictions accumulated to be ignored, Althusser argued that an 

overdetermination, sometimes called a crisis, will result that will ultimately undo the 

ideology and the resulting hegemonies. In this way, ideological contradictions are crucial 

sites of theory building and education for individuals engaged in a struggle for social 

justice. Because this inquiry is focused on creating knowledge that is useful for 

emancipation, I will locate my critique of citizenship within the contradictions between 

liberalism and capitalism and their struggle for legitimation. 
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 If capitalism is inherently oppressive and in direct conflict with the ideals of a 

political democracy, as Marx (1978) argued, the next logical question is to ask how 

capitalism maintains order and legitimacy by creating consent among the masses. For 

many critical theorists, liberalism is the answer to that question. Cultural theorist Lisa 

Lowe (1999) argued that “the state, and the law as its repressive apparatus, takes up the 

role of ‘resolving’ contradictions of capitalism with political democracy” (p. 21). As I’ve 

already discussed, liberalism is able to obscure the oppression and exploitation that occur 

within racialized capitalist societies by explaining inequality as a function of merit or 

skill instead of a stratified, racialized caste system. Not only does liberalism represent 

inequality as fair, but it also justifies the extraction of surplus value and the accumulation 

of capital by its assumptions about individuals, competition, scarce resources, and utility 

maximization. Liberalism also provides a mechanism by which a capitalist system can be 

understood as outside the control of the state or the collective will of citizens. Under 

liberalism, the market is understood as a self-regulating entity that naturally creates 

equity. There is no need for the state to intervene. If the state did intervene in the market, 

it would be putting restrictions on the freedoms of capital to do as the market pleases. 

Thus, the economic system continues unabated, and the resulting inequality is explained 

away. However, using liberalism to prop up a capitalist system does create important 

contradictions. Liberalism maintains its own legitimacy through the ideas that society is 

fair and through hard work anyone can achieve upward mobility. This is in direct conflict 

with the social relations of production required for the functioning of capitalism. Thus, 

there is a deep contradiction between the liberal reliance on a theory of upward mobility 
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and the required social relations of production under capitalism. Upward mobility is not 

possible for all; some must remain in the working and lower classes. 

 We can see that the state and the economy are in a tricky situation. They must 

maintain legitimacy in the face of inherent inequality. In order to maintain the working 

and lower classes, capitalism is in constant need of a low wage labor supply. Having 

access to a reserve of low-skill, low wage labor, either domestically or through the ability 

to move capital globally, is extremely important to ensuring capital accumulation and 

competitive advantage. Thus, capitalism is always looking for low-wage labor. 

Liberalism, on the other hand, is seeking to maintain itself through the notion of the 

abstract citizen (Marx, 1978). The abstract citizen in the individual member of the 

nation-state who is identified with the national identity and who exchanges political 

representation within the public sphere for a relegation of social difference to the private 

sphere. In the public sphere, all are equal despite the fact that social difference does exist. 

The capitalist need for low-wage labor and the liberal need for the abstract citizen are not 

necessarily in contradiction with one another. Lowe (1999) argued, however, that in 

racially heterogeneous societies there is a deep contradiction between the needs of the 

state and the needs of capital. Capital has successfully exploited social difference, usually 

racial difference, as a means of dividing the working class and driving wages down. The 

contradiction results from capital’s desire to expand the supply of low-wage, racialized 

labor at the same time that the liberal national project is invested in maintaining a 

“national citizenry bound by race, language, and culture” (p. 13). This conflict creates a 

great problem for the state. There has to be a way of providing capital with low wage 

labor and still maintain a cohesive national identity that the racial majority can subscribe 
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to in order to support the legitimacy of the liberal state. The resolution of this 

contradiction is the entry point of immigrants of color. 

 

Immigration, Race, and the Obfuscation of Contradictions 

 In order to engage in a critical examination of capitalism and liberalism, we must 

ask the question of how such contradictions are obscured from the consciousness of the 

general population so that these dominating systems remain legitimate. According to 

Althusser (2001), ideology is the predominant player in this drama. Ideology, transmitted 

through institutions such as schools, religious groups, and other organizations of the state 

and civil society, promotes a certain way of thinking about the world that usually 

supports the status quo, in this case capitalism and liberalism. Returning to the 

contradiction of abstract citizen versus low-wage labor, Lowe (1999) argued that the 

United States immigrant populations of color, particularly Asian immigrants, are 

constructed as racially “other” to the abstract citizen. This allowed for the denial of 

political, economic, and social equality historically which continues in new incarnations 

today. Thus capital can be ensured low-wage labor and the majority of the nation can be 

ensured of their own superiority. The process then reinforces itself by simultaneously 

denying equality and obscuring inequality as an outcome of merit, thus relying on 

ideologies of white supremacy, meritocracy, and political equality. 

 Marx (1978) argued that the state and capital will not only rely on social 

difference as way of resolving their contradictions, they will also allow for that difference 

to be exacerbated. The ways in which both the state and capital rely on racialized 

immigrants to maintain a low-wage labor supply have been well documented. During the 
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Civil War, strikes spread throughout the industrial sector. The Contract Labor Law of 

1864 allowed corporations to sign contracts with immigrants in exchange for the promise 

that the workers would forfeit the first 12 months of their wages to pay for their passage. 

Zinn (2001) argued that this arrangement provided capital with cheap labor and 

strikebreakers. In 1874, Italian immigrants, the lowest of European immigrants in the 

racial hierarchy of 19th century America, were brought in to break strikes in Pittsburgh’s 

coalmines. This time, the importation of immigrants “led to the killing of three Italians, to 

trials in which jurors of the community exonerated the strikers, and bitter feelings 

between Italians and other organized workers” (Zinn, 2001, p. 244). Throughout the 

country, corporations knew they could rely on racism to keep unions from forming and 

keep wages low. Corporations exacerbated the situation by rewarding racial, ethnic, and 

gender groups differently for the same work. They did this in such a way as to “create 

separate levels of oppression--skillfull terracing to stabilize the pyramid of wealth” (p. 

253). The railroad barons of the late 19th century imported workers from China to build 

the Pacific railroad. These workers were used as a threat to ensure that railroad workers 

would not be able to unionize (Takaki, 1998). Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries the 

state advocated immigration policies targeted at Mexico that would allow for the inflow 

of labor during domestic labor shortages, thus ensuring that the wages could be driven 

down (Rosales, 1996). When these workers were no longer needed they were repatriated-

-such as in the infamous Bracero programs. With few exceptions, the state took a 

predominantly passive role by refusing to legislate the machinations of capital. Today, 

capital and the state remain in an uneasy alliance over the issue of undocumented labor 

(Lowe, 1999). Capital is delighted by the inflow of people of color from Latin America 
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and Asia who are willing to work almost any job at abysmal wages and who are terrified 

of claiming any rights or recourse for the abuses they suffer (Fregoso, 2003). The state 

cannot easily appear to be on the side of capital because many American citizens blame 

undocumented immigrants for the loss of jobs in the United States. The result has been 

unenforced legislation and public debate about the scourge of undocumented immigration 

sapping the economy of the states. Again, the state participates in the reproduction of 

difference to the benefit of capital at the same time that it reinforces it own cohesive 

national identity being “invaded” by hordes of unwelcome brown skinned people. 

 This history and its contemporary counterparts beg the question: Why people of 

color? Why use people of color to break strikes? Why use people of color to undermine 

domestic labor supplies? Why import workers of color for such large scale projects as 

railroads and agricultural exports? How does racialized labor help to obscure the 

contradictions between political equality and economic inequality under liberalism and 

capitalism? The rampant racism of U.S. society acts in two ways to answer this question. 

Historically, racism was the answer to the problem of collective organization among the 

working class. In her seminal analysis of the psychology of the American south, Lillian 

Smith (1996) argued that in systems of economic oppression, racism is used to divide the 

economically disadvantaged class in order to maintain the sub ordinance of the entire 

group. She argued that white workers, in the face of great economic inequality, will 

maintain their own superiority over workers of color. Thus, capitalism can always rely 

upon racism to undermine the organization of the working class. That organization would 

directly challenge the wage structures of the market. Thus, racism can be used to 

exacerbate economic inequality.  
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The second way in which racialized labor obscures contradictions between capital 

and the state is by explaining inequality as a function of race and merit. Remembering 

that liberalism explains inequality as a function of merit, the racism of the United States 

allows the state and culture to explain concentrations of racialized labor in the underclass 

as an outcome of the deficiencies of that group. In its most extreme form, this kind of 

racism looks like the controversial text The Bell Curve (1994), which argued that 

economic inequality is due to the fact that people of color are genetically inferior to white 

people. In its most subtle versions, racism and merit are linked in arguments such as the 

culture of poverty put forth by Daniel Patrick Moynihan in the infamous report “The 

Negro Family.” This report argued that poverty resulted from a tangle of pathologies 

perpetuated through the culture of people of color (Moynihan, 1965). These processes 

ultimately result in the appearance that those who are economically disadvantaged in 

society deserve to be because of merit and, if there are disproportionate representations of 

people of color in the lower economic echelons, it is because they too deserve to be there. 

Racializing labor makes it easier to exploit, and racism makes economic exploitation 

appear to be fair. Given these cultural dynamics, we can see the logic in Lowe’s (1999) 

argument that immigrants of color used as racialized, exploited labor are the “way out” of 

the contradiction between the state and capitalism. They can be racialized as “other” and 

thus their oppression can be explained away. Racializing them as something “other” than 

“Americans” also supports the cohesive national identity required under liberalism. 

 We can see here the ways in which capitalism and liberalism resolve their 

contradictions for the majority population. However, how does this system produce 

consent among immigrants of color who are the targets of racialized labor exploitation? 
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Lowe (1999) argued that the promise of political liberalism is the predominant ideology 

that obscures this contradiction for immigrants of color. Naturalized citizenship, and the 

political equality is promises, are the tickets to equality in America. Lowe believes that 

liberalism and its partner in crime, the American dream, portray economic advancement 

as solely a function of merit and do not explain the racial, gendered, and class-based 

oppression that skew the system. Liberalism also links political equality with other kinds 

of equality, notably economic and social. Because everyone has the same rights, anything 

is possible. In truth, anything is not possible given the required relations of production 

under capitalism. Furthermore, naturalized citizenship has been used as a tool by the state 

to control and regulate immigrants of color throughout U.S. history. Naturalized 

citizenship is a web of contradictory narratives. On one hand, it is a narrative of 

emancipation that promises political equality, something many immigrants of color have 

never had in their native countries. The importance of political equality is not to be 

underestimated or undervalued. It is essential in struggles for democracy and justice. On 

the other hand, citizenship is also a narrative of racist exclusion and social control.  

The category of citizenship functions then as a site of oppression, a site of 

emancipation, and a site upon which contradictions between liberalism and capitalism are 

made manifest. It is not the simple political narrative of our American dreams. 

Naturalized citizenship is also one of the idealized sites through which immigrants of 

color come into educational contact with native-born citizens. Citizenship is a category so 

expansive and evocative in its meaning and movement that it must be seized from as 

many perspectives as possible in order to understand its dynamic functions within 

competing systems of oppression and liberation.  
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What Is Citizenship? 

 Citizenship is one of the most deeply contested terrains of political thought 

because it brings up many uneasy questions to resolve. What constitutes membership in a 

political community? What constitutes a political community? Is citizenship intrinsically 

tied to the idea of a political community? Should citizenship be universal or limited? 

Should the identity of citizens be universal or pluralist? Is citizenship merely a set of 

rights or legal statuses, or does it constitute a kind of political engagement as well? What 

kind of activity constitutes the work of citizens? The problems go on and on, and they 

have occupied much of the thinking of philosophers, social scientists, educators, activists, 

and public officials for many, many years. Needless to say, despite is deep variability, 

many people have struggled and died for the full realization of the title citizen, however it 

is conceived. Given this history, questions of citizenship cannot be regarded in a flippant 

manner nor can they be assumed to have easy solutions. 

 Recently, there has been an increase in the writing, both scholarly and popular, 

around the question of citizenship (Scobey, 2001). This inquiry follows in that line of 

theorizing by exploring how we understand the category of citizen and its resulting 

implications for our practice as educators. However, in order to write newer chapters in 

the story of citizenship, we must understand where it came from in the first place and 

how theorists from a variety of disciplines have struggled to understand what it entails. 

Despite my best efforts to elaborate a framework for understanding the complexity of the 

category, any attempt at nailing down the concept is in some ways misguided. I choose 

rather to recognize that today is a time of deep ambiguity for citizenship. The 

globalization of the economy, the resulting migration of millions of people, and the 
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ongoing struggles for sovereignty and power resulting from years of ongoing imperialism 

and colonialism have all brought the question of citizenship into a shaky state. As Scobey 

noted, “the dominant model of political membership in international law and political 

theory--unitary citizens in unified nation-states--seems increasingly inadequate to 

describe conditions of multiculturalist politics, diasporic migrations, and transnational 

economic and legal institutions” (p. 14). Scobey continues to argue, however, that the 

category of citizenship is a long ways from dead and that any assumption of its 

anachronistic nature is premature. Yes, citizenship is at a crossroads, but it is still the 

most powerful tool for recognizing and claiming authority in a democratic republic. To 

return to Linda Bosniak’s (2000a) thinking on the matter, citizenship is a deeply powerful 

and relevant category in contemporary political and social arrangements. We have been 

painfully reminded of this lesson in the wake of Hurricane Katrina as many residents of 

the Gulf Coast have exclaimed on national television, “I’m a citizen of the United States. 

How could my government leave me to die here?” Both theoretically and in the lives of 

everyday people, citizenship matters. 

Citizenship, at its most basic, is a narrative of membership and belonging. In the 

liberal tradition it posits a universal narrative of belonging and identity (Bosniak, 2000b). 

In the same ways that capitalism and liberalism are narratives and ideologies, citizenship 

is similarly a product of ideology and an ideology all on its own. Rogers Smith (2001) 

argued that citizenship is a form of “political peoplehood.” In order to form cohesive 

political communities, or in our contemporary world nation-states, many theorists have 

argued that a cohesive identity must be constructed of who belongs to that community. 

According to Smith, this sense of “political peoplehood” is promoted and supported 
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through the use of stories that in turn promote trust and worth between people and the 

political community to which they belong. Economic stories create a sense of trust 

between leaders and followers through economic self-interest. Smith cites Thomas 

Paine’s assertion in Commonsense that the plan for the new republic is commerce as a 

mechanism to gather people to the idea of the United States as a viable economic body 

that can provide material security for members. Smith argued that often senses of 

political community are couched in economic discourse. Political power stories are 

another important way in which peoplehood is constructed. In this instance, a story of 

individual and collective power via representation and trustworthy institutions and 

systems promotes a sense of trust and worth in members of the political community. 

Their own sense of personal and collective power is legitimated. Smith’s third category is 

perhaps the most important for our purposes here. Smith argued that constitutive stories 

are a less visible, but in some ways more dominant, means of constructing political 

community. Constitutive stories somehow provide an account of “present membership in 

a particular people as somehow intrinsic to who its members really are…members’ 

religion, race, ethnicity, ancestry, language, culture, history, or other such factors are 

constitutive of the very identities of persons” (p. 79). It is through a combination of these 

stories that we can begin to see the idea of who a member of a political community is 

supposed to be. An American is someone with certain economic and political values as 

well as certain racial, cultural, linguistic, and religious identities. Of course, the third 

category, constitutive stories, is perhaps the most dangerous terrain as it refers to the 

identity of a citizen. Ultimately, however, it is important to remember that the categories 

of citizen and citizenship are boundary-making projects. They are conceived within the 
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framework of the nation-state; they are always constructing a narrative of who can claim 

membership in the nation-state and who cannot (Bosniak, 2000b). Later in this discussion 

I will explore how these stories of membership have been used to construct the inside and 

the outside. 

The modern story of citizenship often attributes its roots to ancient Greece. This 

classical conception of citizenship is usually understood as membership in the polis and 

status as one who both rules and is ruled (Pocock, 1995). Citizenship in this regard 

requires a number of assets: land, status, genealogy, and you must be a man. To be a 

citizen you must also have certain capacities which demonstrate themselves in one’s 

ability to join with others, create laws, respect the mutual authority of citizens over one 

another, and practice the agreements that have been made. The Greek understanding of 

citizenship, based mostly upon Aristotle’s views on the subject, differs in some important 

ways from the Roman view of citizenship. This view forms the other portion of the base 

on what has become the western classical view of citizenship. Pocock is quick to point 

out that the view of citizenship as a uniquely western or European construction is most 

likely a myth, but it is a powerful myth that has helped to reinforce hegemonies of 

western superiority for thousands of years. The primary Roman contribution to the idea 

of citizenship is the understanding of people not just as political beings, as Aristotle 

understood them to be, but also as legal beings existing “within a world of persons, 

actions, and things regulated by law” (Pocock, p. 34). Pocock notes that the important 

distinction here is the introduction of “things” into the idea of personhood. This 

distinction means that a person becomes someone who controls and acts upon things, and 

this action is in need of some legal regulation. The relationship to things became known 
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as property, which also grew to encompass the possession of people. The introduction of 

things, jurisprudence, and state regulation meant that in the Roman context “a citizen 

came to mean someone free to act by law, free to ask and expect the law’s protection, a 

citizen or such and such a legal community of such and such a legal standing in that 

community” (Pocock, p. 36). With that legal standing came rights, which were not 

distributed equally across society. The implications of the legal idea of citizenship is a 

confusion with the idea of subject. Now a citizen is someone who is also subject to the 

laws of a given legal and/or political community.  

 Perhaps the most comprehensive framework for understanding contemporary 

theory on citizenship is provided by Bosniak (2000a). In her attempt to argue the 

possibility of an ideal of citizenship that transcends the boundaries of the nation-state, 

Bosniak argued that competing conceptualizations of citizenship could be categorized as 

theories concerning legal status, rights and entitlements, political activity, and identity or 

solidarity. Bosniak’s framework is particularly helpful because it allows for an analysis 

of citizenship that can address the breadth of theory as well as the dynamic ways that 

citizenship functions in U.S. society. I will later use these categories to explore Lisa 

Lowe’s (1999) assertion that citizenship as a category is used to obscure contradictions 

between liberalism, capitalism, and nationalism. 

 The first conceptual category, legal status, is probably the most widely-held, 

popular understanding of citizenship. Put most simply, citizenship as legal status refers 

“to formal or nominal membership in an organized political community” (Bosniak, 

2000a, p. 456). The areas of contestation within the category of legal status usually refer 

to who is entitled to membership in a political community. In the United States, we have 
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focused our attention of the legitimacy of birthright as a claim to legal status as well as 

the “proper criteria for according naturalization, including the legitimacy of requiring an 

oath of allegiance and proof of basic acculturation by applicants” (p. 456). According to 

Bosniak, this understanding of citizenship currently assumes that the appropriate site of 

citizenship is the bounded, territorial nation-state, and political community is understood 

in relation to the nation. It also assumes that the state and the law are the appropriate 

apparatuses to control the legal boundaries of membership. 

 Many of us would assume that formal legal membership in a political community 

would be intrinsically linked to the second conceptual category of citizenship, the 

enjoyment of certain rights and privileges. To automatically associate these two 

categories, however, is to forget a national history that created legal status for certain 

members of the political community while simultaneously denying access to the 

corresponding rights and entitlements. Personally, my own sense of self as a woman 

reminds me that these are not necessarily linked categories. For some, a known or 

remembered history of exclusion informs our understanding of these categories. 

Nevertheless, citizenship as rights and entitlements is the most dominant understanding 

of citizenship in the twentieth century. It is rare to come across any inquiry into 

citizenship that does not reference T.H. Marshall’s (1949) extremely influential work on 

citizenship as a set of political, social, and civil rights, which are progressively fought for 

and won by social groups. Marshall seems to have set the dominant frame of the last 60 

years, a framework that some have argued is no longer relevant (Scobey, 2001). Rights-

based conceptions of citizenship are, at their core, liberal or liberal-democratic in nature 

(Bosniak 2000a). Liberalism requires the full enjoyment of rights as a necessary 
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condition of citizenship because all individuals must be able to pursue their own life plan 

to extent of their own ability (Bellamy, 2000). However, liberalism also assumes 

universality of rights, based on inherent worth, which puts it in contradiction with the 

project of citizenship as rights. If rights are universal, how can they be given or denied on 

the basis of membership in a particular political community? 

 The third conceptual category of citizenship, political activity, is currently 

experiencing revitalization in the United States. For political theorists, the term “denotes 

active engagement in the life of the political community” (Bosniak, 2000a, p. 470). For 

the purposes of this project, this category also subsumes thinking of citizenship as a set of 

behaviors or agencies as well as the virtues or beliefs that accompany that engagement. In 

some ways citizenship as political engagement is a return to the Greek citizen as one who 

rules and is ruled (Pococks, 1995). Bosniak (2000a) cites political theorist Hannah Arendt 

as heavily influential in our understanding of citizenship as political activity, although 

Bosniak also notes that for most of the twentieth century this idea has been supplanted by 

a more rights-based approach. The concept of citizenship as political activity is 

experiencing its most vibrant re-envisioning within the framework of higher education 

and civic republicanism (Boyte & Kari, 1996) that theorizes the degree to which people 

should be involved in the polity. Bosniak (2000a) argued that most often these theorists 

employ political activity as a normative ideal. In my own experience, citizenship as 

political activity, revitalized recently through the participatory democracy movement, is 

considered to be the “highest” form of citizenship or that closest to the democratic ideal. 

As Pocock (1995) argued, citizenship as political activity is “not just a means to being 

free; it is the way of being free itself” (p. 34).  
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 The final conceptual category of citizenship, identity and solidarity, is, to me, a 

dark history. This history will be explored in depth later on, but suffice it to say that 

citizenship as identity has been an effective tool of exclusion and violence in U.S. 

history.  According to Bosniak (2000a), citizenship as identity and solidarity speaks 

closely to “people’s collective experience of themselves…that part of citizenship that 

describes the affective ties of identification and solidarity that we maintain with groups of 

other people in the world…the term citizenship here is deployed to evoke the quality of 

belonging--the felt aspects of community membership” (p. 479). Citizenship as identity is 

informed by the previous three categories through a sense that how legal status, rights, 

and political activity are understood will in term shape the identity of political 

membership. However, identity as also been understood as a category based on social 

difference. Some theorists (Beiner, 1995) are now concerned that given these 

differentiated identities, identity based on a national model is harder to control and 

historically differentiated and marginalized groups are more likely to feel solidarity with 

those identity categories. Patriotism is another social category that supplants this, by 

arguing that “members of the nation experience themselves as a part of a collective 

whole, part of a shared national culture or project” (Bosniak, 2000a, p. 481). Citizenship 

as identity is often an argument for a universal narrative of national identity. For those 

histories that are excluded from this narrative, the enforcement of identity as a precursor 

to political membership has been a violent, coercive process. 

 We can see that our understandings of citizenship are complex and varied and that 

this diversity further complicates the ways in which citizenship functions within the 

contradictions between liberalism and capitalism. I would argue that citizenship 
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understood as status, rights, and identity have been used by the terrains of state and 

culture to collude citizenship with oppression and contradictions. The following 

exploration of these relationships will highlight further the role citizenship plays in U.S. 

society. 

 

Citizenship, Racialization, and Liberal-Capitalist Contradictions 

 How, then, has citizenship been used to obscure the contradictions that result 

between liberalism and capitalism? If immigration and naturalization function to obscure 

contradictions between liberal democracy and capitalism in the United States, then 

citizenship must provide some kind of racializing function in order to protect the needs of 

both state and capital. I believe that citizenship performs the functions of racialization 

and the cloking of contradictions in four ways. Citizenship acts as a “boundary making 

project” by constructing legal boundaries around membership that result in racialized 

membership. Citizenship is also a mechanism through which people of color have been 

denied rights, entitlements, and economic advancement, and through which they have 

been constructed as “dependent” citizens on the welfare state. This kind of exclusion is 

another mechanism through which the state is able to control people’s mobility in society 

and to shape the nature and framework of their identity and participation. These 

boundaries, in chorus with other dynamics, construct a narrative of national identity that 

excludes people of color. These functions of citizenship ultimately support citizenship as 

a racializing tool in U.S. society. However, citizenship also must produce consent among 

different populations, thus citizenship posits political equality to all citizens. The promise 

of political equality, however, cannot resolve the economic inequality required within a 
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capitalist system (Lowe, 1999). Through this promise the inherent structure of a capitalist 

society is obscured. By exploring these functions of citizenship I hope to craft a fuller 

understanding of the category of citizen that takes into account the ways in which 

citizenship colludes with systems of oppression. 

First I will explore citizenship as a racializing tool in U.S. society. This narrative 

begins with the 1790 Naturalization Act, which excluded immigrants of color from 

membership in the national body by allowing only “white,” male immigrants to 

naturalize. The law was challenged many times, particularly by Asian Americans 

(Takaki, 1998). One such challenge came from the Asian Indian community which 

argued in 1917 that Indians technically belong to the same anthropological category, 

Caucasians, as Europeans. The Supreme Court delivered two contradictory verdicts. First, 

it ruled that Caucasian and white person were synonymous terms and yes, Asian Indians 

were Caucasian. A few years later the Supreme Court invalidated its decision by saying 

that legal definitions of racial categories had to be based on popular understanding. Thus, 

Asian Indians were not eligible for citizenship because they were not “white” as the 

nation understood “white.” Barriers to citizenship for Asian immigrants were undone 

slowly throughout the 1940s by a series of reversals of exclusions acts (Lowe, 1999). 

These acts of legislation, however, did not reverse the 1790 Naturalization Act. Rather, 

they made groups of Asian immigrants eligible for citizenship as an exception to the 

whites-only rule. The restrictions on citizenship for immigrants of color were finally 

undone completely with the 1965 Immigration Act (Lowe, 1999), but for 175 of the first 

178 years of the nation, immigrants of color were barred from participating as political 

equals, and effectively, economic equals, in the United States. 
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In addition to their inability to naturalize, immigrants of color were targeted for 

exclusion from the nation all together. Through the second half of the 19th century, the 

federal government enacted a series of exclusion acts, aimed primarily at Asian 

immigrants, that either barred immigrants of color from certain nations or allowed only a 

slow enough trickle to maintain the labor pool of certain sectors. The exclusion 

culminated in the Immigration Act of 1924, which established racial and nation-based 

quotas. There are two interpretations of the 1924 law in regards to the targeted groups. 

The dominant interpretation is that this time the ax was focused at “racialized” European 

immigrants from southern and eastern Europe (King, 2000). While these immigrants 

experienced significant discrimination in the United States, ultimately they were allowed 

to naturalize and were also the target of a nationwide Americanization campaign aimed at 

assimilating them into the national body. There was no such assimilation campaign aimed 

at immigrants of color. The second interpretation is that the act of 1924 was focused on 

the exclusion of Japanese immigrants (Takaki, 1998). At the time, Japan was a powerful 

nation-state and the United States was hesitant to enact legislation specifically targeting 

Japanese nationals. An overall immigrant quota would do the trick instead. The quotas 

effectively barred African immigration as well. According to Zinn (2001), no African 

country could send more than 100 immigrants per year, and Latinos were virtually cut off 

as well. However, England and Northern Ireland were allowed to send more than 34, 000 

immigrants a year. The Republic of Ireland another 29,000. It is easy to see that Anglo-

Saxon nations were heavily favored. Naturalization and exclusion acts were, ultimately, 

efforts by the state to control the racial makeup of the American polity (Schneider, 2001). 
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The effect was a nation in which immigrants of color were outside of citizenship and 

reinforced as racially “other” (Sanchez, 1999). 

In addition to all together exclusion from the national polity, immigrants of color 

and their children, native-born citizens, were excluded from economic and political 

advancement through acts of violence perpetrated by both the state and by individual 

associations.  The denial of civil rights was rampant, rendering citizenship effectively 

meaningless for many groups of color. Up until the 1965 Voting Rights Act, African-

Americans and Mexican-Americans were subjected to numerous laws aimed at restricting 

their right to vote, such as poll taxes, grandfather clauses, and literacy tests (Rosales, 

1996). Miscegenation laws and intimidation were popular throughout the 19th century 

(Fregoso, 2003), and in 1907 the federal government passed a piece of legislation stating 

that native-born female citizens would lose their citizenship if they married a non-citizen 

and would only regain their citizenship on the event of the man’s naturalization 

(Schneider, 2001). This legislation was a thinly veiled measure to prevent white women 

from marrying immigrants of color, particularly Asian men (Volpp, 2001). Mexicans 

were denied civil rights through divestment of property throughout the southwest by 

“pioneers,” land speculators, settlers, and ranchers (Rosales, 1996). Perhaps the most 

infamous example of the denial of rights of citizens and non-citizens of color was 

Japanese internment during World War II. Thousands of Japanese immigrants and native-

born citizens were divested of property and forcibly displaced to internment camps 

throughout the western United States (Takaki, 1998).  

While many of these actions were aimed at preventing groups of color from 

amassing any kind of political power, there were also numerous activities in the public 
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and private sector to prevent immigrants of color from advancing economically. Private 

corporations took actions to maintain a low-wage, racialized labor force. In 1904, the 

Hawaiian Sugar’s Planters Association restricted skilled labor, higher waged labor, to 

citizens only (Takaki, 1998). The result, immigrants of color trapped in low-wage, back 

braking labor. The state also took steps to limit the economic mobility of immigrants of 

color. In 1913, the California Legislature passed the Alien Land Laws, which barred 

immigrants ineligible for citizenship from owning “real property” in the state of 

California. It also stipulated that immigrants ineligible for citizenship would only be able 

to lease agricultural land for a term of no more than three years (Takaki). These laws had 

their intended effect of preventing immigrants of color from participating in capitalist 

accumulation, thus leaving few options in the economy.  

The aggregate of these political and economic exclusions was devastating. Volpp 

(2001) argued that the “racially defined inability to own property, to naturalize, and to 

immigrate, created a triple burden that constituted, in opposition to the citizen, the 

“alien”: one unable to engage in the basic functions of citizen, and therefore politically 

powerless” (p. 59). Today, immigrants of color do not labor so much under exclusion 

from citizenship as much as being excluded from entitlements if they are not naturalized. 

Both the Welfare Reform Act of 1996 and Proposition 187 in California require 

citizenship in order to receive basic human services and economic security (Lennon, 

1998). At the same time that immigrants of color must struggle to receive these services, 

the larger discourse of welfare programs constructs people of color as lazy and dependent 

on the state for receiving welfare (Lister, 1990). Furthermore, the Welfare Reform Act 

requires immigrants of color to participate in the low-wage labor market as a condition of 
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receiving social entitlements from the government, thus re-creating the low-wage sector 

of the economy. Some theorists (Bosniak, 2000b) have also interpreted Proposition 187 

as the 20th century version of Asian exclusion acts and have argued that Proposition 187 

fulfills the same purpose of creating a permanent underclass out of immigrants of color.  

These denials of rights and exclusions are a hard cross to bare under the principles 

of liberalism, which argues that rights are an ever expanding circle of inclusion (Karst, 

1989). Some of these forms of exclusion have come under attack by groups of color and 

have been undone. However, Volpp (2001) argued that “for racialized subjects, the 

fiction of equal citizenship can mean denying the continuing effects of racial exclusion 

through the government’s failure to protest civil, political, and social rights for persons of 

color” (p. 61). One need only think of the Arab and Arab-American community in the 

United States today (Hagopian, 2004), who have seen many of their civil and political 

rights go up in smoke in the aftermath of September 11th, or the victims of Hurricane 

Katrina to see that citizenship can be meaningless or fictive in the face of ongoing 

racialized oppression by the state, in the economy, or within the dominant culture of the 

United States. 

The terrain of national identity is perhaps one the most painful sites on which the 

contradictions between capitalism and liberalism are resolved. When racism was legal it 

was much easier for the state to regulate immigrants of color and manipulate them for the 

purposes of capital and nationalism. That history is deeply important to understanding 

attitudes towards the national body today, including who does and does not belong and 

the subtle, covert ways in which citizenship does not equal true membership in the 

national body. In my own experience in citizenship education programs with Latinos, I 
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have heard many times on the occasion of individuals passing their naturalization exam, 

that it does not really matter that much because they will never really be “Americans.” 

They know, from their own experience as people of color in the United States, they will 

always be perceived in such a way as to support the marginalization, exclusion, and 

exploitation of their racial group. 

 Since its inception, the United States, and the controlling elites, have worked from 

two sets of assumptions about the nature of national identity. First, it was assumed that a 

cohesive national identity based on language, culture, race, and origin was required in 

order to maintain participation and loyalty within the liberal state (Bellamy, 1995). 

Whereas the monarchy had previously provided the necessary coercion to make people 

subjects of the state, liberalism had to provide a national identity that made people want 

to consent to the authority of the state (Lowe, 1999). The second assumption concerned 

the durability, or sturdiness, of that national identity (Spencer, 1994). Two camps 

emerged. The nativist position expressed a deep anxiety about the coherence of the 

American national identity. This position has always assumed “outsiders” to be a threat to 

the culture and institutions of the United States and has taken steps to regulate 

immigrants’ bodies, participation, status, and access to systems of power. For nativists, 

immigrants were necessary for economic development, but nativists’ were hesitant about 

immigrants’ ability to assimilate to the norms and identity of America. At odds with the 

nativist position was the cosmopolitan liberal position, which rejected the notion that 

immigrants could not assimilate to the liberal values of democracy. Cosmopolitan liberals 

believed that origin mattered far less than willingness to participate and support 

democracy. National identity could be stable if these values could be maintained.  
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It is important to note that in the roots of the American democracy it was never 

assumed that citizenship and assimilation applied to immigrants of color. There are many 

critical inquiries that explore how and why the identities of people of color have been 

constructed outside the boundaries of a white American identity. Sanchez (1999) notes 

that the process of being made “other” has been consistent for all non-white racial groups 

throughout U.S. history as well as for some Europeans groups who were eventually 

assimilated into the category of white. Sanchez noted that manifest destiny produced a 

discourse that made the conquering of American Indians and Mexicans a natural and 

inevitable process, thus constructing those groups as naturally inferior to white settlers. 

Volpp (2001) has argued that “equal citizenship and racial exclusion from such were not 

thought to contradict each other at the nation’s founding, for liberalism conditioned 

eligibility of universal rights upon one’s possession of a particular subjectivity. Those 

designated as being unable to exercise reason were deemed incapable of consent” (p. 61). 

The only immigrants eligible for naturalization were white, free immigrants due to the 

1790 Naturalization Act. Lowe (1999) noted that throughout the 1940s a series of 

legislation was enacted that slowly overturned the barriers to naturalization faced by 

Asian immigrants. These pieces of legislation, however, did not invalidate the 1790 law; 

they simply admitted different national groups as exceptions to the 1790 act. Through 

this, Lowe argued that in the course of achieving the right to naturalize, the status of 

Asian immigrants as non-white and racially other was actually reified. Thus, even 

policies that force the inclusion of people of color end up reinforcing a normative white 

identity for the “American” identity. 
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The so-called first wave of immigration, which took place at the end of the 19th 

century and the beginning of the 20th century, demonstrated a historic point in the making 

of the national identity. Between 1870 and 1930, the United States saw more immigrants 

than ever before. These immigrants came primarily from Easter, Central, and Southern 

Europe although there were also limited numbers of Mexican, Chinese, Japanese, 

Filipino, and Korean immigrants coming at different times in that 60 year period. During 

this time, profoundly significant legislation was passed that marked the way the Anglo-

Saxon-dominated society would negotiate ethnic and racial difference. Unfortunately, 

strongly influenced by the popular eugenics movement of the time, the state chose to 

implement a narrative of US identity based on the Anglo-Saxon experience, thus 

drastically reducing the ability of multiple traditions from multiple groups to stake claims 

in the American identity (King, 2001). Whether or not the national identity has remained 

a white supremacist construction is deeply contested. From the perspective of this 

inquiry, the nature of racism and nationalism has certainly changed in the last 75 years, 

but the underlying assumption that America equals white and that, ultimately, white is 

right has remained core to the world’s understanding of what the United States is. There 

are so many examples of the ways in which people of color are “othered” as suspicious, 

negligent, unauthentic, false, or disloyal members of the American polity. As recently as 

the summer of 2005, the American Broadcasting Company (ABC) was forced to remove 

a reality program entitled “Welcome to the Neighborhood” from the air due to content 

that was attacked as racist, classist, and offensive. The premise of the program was that 

five white families in a suburban subdivision would select their new neighbors. Amongst 
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the many issues raised with potential neighbors was the questioning of the citizenship of 

the Asian-American family (Bauder, 2005).  

A national identity that regards most immigrants of color as “permanently 

foreign” results in an ability for the larger population to tolerate or completely ignore the 

inequality heaped upon these populations. If immigrants of color are permanently suspect 

in regards to their claims on the state and the national body, then their exploitation and 

marginalization is seen as legitimate in the eyes of dominant groups. Today the racial 

diversity of the United States is still a strong point of anxiety for some white theorists 

who argue that immigration is undermining the American nation (Brimelow, 1996; 

Buchanan, 2002; & Taylor, 1998). It is interesting to note that two of these three texts 

have been listed on the New York Times bestsellers list. Some citizenship theorists have 

argued that the cultural diversity of the United States, the so called postmodern problem, 

has fundamentally undermined the cohesion of the national identity and results in 

problems of theorizing what citizenship is at all and what constitutes allegiance to a 

political community (Beiner, 1995). For these theorists, citizenship, understood at least 

partly as identity, is a category that cannot tolerate multiple narratives of identity. 

One problem that has arisen in this discussion of citizenship and racial hierarchy 

is the fact that citizenship still connotes some kind of formal political equality. This 

connotation, or “promise,” is highly problematic since people of color rarely experience 

themselves as equal in society. However, critical theorists Volpp (2001) and Lowe (1999) 

have both argued that liberal notions of citizenship have produced a process in the United 

States that results in the disavowal of histories of racialized exclusion in exchange for the 

promise of political equality. Both of their arguments are based off of Marx’s (1978) 
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classic critique of political emancipation within the liberal state. Marx theorized that in 

liberal capitalist societies citizenship is a type of agreement between the individual 

citizen and the state. By consenting to the regulation of the state, the citizen will receive 

certain benefits such as security, legal protection, and political equality. But in order to 

receive these benefits, the citizen must become an abstract subject of the state. 

Difference, thought by Marx to reflect primarily class, religion, occupation, status, and 

education, will be relegated to the private sphere in exchange for representation in the 

political sphere. Difference, and oppression based on difference, are thus relegated to the 

private sphere or civil society and are no longer under the domain of the state. 

Lisa Lowe (1999), however, argued that within a racially differentiated society, 

racial difference cannot be relegated to the private sphere. For Lowe, citizenship and 

political emancipation for immigrants of color is “never an operation confined to the 

negation of individual ‘private’ particulars; it requires the negation of a history of social 

relations that publicly racialized groups and successively constituted those groups as 

‘non-whites ineligible for citizenship’” (p. 27). For immigrants of color, the bargain is far 

more dangerous; to be an “American citizen” necessitates the disavowal of a history of 

racism. For post-1965 immigrants, this is simultaneously a disavowal of the histories of 

war, imperialism, militarism, poverty, and colonialism that have resulted in their need to 

emigrate in the first place. For Lowe, citizenship remains a category deeply embodied of 

a racist history that obscures liberal-capitalist contradictions.  She argued that “while the 

nation proposes immigrant naturalization as a narrative of political emancipation that is 

meant to resolve in American liberal democracy as a terrain to which all citizens have 

equal access and in which all are equally represented, it is a narrative that denies the 
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establishment of citizenship out of unequal relationships between dominant white citizens 

and subordinated racialized non-citizens and women” (p. 27).  

This disavowal of history is also a disavowal of the present. If naturalization is 

seen as the way in which immigrants of color are given full political equality in the 

United States, it cements even further the contradiction between the stated ideals of 

liberalism and the racist practices of the national culture, state, and economy. Liberal 

theory posits that inequality in society is resolved through the equal rights, participation, 

and representation in the political sphere. The ongoing inequality of racialized labor 

exploitation, social inequality, racism, sexism, poverty, and violence that people of color 

in the United States are subject to has yet to be resolved through the political sphere. If 

we take Marx’s (1978) assertions to heart, liberal citizenship cannot resolve the economic 

inequality faced by immigrants of color. Furthermore, the state relies on their continued 

racialization within civil society to support capitalism.  

How then are we to understand what citizenship is in light of these histories of 

exclusion and systems of oppression? Citizenship is many contradicting forces. It is a tool 

for exclusion and control in society, particular of racialized subjects. It is a false promise 

of emancipation and mobility as well as a narrative that obscures oppression. However, it 

remains the strongest tool ordinary people have for claiming authority in democratic 

states. Despite its use as a tool of the elite, citizenship is also a tool of the oppressed who 

have claimed rights and dignity through it. To return to Bosniak’s (2000a) thoughts on 

citizenship, citizenship represents both the cage and the key. It can be used to support or 

subvert systems of oppression. 
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How we understand citizenship in this context has deep implications for our 

practice as educators. Citizenship is not a benign tool nor is it neutral. It is as political as 

the issues that push us to use our citizenship. Citizenship can either support the forces 

within society that continue to obscure the contradictions between liberalism and 

capitalism and the resulting forms of oppression experienced by immigrants of color or 

citizenship can be reconceptualized as a tool of liberation that does not disavow, dismiss, 

or render invisible or irrelevant the histories and experiences of exclusion faced by 

immigrants of color. Citizenship education plays a deeply significant role in this question. 

The next sections of this inquiry will explore what citizenship education is and how it has 

been used in the past to either support or subvert these dynamics of oppression. I will also 

examine where citizenship education finds itself today and then use some of my own 

experiences from over five years of community-based work in citizenship education 

programs to address some of the dynamics of citizenship education programs that I see 

supporting a universalizing, homogenizing, oppressive narrative of citizenship. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION 
 
 
 Citizenship in the United States is a complicated condition subject to diverse 

social experiences. For some, citizenship is a category of emancipation, for others it 

contains a legacy of exclusion and social control. From my own social location, I have 

always experienced the category of citizen as safe and strong. However, it is a mistake to 

assume my experience is universal. It is a particularly treacherous mistake for those of us 

working in citizenship education with an eye towards a more just society. We must take 

careful steps to ensure that our practice does not reproduce the dynamics of oppression 

and inequality that we are trying to eradicate. Citizenship education is a fruitful ground 

for exploring the implications of a critical approach to citizenship. 

 Citizenship education itself is a practice that may, unintentionally, collude with 

the systems of oppression resulting from the contradictions between liberalism and 

capitalism. While citizenship may not need to be inherently a racist construction, it has 

been used as a tool to reinforce a universal national narrative to the exclusion of the racial 

and economic experiences of people of color. Are adult education programs in citizenship 

and naturalization continuing this legacy? Adult education focused on citizenship solely 

as the acquisition of status and rights may help to cover up the inequality that persists 

post enfranchisement. Adult education focused on citizenship as identity contributes to 

the disavowal of histories of exclusion that frame the immigrant adults’ relationship to 

the state and to the national culture. It is possible that citizenship programs focusing on 

the development of civic virtues can also perpetuate these contradictions and inequalities 

without careful consideration of the dynamics of oppression at work. Several theorists 

have argued that citizenship education programs result directly from the understanding of 
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citizenship employed by the teacher, organizer, or facilitator (Adalbjarnardottir, 2002). If 

nothing else, a critical approach to citizenship tells us that those who “teach” and those 

who “learn” may not experience the same understanding of citizenship. Thus, it is 

important that citizenship educators know the histories of their populations they are 

working with as well as the history of the category they are promoting. 

 In the following sections I will explore how citizenship education programs 

embody different ideological approaches to citizenship, democracy, and social difference. 

I will begin by locating citizenship education work with immigrants among other national 

efforts at citizenship education and developing a conceptual understanding of citizenship 

education. I will then examine how citizenship education programs arise from an 

ideological milieu. This is followed by an exploration of two historic movements of 

citizenship education in the United States: the Americanization movement and the civil 

rights movement. I then extrapolate lessons from these movements and combine them 

with my own experience in grassroots adult education programs in order to make 

recommendations on the dynamics of citizenship education programs that either support 

or subvert systems of racial and economic oppression resulting from liberal-capitalist 

contradictions. 

 

The Terrain of Citizenship Education 

 What is citizenship education? In general, this is a difficult question to answer. 

Most theorizing on the matter points to educational programs geared towards learning 

what it means to be a member of a political community. Today, citizenship education 

takes places in many arenas of society, but most theoretical and pedagogical development 
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of field is concentrated in traditional educational institutions: primary and secondary 

education, higher education, and community education. 

A large subfield of citizenship education has to do with schooling and focuses on 

developing civic capacity in youth. Sometimes this is called civic education, which 

predominately exists in the arenas of primary and secondary social studies curriculum. 

Another arena of citizenship education is higher education. Much of the new work on 

philosophies and pedagogies of political engagement has to do with the work of 

universities, namely undergraduate education and scholarship. Universities returning to 

the question of citizenship as political activity or engagement has resulted in a 

revitalization of the civic mission of higher education. Citizenship education, often called 

civic engagement, has taken hold of American universities so much so that to many of 

my students it has become a meaningless concept, disconnected from the realm of the 

political. Citizenship education also happens through the practices of unions, community 

organizations, and churches. Any center of social change that generates political activity 

connected to democratic participation could be interpreted as a center of citizenship 

education. Finally, citizenship education takes place everyday through the messages we 

receive via the hegemony of our society. These messages tell us how important our rights 

are or are not. They tell us what it means to be a member of the United States. They tell 

many people whether they are really welcome here or not. They tell others that the 

American dream just is not going to happen for them. This informal learning is part of 

what builds one’s worldview concerning citizenship. This worldview is often the primary 

focus of citizenship education programs focused on rights, political activity, civic virtue, 

or identity (Ladson-Billings, 2004). 
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This inquiry focuses on community-based, formal education programs working 

with naturalized immigrants. At its most basic, community-based citizenship education 

can refer to educating immigrants to pass the naturalization test. This requires the 

memorization of 100 questions on U.S. history and government in addition to basic 

English literacy and a “moral” character evaluation. The outcome of this kind of work is 

the attainment of legal status. Other programs are focused on cultural assimilation. These 

programs often work with immigrant adults to learn the cultural worldview of the United 

States and help immigrants navigate institutions such as schools, banks, and courts. Other 

programs focus on political activity and organizing. These programs are usually focused 

on trying to activate the civic capacity of immigrants and get them involved in the 

political systems of the United States.  

 I’ve searched for a cohesive definition of citizenship education and in several 

places I’ve seen the words knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes. For some, the 

knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes are focused towards meaningful participation in 

society (Usher, Bryant, & Johnston, 1997), for others they are focused on much more 

normative visions of a just society (Banks, 2004). Others have suggested that rather than 

look for an overarching definition, it is more profitable to look at practices as they relate 

to different orientations towards citizenship (Schugurensky, 2005). These programs can 

result in educational programming focused on attaining legal status (naturalization), 

rights-based education, instruction in civic values or participatory democracy, and 

assimilation or identity construction. Looking at citizenship education programs from the 

perspective of their theoretical understanding of citizenship allows us to closer examine 
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the efficacy of these programs based on the goals and assumptions of the category of 

citizenship and the program.  

These are all useful components of understanding what citizenship education is, 

but they also obscure the larger ideological environment from which these programs 

result. Citizenship is an ideological construction. Citizenship education, like all forms of 

education, is fundamentally an ideological tool. Different theories of citizenship and 

practices of citizenship education promote certain assumptions about the world as it 

ought to be and each advocates practices that work to build that world. Citizenship 

education always reflects the normative assumptions of those in power over the program, 

whether that might be a pursuit of racial justice (Banks, 2004) or nationalism and 

patriotism. There is clearly a political influence on the categories of citizen and 

citizenship education. In the interests of diverse democracy, multiple perspectives can lay 

claim to the categories. By examining the history of citizenship education in the United 

States, we can see where some of these ideological battles have been waged and what the 

results have been for practitioners and learners.  

 

The Genealogy of Citizenship Education 

 I have argued that citizenship and citizenship education are ideological 

constructions, thus it makes sense to examine the story of citizenship as an outgrowth of 

certain ideological formations rather than as a static, historical force. Genealogy, as 

articulated by Nietzsche (Foucault, 1980), is a way of understanding historical events 

without a necessary ending. Rather, genealogy looks for meaning throughout time and 

believes that historical events arise from the messy social forces of their environment. 
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The meaning of these events is derived from interpretation rather than some 

suprahistorical construct of absolute truth. Thus, the meaning of an historical event is 

both controlled by the ruling interpretation and subject to new and dissenting 

interpretations at the same time. Genealogy is an appropriate perspective to take on 

citizenship education for a few reasons. By examining citizenship education as a product 

of the multiple and dynamic contexts that give rise to it, we can better see how different 

ideological forces are present in citizenship education work. Second, citizenship 

education does not present a linear, progressive narrative advancing towards a fuller 

version of democracy. Given the ideological milieu from which it arises citizenship 

education can embrace a range of ideological commitments. For example, much of the 

emphasis on citizenship education today leans towards the political left by encouraging 

critical engagement in the practices of the state, the community, and in some cases, the 

corporate sector. However, in a post-9/11 world we have seen that the interpretation of 

citizenship as principled dissent has come under attack. For many, it is unpatriotic to 

challenge the decision of the government and citizenship education is designed to instill 

nationalism in its students. There are many differences between patriotism and 

citizenship to be argued, but in the popular imagination they are often one and the same. 

This is just one example of the necessity to examine citizenship education as the 

dynamic, socially constructed variable that it is. 

 The earliest roots of citizenship education in the United States are found at the 

beginning of the republic and were based in fears and anxieties surrounding the American 

identity. The “founders” of the United States were aware of the role immigration would 

play in their economic development, and at the same time they were highly anxious about 
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what an influx of foreign values, closer to European values than the new democratic 

American values, would do to the new nation (Carlson, 1975). The two factions that 

emerged, nativist and cosmopolitan, had different approaches to the problem, but agreed 

that something would have to be done in regards to the socialization of the newcomers 

(Spencer, 1994). In order to put everyone’s anxieties about the stability of the new 

republic to rest, they had to lay a foundation for how the nation would handle the 

question of diversity. They “wanted to ensure that such diversity would not destroy what 

they believed was freedom’s prototype…To overcome the heterogeneity they feared 

threatened the unity and example of their country, they relied on education” (Carlson, 

1975, p. 4). The liberal assumption of the time, and today, is that in order to ensure 

internal political coherence, the nation-state is in need of a uniform national identity. For 

early Americans, that identity was to be based on democratic republican, middle-class, 

and protestant values.  

 What arose through the work of early schools, churches, humanitarian groups, and 

town councils was the work of Americanization, the term used to describe educational 

processes of creating Americans, legally and culturally. Americanization education was 

rooted in early forms of United States nationalism. In the early 19th century, the campaign 

was focused on constructing the common American man. Assumed by many theorists to 

be the work of nation building, educating the masses in the correct identity, behaviors, 

and practices was strong work practiced by the elites of society--clergy, statesmen, and 

industry. Through the first 100 years of the republic, the work of Americanization was 

diffused primarily  by the church, although also through the rhetoric of both local and 

national leaders. Benjamin Franklin is famously quoted as saying that if the native-born 
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Americans did not work to Americanize the immigrants, then the immigrants would 

foreignize the Americans (King, 2001). Nativist sentiment was deeply connected to the 

assumptions that immigrants would not know how to practice democracy and capitalism 

 

The Americanization Movement 

 Despite the processes of Americanization that took place throughout the United 

States in the first one hundred years of the republic, the term is most often used to 

describe the education and propaganda campaigns surrounding the first wave of 

immigration. The first wave of immigration, roughly 1880-1930, was overwhelmingly 

eastern and southern Europeans. Prior to 1880, hundreds and thousands of western and 

northern Europeans immigrants came to the British colonies and the United States During 

the Civil War alone so many immigrants were recruited to the Union Army on the 

promise of free land that roughly 20% of the soldiers in the field were from Germany 

(King, 2000). But, these immigrants were western and northern Europeans and were 

considered easier to assimilate into the American polity than southern and eastern 

Europeans. The language of “first wave” forgets the Anglo-Saxon immigration that took 

place prior to 1880 and thus reinforces the ideology of nativism associated with western 

and northern Europeans. Analyses of these waves of immigration also frequently leave 

out immigrants from Asia and Latin America, often citing the legal exclusion of these 

populations from entry and/or naturalization. They were coming, however, in large 

numbers to build railroads and develop the western and southwestern United States. The 

Americanization campaigns that followed ignored these groups as well because as 

immigrants of color they were not eligible for naturalization. Schneider (2001) noted that 
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the first wave of immigration is significant in understanding the construction of American 

identity through state control because the control was focused both on the entry and 

naturalization of immigrants, rather than on the so-called post 1965 second wave of 

immigration. The second wave of immigration controls the racial make up of the polity 

only through immigration restrictions, a strategy more politically legitimate than the 

active denial of political rights to people of color. 

The Americanization movement of the late 19th century and early 20th century was 

assuredly the product of the complex social forces of the time. Industrialization, 

xenophobia, racism, nationalism, imperialism, militarism, genocide, and assimilation 

were rampant in U.S. society in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. These forces formed 

the foundation of the nation during the industrialization movement and they were the 

primary forces behind the drive to assimilate immigrants into the culture of the U.S. The 

Americanization movement was also a product of the earlier Americanization campaigns 

that made “natives” hostile to cultural diversity. The Americanization movement and its 

educational programs are a good example of a central political contradiction in the United 

States. As King (2000) argued, the United States is both a “political system that 

celebrates, both rhetorically and institutionally, individualism and plurality of group 

identity and allegiance, and has historically subscribed to a unifying conception of 

Americanization: this is the only politically plausible means of overcoming a diversity 

that, left without such a unifying, ideological support, might become politically 

destructive” (p. 2). Imbedded in this contradiction is the assumption that diversity will 

undermine political community. For many citizenship educators, this is a false 
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assumption and our work is an attempt to question this assumption and perhaps attempt to 

undermine it. 

 The Americanization movement was also the root of state sponsored, formal 

citizenship education programs. However, before the state got involved, the community-

based settlement house movement addressed some of the concerns of the new immigrant 

communities springing up in urban centers. Settlement houses were some of the first sites 

of modern citizenship education programs focused on naturalization tests, participatory 

democracy, and rights-based education. The genesis of the settlement house movement in 

the United States is most often attributed to Jane Addams, Ellen Gates Starr, and the Hull 

House in Chicago (Carlson, 1975). Settlement Houses were patterned after Toynbee Hall 

and the People’s Palace in London. Toynbee Hall applied a practice of Christian 

Socialism to its work with the poor in London, and settlement houses were intended to be 

institutions that provided not only services to disadvantaged communities, but also 

mediated between these communities and the larger institutions of democracy (Addams, 

1961). Addams and Starr moved into a mansion on the West Side of Chicago in 1889, but 

settlement houses were popping up in New York and Boston around the same time. Many 

settlement houses had religious roots, sponsored by Christian or Jewish women’s 

associations, but Addams engaged a vision of programs that would promote and sustain 

the secular, civic virtue of American democracy (Addams, 1961).  

 The settlement houses were places of deep contradictions. Many had educational 

programs that both lifted up and suppressed the cultures of incoming immigrants. 

Settlement houses were organized by pioneering social reformers, like Addams, as well 

as middle-class white people hell bent on assimilation and the promotion of the “right” 
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Anglo-Saxon cultural values (Carlson, 1975). Overtime, many settlement houses came to 

recognize and embrace the worth and dignity of the native cultures of immigrants, but 

they were strongly committed to American upward mobility. There are many ways to 

interpret the cultural perspective of the settlement house movement. Some see a genuine 

respect and toleration for cultural diversity. Others see programs based on an unequal 

exchange. Carlson argued that “in return for an education that offered a way into the 

middle class, they expected the immigrant to repudiate his cultural ‘peculiarites’ 

eventually and to adopt the American civic religion.” (p. 79). Some settlement houses, 

like Hull House, eventually came to see the contradictions between the economic, social, 

and political lives of the new immigrants. These settlement houses became headquarters 

of the progressive social reform movements (Dawley, 1991). In addition to organizing 

communities to produce new legislation, these settlement houses pioneered new 

pedagogies and curriculum focused not just on the basics of naturalization, but also on 

opportunities for organization to learn about democracy first hand (Addams, 1961). 

Today these innovations are the inspiration of many citizenship education programs. 

Most settlement houses, however, were still tools of Americanization, albeit a more 

humanitarian version of assimilation. They still had “as their ultimate goal the 

conversation of the immigrant to the prevailing American ideology. They had no desire to 

change that ideology to meet the new conditions” (Carlson, p. 83). 

 Not long after Jane Addams founded Hull House, a national movement for a 

harsher form of Americanization was building significant momentum out of the 

xenophobia and militarism of the first world war. That campaign, commonly seen by 

scholars as the high tide of the Americanization movement (King 2000), would create a 
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virtual army from civil society readied to assimilate the ever increasing numbers of 

eastern and southern European immigrants. The groundwork for the national campaign to 

assimilate immigrants began in 1890 with efforts to overhaul the naturalization system. 

The process of naturalization had been fixed by the Naturalization Act of 1802. This act 

set the standards for naturalization, many of which continue to this day: a waiting period, 

a declaration of intent, an oath of allegiance and renunciation, and witness to moral 

character (Schneider, 2001). Throughout the nineteenth century, the administration of the 

naturalization process was handled by state and local courts with very little federal 

oversight. By the late 19th century, the political machines that controlled cities also 

controlled courts and, thus, naturalization. According to Schneider, political machines 

would often grant naturalization only to groups they felt they could control politically in 

order to build large voting blocks out of ethnic whites. The corruption of the 

naturalization process, accompanied by the rising tide of xenophobia, racism, and 

imperialism by the United States, resulted in increased fervor on the part of native 

citizens for reform in the naturalization process. The assumption by native citizens had 

always been that immigrants were not really fit for the duties of citizenship (Carlson, 

1975). At the turn of the twentieth century, this assumption was like a newly lit fire, and 

popular opinion turned towards more federalized control of the naturalization process as 

well as the criteria for citizenship. 

 The Naturalization Act of 1906 established the Division of Naturalization within 

the Federal Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization, which resided within the 

Department of Commerce and Labor. This act established field offices to serve a gate-

keeping function. It was no longer just up to the courts to decide who could be a citizen; 
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federal adjudicating officers would administer exams, based on knowledge of the 

constitution and proficiency in English, and pass applicants on to the courts for final 

naturalization processes (Schneider, 2001). At the time, progressive reformers were 

pushing for instruction in American citizenship in order to preserve the continuity of 

American democracy. There was great concern that hordes of immigrants from parts of 

the world without democratic legacies would undermine the values and institutions of the 

republic. This campaign brought the state into the project of creating “good citizens.”  

Soon the first world war was in full motion. The nation was rife with anti-German 

sentiment, and xenophobia was rampant in public discourse (Zinn, 2001). It was also the 

time of the rise of eugenics as a legitimate science. Eugenics, or racism based on so-

called scientific proof of racial inferiority, did not just apply to people of color. It was 

also applied to the new European immigrants, who at the time were seen as inferior 

European races. The national instability produced by the war added more and more fuel 

to the fire of naturalization and immigration reformers. Nativist anxieties reared their 

ugly heads once again, and the national debate had two positions: those who wanted to 

severely limit immigration and those who wanted to reform naturalization.  

 In 1918, the United States Congress gave the Division of Naturalization the 

authority and resources to start citizenship classes and provide curriculum (King, 2000). 

Initially, these materials were distributed through schools, but soon organizations formed 

through settlement houses, social workers, political parties, and civil associations were 

operating citizenship education classes using materials provided by the federal 

government. The goal, according to King, was “providing a common language and 

narrative of history” (p. 89). King also noted that the government had already practiced 
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this form of assimilation on the American Indian population in the late 19th century 

through the creation of Indian schools. The Bureau of Indian Affairs had the primary goal 

of the complete eradication of “Indianness” and had found the dismantling of language 

and the rewriting of history to be very effective tools. The Americanization campaign 

sponsored by the federal government, driven by the fire of native “patriots,” was 

operating an educational program based on an Anglo-conformity model of assimilation 

(Gordon, 1964). This model was geared towards bypassing the distinct cultural values of 

different ethnic group and inculcating them with an Anglo-Saxon based value system. 

The humanitarian reformers of the settlement house movement, like Jane Addams, who 

valued cultural diversity to some extent, were losing out against more conservative 

reformers and those in favor of immigration restriction (Carlson, 1975). 

 The Americanization campaign was at its most rampant, and fruitful, when the 

state and civil society came together through the partnership between the Division of 

Americanization within the Department of the Interior and the National Americanization 

Committee (NAC). The NAC was founded in the early 1910s by Frances Kellor. Kellor 

was a former settlement house worker and social researcher who had been active in many 

progressive movements and causes of the time (Carlson, 1975). She was part of a new 

wave of progressives who placed great emphasis on the ability of the social sciences to 

identify and correct social problems. Kellor also believed it would be possible to create a 

scientific system of assimilation for new immigrants (King, 2000). In partnership with the 

federal government, the NAC established local field offices and set about organizing all 

sectors of society to participate in the process. Under Kellor’s leadership, a mass 

organization was built and the NAC influenced businesses, schools, and civic 
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organizations (King, 2001). The idea was to put citizenship education classes everywhere 

and to capitalize on the interests, and fears, of the majority population. Even the 

immigration restriction factions were kept at bay by the scientific methodology of the 

approach. The strategy was effective. Business was willing to participate based on 

Kellor’s argument that Americanization education made better workers. In response, 

corporations instituted policies that forced workers into Americanization classes, made 

promotion contingent on citizenship, and launched propaganda campaigns (King).  

 The Americanization movement was not without its critics. There was dissent 

among immigrant groups, many of whom identified the coercion and racism involved in 

the process (Schneider, 2001). Many resisted attempts at cultural assimilation, either by 

actively refusing to attend Americanization classes or by constructing an Americanized 

identity in the public sphere and maintaining their ethnic identity in the private sphere 

(Carlson, 1975). Ultimately, however, it was the rising tide of anti-immigrant sentiment 

generated by the first world war that ended the Americanization campaign. Following the 

first world war, the consolidation of the American identity which had been building for 

decades came to a head. Increasing levels of discomfort with “hyphenated Americans,” 

such as Italian-American, had fueled both the tide for Americanization and the restriction 

policies of nativists (King, 2001). The nativist forces prevailed with the passage of the 

1924 National Origins Act that restricted immigration to a quota system based on 

nationality, a system which again privileged the immigration of Western and Northern 

Europeans (Zinn, 2001). The act, coupled with the market crash in 1929, sharply 

decreased immigration over the next 11 years. 
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 The Americanization movement provided the formal roots of citizenship 

education on a massive, organized, mandated scale. It reached all sectors of society and 

installed citizenship education programs in many arenas: work, school, and community. 

While naturalization was also a piece of citizenship classes, the main goal was 

assimilation into the national identity. Schneider (2001) noted that one unintended 

outcome of the Americanization campaign was that some programs were able to provide 

steps into further schooling for new immigrants. It is important to note that during the 

Americanization campaign, the role of people of color, both immigrants and native born 

citizens, was not heavily discussed in public discourse. They were not presumed to have 

an active enough role in democracy to be worth Americanization education (Carlson, 

1975). Of course, immigrants of color were not allowed to naturalize at all. While we can 

see that citizenship education during the Americanization movement did have some 

progressive elements, we can also see the heavy influence of the predominant ideology of 

the period, one based in the liberal values of capitalism, the inherent inferiority of 

different “races” of people, and the inherent superiority of white, Anglo-Saxon people. 

Citizenship and citizenship education were deeply imbedded with these assumptions and 

became tools of their ideological hegemony. 

 

Citizenship Schools and the Civil Rights Movement 

 Another strong tradition in citizenship education in the United States is based in 

the civil rights movement of the 1950s-1970s and had nothing to do with immigrants. 

That is until community educators applied the lessons of the civil rights movement to the 

empowerment of new immigrants. During the civil rights movement in the American 
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south, grassroots education centers called citizenship schools were chief centers of 

organizing, educating, and empowering the heavily oppressed and marginalized African-

American community. Citizenship schools started in South Carolina as a partnership 

between the John’s Island community and the Highlander Folk School in Monteagle, 

Tennessee. The Highlander School had been educating and organizing oppressed 

communities throughout the south since the early 1930s. The unique approach to adult 

education, developed by Myles Horton, was based in people’s experiences of social 

inequality. Horton believed that in their experience was the knowledge that could lead to 

social transformation (Horton, 1990). That knowledge just needed some support, 

organization, facilitation, and collective agency behind it. The Highlander School had 

also built a reputation for not just preaching a radical vision of society, but also acting on 

it. Prior to desegregation, Highlander was one of the few integrated educational facilities 

in the south, albeit illegally (Adams, 1975).  

 In the early 1950s, a former school teacher from Charleston named Septima Clark 

came to work on the education staff at Highlander (Clark, 1999). In 1955, she invited 

Esau Jenkins from John’s Island to come to Highlander for a workshop on the United 

Nations. At that meeting, Jenkins told Horton that his most immediate problem on John’s 

Island was citizenship and its connections to deep systems of political, social, and 

economic inequality. Jenkins invited Horton and Highlander staff to the island to help 

him establish a literacy program. For Jenkins, however, the program was not really about 

literacy as much as it was about citizenship (Adams, 1975). At that time numerous states 

in the United States had laws requiring a literacy test, poll taxes, or grandfather clauses to 

keep people of color from voting. Literacy was the major barrier of John’s Island 
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residents. According to Adams, Horton spent six months visiting people on John’s Island, 

trying to figure out why they did not use the other literacy programs that were available. 

The answer was loud and clear--the programs were degrading. They forced adults to act, 

work, and think like children right down to the size of the tables and chairs. The literacy 

programs did not value the adults’ goals or experiences. A new literacy-citizenship 

program would have to be very different. 

 First, Horton and Clark found a teacher who was not a teacher. They looked for 

someone the local community trusted, but also someone who hadn’t been trained in 

traditional pedagogy or curriculum. Once they found the teacher, local seamstress 

Bernice Robinson, they needed the appropriate setting. Jenkins set up an adult-sized 

school room in the back of his store, and, according to Clark (1999), there was only one 

thing on the wall: the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights. In order to promote 

the political empowerment of adults, they needed an environment and a teacher who 

respected their position in life. This was part of the reason why the citizenship schools 

were so successful and coercion free, unlike the classes during the Americanization 

movement. According to civil rights scholar Charles Payne (1995), “the teaching style 

developed by Robinson and Clark emphasized the direct experiences of the students. 

Students would talk about whatever they had done that day…discussion deliberately 

emphasized ‘big ideas’--citizenship, democracy, the power of elected officials. The 

curriculum stressed what was interesting and important to the students and it changed in 

accordance with the desires of students” (p. 74). 

The other reason Horton cited for their success was that he--and he encouraged 

other white people to follow him--never set foot in the classroom as the teacher. The 
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racial dynamics were too strong, he argued, for African-Americans to be able to empower 

themselves within the authoritarian presence of white people (Horton, 1990). Horton 

argued that given that citizenship schools were about empowering African-Americans, 

the African-American community needed to do things for themselves and not be 

controlled by, or be dependent, on white people (Adams, 1975). For Horton, the role of 

white people in citizenship schools was the behind the scenes work of fundraising, 

training, and logistics. Horton’s thinking on the matter emphasizes special attention to the 

dynamics of racialized oppression and the ways in which histories of injustice could 

affect the political progress and purpose of the schools. While the conclusion he came to 

is perhaps contested, his willingness to engage in the question of his own identity as a 

teacher is important. The intended outcome of the schools were not voting rights, but 

rather the greater political and social emancipation, and to some extent economic 

emancipation, of African-Americans. According to Septima Clark, “the basic purpose of 

the citizenship schools is discovering local community leaders…it is my belief that 

creative leadership is present in any community and only waits discovery and 

development” (cited in Payne, 1995, p. 75). These goals of leadership development and 

skill development resulted in citizenship school learners in John’s Island organizing a 

credit union, a nursing home, a kindergarten, and a low-income housing project (Payne). 

Even more importantly, citizenship schools cultivated what Horton (2003) called 

principled participation--a vision of what ought to be. 

By 1961, Septima Clark and the Highlander School had helped to establish 

citizenship schools in Tennessee, Alabama, and Georgia (Clark, 1999). They had trained 

over 82 teachers at Highlander. But in 1961, Highlander came under attack from various 
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state governments in the south and felt the need to move the citizenship program into 

another organization. Eventually, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), 

Martin Luther King’s organization, took over the program and spread it throughout the 

south. The citizenship schools became the bedrock of the local organizing campaigns 

through the 1960s. Eventually over 10,000 teachers were trained (Payne, 1995), and 

countless number of individuals were able to register to vote and deepen their knowledge 

and experience with the processes of democracy and social struggle. 

What can we learn about citizenship education from these two movements? In the 

Americanization movement, citizenship was seen as a complex category encompassing 

attainment of legal status and the practice of the “correct” values, behaviors, and beliefs. 

Rights and activity were less important, except possibly at Jane Addams’ Hull House, 

and identity and assimilation were the overwhelming concerns of the day. It was the 

powerful in society who decided what it meant to be a citizen, and immigrants were 

subject to conformity at their material peril. Immigrants of color, as well as other people 

of color, were not even considered worthy of the considerations of citizenship. In the 

citizenship schools of the civil rights movement, citizenship was understood to also be a 

complex category of status, rights, identity, and action. While attaining a full realization 

of status and rights was a surface goal of the citizenship schools program, the larger 

vision encompassed political action and a re-envisioning of identity and belonging. 

Citizenship was negotiated between the “teachers” and the “learners,” who had deep 

discretion over the course and direction of their studies. These two prominent movements 

for citizenship education in the United States demonstrate the extent to which citizenship 

education is subject to the ideological construction of what it means to be a citizen. 
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Furthermore, they also demonstrate the power of teachers, organizers, or framers to 

influence the extent to which universalizing narratives of membership and participation 

will be promoted or undermined. They also tell us that immigrants and people of color 

can see and understand the contradictions they experience under a racialized capitalist 

system. The inequality is tangible. These lessons should inform how we think about 

citizenship education in the context of the experiences of immigrants of color in regards 

to dynamics of racial and economic oppression. In the following section I will explore 

some areas of practice in which I believe citizenship education programs can 

unintentionally support these systems of oppression and further obscure contradictions 

between liberalism and capitalism. 

 

Citizenship Education Programs Today 

 Citizenship education programs today are diverse. In general, nearly all 

educational sectors of society--higher education, K-12 schooling, and community 

education--are experiencing a resurgence of curriculum and philosophy devoted to 

questions of democracy. At the community level, citizenship education programs are 

offered by many different organizations, including the state, faith-based groups, social 

service agencies, and community-based organizations. They employ a variety of 

pedagogies and conceptualize citizenship in a multitude of ways, but many of them focus 

on immigrant populations. Some organizations are focused simply on helping immigrants 

achieve legal status by passing the naturalization test. Other programs are aimed at 

activating already naturalized groups through political education and action campaigns. 

Some groups are more interested in educating immigrants about their civil and political 
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rights. Still other groups are most interested in educating immigrants in a radical 

worldview oriented towards economic and social justice. Similarly to the 

Americanization movement of the late 19th century and early 20th century, citizenship 

education today is contested by many political orientations. Many theorists on both the 

political left and right are targeting immigrants for citizenship education based on their 

belief that democracy is the United States is on the decline. The political right still has 

some nativist orientations, clearly seen in the English First movement which advocates 

immigrant assimilation through complete language conformity. 

 Schugurensky (2005) articulated a framework for understanding citizenship 

education programs today in relation to differing theoretical understandings of 

citizenship. He argued that citizenship education programs are best understood as they 

relate to their understanding of citizenship as either status, identity, virtues, or agency. 

This framework is slightly different that Bosniak’s (2000a) categories of citizenship 

discourse. Citizenship programs that focus on status usually incorporate legal status and 

rights education and emphasize learning that focuses on naturalization exams. Citizenship 

programs focused on identity are more often than not assimilation programs in the United 

States as they are focused on what it means to a member of a particular community. 

These dynamics often have more to do with race, language, ethnicity, and religion than 

anything else (Banks, 2004). Civic virtue programs, or in Bosniak’s framework political 

activity, are focused on what it means to be a good citizen. These programs can span the 

political field and usually depend on some kind of normative framework of democracy. 

Finally, agency programs promote a certain kid of activity as the work of citizens. These 

programs often include the taglines citizen engagement, participatory democracy, or 
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active citizenry. Each of these approaches to citizenship education has the capacity to 

undermine systems of oppression or support them. Thus, I believe that there are forces 

beneath the level of citizenship discourse that affect whether citizenship programs are 

liberatory or not with respect to racial and economic oppression. 

 In order to better understand the dynamics of citizenship education as they relate 

to the questions of oppression and contradictions, I will rely on my own experience as a 

grassroots adult educator. As I have already discussed, the majority of naturalizing 

immigrants today are dealing with the acute manifestations of these contradictions in 

their everyday lives. At the same time, the immigrants of color in our citizenship 

education programs are being offered a framework for their participation in the United 

States that does not reflect this key component of their everyday experience. Having 

worked with a variety of organizations engaged in “citizenship education,’ conceived in 

the broad terms it encompasses, I have experienced a variety of factors in these programs 

that create, I believe, unintentional collusion with the systems of racial and economic 

oppression characterized by the contradictions between liberalism and capitalism. 

 My core experience in citizenship education has been through a community-based 

education collaboration called the Jane Addams School for Democracy with which I’ve 

worked for the past five years. This organization offers a space for “native’ English 

speakers and immigrant adults, exclusively immigrants from Southeast Asian, Africa, and 

Latin America, to come together and learn from one another. Two nights a week all the 

participants meet in learning circles for two hours. During the first hour there is a large 

group discussion and for the second hour participants work in pairs and small groups on 

naturalization, language literacy, and other learning goals. The vast majority of 
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immigrant adults come to learn English and study for the naturalization exam. The 

English speakers have a variety of learning goals. I would locate this organization firmly 

within the progressive tradition of adult education (Saddington, 2000). This organization 

envisions its work not simply as helping people to pass the exam, but rather as working to 

engage a vision of diverse democracy. Their goals include creating learning reciprocity 

between immigrants and English speakers as well as creating a space where individuals 

can engage in discussion and the practices of democracy. The organization offers 

activities geared at both building community amongst participants as well as building 

some kind of political consciousness. These events most often look like candidate 

forums. For the most part, these events are geared towards the traditional institutions of 

democracy. The leadership of this organization sees their work as continuing in the 

settlement house traditions and envisions the organization as a mediating institution, that 

is, an organization that mediates between government and disadvantaged communities. 

They aim to be a local place where people come together to enact democracy.  

In addition to this program, I’ve also participated in more radical programs aimed 

at consciousness-raising as a precondition to effective citizenship as well as more 

traditional programs aimed exclusively at attaining legal status. The Resource Center of 

the Americas is an organization dedicated to educating and organizing around issues of 

human rights in the context of the globalization of the Americas. This organization offers 

a large variety of educational programs, including classes and popular education 

workshop focused on economic justice, intercultural learning, and globalization. I have 

both participated and facilitated workshops such as these for this organization. I have also 

worked with the citizenship education program of the Minnesota Literacy Council. This 
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organization is dedicated to promoting access to literacy resources for all members of the 

Minnesota community. This organization provides some classes on passing the 

naturalization test. The classes are simply structured around memorizing the 100 question 

exam and the basic literacy components. 

All of these programs are located within the Minneapolis/St. Paul metropolitan 

community in Minnesota. Minneapolis-St. Paul is extraordinarily diverse in terms of 

ethnicity, at least for the Midwest of the United States. According to the 2000 Census 

(USCB, 2000), 14.5% of the total population of Minneapolis is foreign born and 20% 

speaks a language other than English at home. The vast majority of these immigrants are 

from Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Minneapolis-St. Paul is also home to several 

prominent refugee resettlement agencies, including Lutheran Social Services and 

Catholic Charities, as well as international human rights organization--the Center for 

Victims of Torture and Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights. The result of this 

concentration of internationalism is a number of community-based educational programs 

focused on the incorporation of new immigrants. The citizenship education programs I 

have worked in through out the Minneapolis-St. Paul community are ripe sites for 

understanding the ways in which citizenship education can potentially collude with 

systems of oppression and contradictions. 

 In this context I have observed a number of dynamics within citizenship education 

programs that I believe reinforce a meta-narrative of citizenship that obscures the racial 

and economic oppression that immigrants of color experience within the contradictions 

between liberalism and capitalism. I have synthesized these dynamics into three 

categories of practice that can illuminate some generative sites of critique for citizenship 
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education practitioners. The areas in which citizenship educators can reflect on their 

practice include the extent to which they reinforce the liberal separation of the state and 

the market, the understanding of social difference employed in their programs, and their 

own role as a “teacher” in citizenship education programs. 

 The United States is a society that emphasizes the civil and political freedom of 

its citizens and residents. Far less emphasis is placed on their social, cultural, and 

economic well-being. This is often seen as an outgrowth of the United States’ particular 

versions of capitalism and liberalism. Liberalism argues for a separation of state and 

market and a relegation of social or cultural difference to civil society or the private 

sphere, thus creating the state as an entity that does not or cannot regulate these social 

forces. In my experience, citizenship education programs actually reflect this separation 

of state and market by focusing on rights, status, and activity in a way that conforms to 

liberal ideology. More radical education programs that emphasize racial and economic 

justice often do not frame their work as citizenship education. Rather they refer to it as 

consciousness raising. At the same time, citizenship education programs do not often 

address economic and racial inequality as a reality of the lives of immigrants of color. On 

a few occasions, I have participated in discussions at the Jane Addams School that 

focused on the symptoms of economic inequality, such as high energy costs and inability 

to pay bills. However, the roots of this economic inequality were never explored and 

poverty in general is not a topic of conversation. I believe there are at least two outcomes 

of these dynamics. On one hand, citizenship education programs end up reinforcing the 

economy as natural and as beyond the power of citizen authority. In reality, the economy 

is not natural; it is a social construction and it is tightly controlled by the state. The 
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narrative that citizens should not have authority over the economy is an extension of 

liberal thought. These assumptions are not challenged, and the hegemony of economic 

inequality is ultimately reinforced. On the other hand, the more radical programs end up 

generating a sense of hopelessness in participants. When an analysis of economic or 

social inequality is not connected to political power, at the very minimum as a strategic 

position, then people are left with a social analysis, but few tools for engaging in social 

change. 

 Another crucially important dynamic of citizenship education is the understanding 

of social difference employed by those in power within the program. Race and racism are 

extremely salient components of the American experience for immigrants of color. In a 

study on the experiences of immigrants of color in American high schools, the youth 

painfully articulate their experience of race and belonging in America. One young man 

said “people ask me why can’t you be both Vietnamese and American? It just doesn’t 

work because you run into too many contradictions. After a while you realize you can’t 

be both because you start crossing yourself and contradicting yourself and then its like 

math, when two things contradict each other they cancel each other out and then you have 

nothing. You are stuck as nothing if you try to be both. So I chose to be Vietnamese. I’m 

not sure I really could have been American anyway” (Olsen, 2001 p. 382). We can see 

here just one articulation of the ways in which identity and citizenship are racialized 

categories. The fact of the matter is that immigrants of color experience identity in 

America as racialized, and citizenship is not necessarily seen as a tool to ameliorate that 

exclusion. Banks (2004) argued that “becoming a legal citizen of a nation-state does not 

necessarily mean that an individual will attain structural inclusion into the mainstream 
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society and its institutes or will be perceived as a citizen by most members of the 

dominant group within the nation-state” (p. 5). Thus, racialization is a reality, and 

citizenship education programs can either deal with in a way that promotes a vision of 

racial justice or they can participate in the reproduction of racial oppression by rendering 

the problem irrelevant or invisible. In my experience, citizenship education programs 

have typically conformed to the later.  

How racial, economic, and cultural difference is understood in citizenship 

education programs ultimately affects every component of the learning experience. 

Perhaps the relevant sub-question is whether or not inequality in regards to social 

difference is approached as an important and relevant factor in the experience of 

immigrants of color and how much attention it is given. Programs that employ a 

multicultural perspective that focuses on the celebration of diversity and promote cultural 

relativism within the United States often end up undermining the experiences of 

immigrants of color. These programs attempt to present the illusion that all is fair and 

equal in this country or that the meaningful points of cultural departure between 

immigrants of color and the United States can be resolved through potlucks and holiday 

celebrations. This understanding of multiculturalism is in some ways related to another 

prominent focus that sees cultural diversity as a source of talents and diverse approaches 

to problem solving. Diversity in this view is a resource and this approach should be 

credited for providing an asset-based analysis of difference. However, this approach 

rarely goes far enough to articulate that not only does difference generate power, but also 

it is constructed through a lens of power controlled by dominant culture. Power may 

result from difference, but it is also assigned in U.S. society based on that same 
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difference. Thus, both of these perspectives on multiculturalism ultimately end up 

seeking to “unify the diversity of the United States through the integration of difference 

as cultural equivalents abstracted from the histories of racial inequality unresolved in the 

economic and political domains” (Lowe, 1999 p. 30). These visions of multiculturalism 

are often found in organizations that are controlled by white Americans and do not have 

substantive leadership by a critical mass of people of color. These versions of 

multiculturalism also create a comfortable atmosphere for white participants that does not 

challenge ideologies of white supremacy and privilege that are deeply ingrained in the 

American experience. Furthermore, to the extent to which these multiculturalisms 

abstract race from economic inequality they limit their ability to truly engage the 

experiences of immigrants of color, who in my experience are situated deeply within the 

racial and economic oppression that results from liberalism and capitalism. 

A more integrated, structuralist approach to racial and economic inequality sees 

racialization as fundamentally constitutive of the American experience for all people, not 

just immigrants of color. In this approach to diversity, sometimes called interculturalism 

(Schugurensky, 2005) or anti-racism (Barndt, 1991), inequality is significant to the very 

experience, knowledge, and perspective of all individuals. This approach, in my opinion, 

begins with the assumption that social groups are located differently with respect to 

systems of oppression within society, and, thus their experiences in society are 

fundamentally different based on their relationship to systems of oppression (Young, 

2000). For example, in the United States, white Americans typically experience, 

consciously or unconsciously, their race as a non-relevant category that provides them 

with access and privilege. People of color often experience race as the salient factor of 
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every day life, which results in the ongoing inequality they experience everyday. Given 

this understanding of difference and oppression, the meaning assigned to categories such 

as citizenship, freedom, justice, and equality are understood to also be constituted from 

these experiences of privilege and oppression. This understanding of difference results in 

placing the racial and economic experiences of immigrants of color in the open, so to 

speak, instead of treating them as a back drop. In my experience, even the most 

anesthetized discussions of difference cannot completely quell the anger and 

disappointment immigrants of color feel over the racial hierarchy in the United States. 

However, in my experience of citizenship education programs, both radical and 

progressive, have treated these outbursts as an opportunity to quietly nod one’s head in 

sympathetic silence and then move on to the next activity. This also speaks to the 

competency of a facilitator or teacher in dealing with these issues, which I will explore 

later. 

 In regards to the central topic of this inquiry, citizenship as a meta-narrative that 

potentially reinforces inequality and oppression in the United States, understandings of 

difference are crucial on another key level. The extent to which a citizenship education 

program places experiences of inequality at the center of the discussion also describes the 

extent to which that program undermines the narrative of citizenship that obscures the 

racial and economic contradictions within the lives of immigrants of color. If citizenship 

education programs proclaim themselves to be places building diverse democracy, 

inclusive communities, or global citizens, they cannot ignore these contradictions. In 

reality, citizenship education programs can ignore these social forces as much as they 

want, but I fear these programs will never transcend the insidious and unseen dynamics 
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of race in America. I have seen these programs become sites of service consumption 

rather than community building. I would also argue that there is a link between the 

understanding of difference employed by a citizenship education program and its 

effectiveness at politically organizing and empowering immigrants of color. In my 

experience, immigrants of color have voiced to me two primary motivations for entering 

a citizenship education program and attaining legal status. First, immigrants of color are 

hungry for the tools of family reunification provided under naturalized citizenship. 

Second, they are concerned about access to social entitlement programs. If these really 

are their self-interests, then political motivation is a difficult project and must encompass 

their political experiences of inequality. 

 A final site of reflective critique is the role of the teacher in the citizenship 

education program. We can see, based upon the discussion above, that the organizer of a 

citizenship education program has quite a lot of power and influence over the 

conversation, context, pedagogy, and outcomes. Adalbjarnardottir (2002) argued that 

citizenship education programs are influenced by the theoretical conception of citizenship 

held by the educator. If we accept the argument of difference above that sees systems of 

oppression as fundamentally constitutional of our social experiences, then the 

understanding of citizenship in a program working with immigrants of color cannot 

solely be an understanding derived from the experiences of native-born citizens. It makes 

no sense to understand citizenship as a category that is highly influenced by our social 

experiences and then prescribe to a theoretical notion that does not reflect the diversity of 

those experiences. In this way, if a citizenship education program professes a fixed, static 

notion of citizenship as a set of universals, either in virtue, agency or identity, then the 
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program remains too inflexible to truly incorporate the experiences of the learners and 

substantively produce the democracy the United States claims to have. What citizenship 

means can be something that is negotiated by all educational participants, both teachers 

and learners, and, as a result, a fuller version of democracy and participation may be 

born. In my experience, what it means to be a citizen has already been determined by the 

controlling powers within a citizenship education program. While there have been 

discussions with immigrants of color about liberal notions associated with citizenship, 

such as freedom, the category of citizenship and what it means to participate has not been 

substantively engaged out of the experiences of inequality of immigrants of color. There 

have been many conversations in which people discuss their relief at passing the exam, 

their excitement to vote for the first time, and their security in knowing they do not have 

to worry about the INS anymore. There have even been some short discussions about 

citizenship being a meaningless category in the face of ongoing social exclusion. If these 

conversations are not seized by the teacher and given power and voice, then they remain 

marginalized.  

 The issue of teacher power speaks to several overlapping pedagogical issues 

within citizenship education programs. One issue is control of the learning environment. 

Unfortunately, it is often up to the teacher to frame an educational environment as a place 

that welcomes diverse, contradictory, violent experiences of inequality and questions of 

justice. The dynamics of racism in U.S. society that silence the experiences of people of 

color have to be disrupted by the teacher and the learners in order to generate a place of 

empowering education. In my experience, however, teachers need to take the first step. 

Being able to take this step does require certain things of teachers such as being culturally 
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competent in respect to the population they are working with, having some awareness of 

their own position and privilege, using a lens to highlight systems of oppression, and 

employing an educational philosophy that emphasizes the experiences of the learner and 

de-centers the teacher in the classroom. 

 The resolution of these critiques and contradictions requires multiple frameworks 

for understanding difference, citizen authority, and justice. It also requires frameworks 

for citizenship that can help move citizenship educators away from the universalizing 

meta-narrative of liberal citizenship. In the next section, I will explore some new 

theorizing on citizenship that may possibly engage some of the issues of racial and 

economic oppression that I have raised here. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ALTERNATIVE VISIONS OF CITIZENSHIP 

 

 Thus far I have generated a critique of citizenship that seeks to orient citizenship 

within the racial and economic oppression generated by the contradictions between 

liberalism and capitalism. I have also situated citizenship education as an ideological tool 

that can either support or subvert universalizing liberal narratives of citizenship that 

disavow histories of exploitation, marginalization, and oppression of immigrants of color. 

For citizenship educators there are perhaps many directions which can inform a process 

of practicing citizenship education as a liberatory project in light of this analysis. I 

previously argued that in citizenship education programs, the conceptual approach to 

citizenship is perhaps less informative of undermining systems of oppression than the 

orientation of the programs towards the liberal assumptions of state, market, and culture; 

the understanding of difference employed; and the pedagogical and epistemological 

orientation towards the learner. Given the great amount of productive work that has been 

focused on the second and third parts of this critique (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991; Freire, 

1970, 1998; Giroux, Lankshear, McLaren, & Peters, 1996; Hernandez, 1997; hooks, 

1994, 2003; Horton, 1990; Shor, 1992), I would like to focus on differing conceptions of 

citizenship that undermine some of the assumptions of the liberal state. 

 Liberal citizenship, for purposes of review, posits certain assumptions about the 

state, the market, civil society, and the citizen. Liberal theory assumes that citizens are 

unified members of a unified nation-state who participate in both the public and private 

spheres of society, as well as the civil society of voluntary association. Liberal theory 

prescribes a limited role for the state in regards to the market. These roles range from 
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state involvement limited to safeguarding against monopolies and producing a monetary 

framework to more deeply involved state intervention in equalizing some of the disparate 

consequences of the market through social welfare programs. Under these differing 

conceptions of the state-market relationship, citizens have different kinds of power and 

obligation, but within liberal theory the market is assumed to be a self-regulating entity 

beyond the limits of citizen authority. Liberal theory also posits a universal citizen who is 

part of the national culture and identity. This citizen participates in the state through 

representative processes, and in exchange for equal representation in the public sphere, 

the citizen removes particular difference to the private sphere. This citizen is thought be 

an individual of inherent worth and his, or her, personal freedom is of the utmost 

importance. The interplay between individual freedom and the state is characterized by 

Rousseau’s paradox of “making men free by making them subject” (Rousseau, 1975, p. 

123). This universal citizen is usually assumed to share a common language, culture, 

values set, and history with the larger national identity. Liberal citizenship thus provides 

for equality within the political realm, without equality in economic, social, or cultural 

life. Furthermore, liberal citizenship perpetuates the othering of racialized subjects by 

disavowing the multiple traditions of experience within the liberal nation in place of a 

unifying national narrative. 

 In the following section I will explore recent theory on the ideas of economic 

citizenship and cultural citizenship. By exploring differing understandings of citizenship 

in contrast to the liberal citizen, I am not attempting to argue that the economic and social 

life of immigrants of color should be brought under the auspices of the state. Rather, in 

attention to the core question of this inquiry, I am exploring ways in which economic and 
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social realities of injustice can be brought into the realm of citizen authority. Thus, I will 

explore a theoretical overview of new citizenships that can inform a broader 

understanding of our roles as citizens and the work of citizenship education. It is my hope 

that these different understandings of citizens and their relationship to the state can 

possibly be used to address the material and social inequality that results from liberal 

capitalist contradictions. Economic and cultural citizenship are relatively recent fields of 

inquiry, with the exception of the Scandinavian model, and as such, subject to some less 

than coherent structure. The meanings and implications of these theories are contested, as 

are their feasibility and practicality. However, I have found them to be very creative and 

generative in the overall conversation of citizenship. In my opinion, this is precisely the 

kind of thinking needed to address persistent inequality and systems of oppression. 

 

Economic Citizenship 

 Economic citizenship is a term that refers to several categories of thought. One 

strand theorizes economic citizenship in relation to the model of the social welfare state 

and the social entitlements of citizens. This model is considerably older than other 

threads of thought. The second strand focuses on the inability of citizens to enact political 

equality in the face of economic inequality. This strand is highly related to the first 

because it argues for social welfare or human rights policies to ameliorate the economic 

barriers to full democratic participation. The third strand takes up the question of rights 

and state power in the context of economic globalization. This strand argues that the 

economic rights denied to citizens under liberalism are actually accorded to capital under 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  96
 

current economic neoliberalism and calls for new mechanisms of citizen authority in 

relation to the market..  

 All of these forms of economic citizenship offer three common refrains. First, 

each draws a distinction between real and substantive citizenship. Real citizenship is 

understood as the formal equality accorded to citizens under liberalism. However, this 

“real” equality is in effect meaningless in the face of certain forms of oppression. Thus, 

its substance is questionable. These forms of economic citizenship also critique 

liberalism’s division between the state and the market and the resulting liberal notion that 

political behavior is divorced from material need. In contrast to this liberal assumption, 

all these conceptions of economic citizenship argue that citizenship actually results from 

the political and economic realities of a society rather than abstract political philosophy. 

Thus, we can see in these theories that they are decidedly anti-liberal in some ways, 

particularly in their emphasis on a non-essential, socially constructed category of 

citizenship. 

 The most developed, and envied, model of economic citizenship is found in the 

Scandinavian states. Often referred to as social welfare democracies, these nations have 

taken more steps towards ensuring economic security through the state than any other 

democratic nation. Sweden is often cited as the most dramatic case of a social welfare 

state with economic citizenship. The roots of the economic citizen model are in Sweden’s 

industrialization after the second world war. Political leader Per Albin Hansoon made a 

now famous speech in which he outlined the values of what would be Sweden’s social 

policy for the next six decades (Vandenberg, 2000). Using the metaphor of a good home, 

Hansoon outlined the need for Swedish society to ensure not only formal political 
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equality amongst citizens, but also equality that would encourage substantive political 

participation, economic equality. According to Vandenberg, the progressive social and 

economic policies of the Swedish state were fought for and won over many years. The 

entitlements of citizenship originally included employment and social security in such 

way as to reduce class inequality and effectively end extreme poverty. Those entitlements 

were expanded over time to include higher education, universal healthcare, childcare 

subsidies, and family allowances, to name a few. Swedish citizens, however, bare one of 

the heaviest tax burdens in the world in exchange for their security. This form of 

entitlement is in deep contrast to the forms of “welfare” currently available in the United 

States, which is a means-tested system. Contrary to the purpose of the Scandinavian 

welfare state, means-tested welfare systems actually created deeper economic injustice 

because they allow the state to participate in the regulation of the low-wage work force 

(Piven & Cloward, 1993).  

 Current writing on economic citizenship argues that citizenship cannot be 

understood apart from the material realities of citizens that either promote or 

disenfranchise their participation. There has been much written about the intersections 

between economic and political realities in regards to citizenship and the material 

precursors to effective citizenship. Going back to Marshall (1949), social rights were seen 

as equally important, although only generated based on effective political and civil rights. 

Many authors have argued that poverty is a distinct barrier to effective political 

participation (Bustelo, 2001; Fernandez Kelly, 1994; Lister, 1990). This can range from 

the inability to vote because of work and childcare restrictions, to the inability to 

mobilize collectively due to necessity of meeting basic needs, to a lack of the “cultural 
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capital” required to effectively negotiate a political world controlled by society’s elites. 

For these theorists, citizenship must be understood as “emanating from grounded 

economic and political realities and not as a disembodied expectation equally accessible 

to all those who share national territory” (Fernandez Kelly, 1994 p. 152).  

 Based on these realities, some theorists (Bustelo, 2001; Lister, 1990) have made 

an argument for what Bustelo has called emancipated citizenship (Bustelo, 2001). 

Ultimately, this call is still rooted in a return to liberal citizenship because they choose to 

focus on economic rights as a necessary precursor to political equality. However, it does 

provide a mechanism of addressing the extreme structural inequities under capitalism and 

debunking some of the merit-based assumptions of liberalism. Bustelo argued “it is social 

and economic rights that emancipate people from the most demanding material needs and 

enable their access to the civility of enjoying civil and political rights” (p. 6). These 

economic rights are conceived of differently, depending on the society. Lister (1990) 

proposes a model of social-economic citizenship that provides for integrated wage, 

security, and tax structures that provide sufficient income, equal employment rights for 

full- and part-time workers, and social security as an obligation of the state. Bustelo 

(2001) argued that these rights have to extend beyond accessing social services because 

the accessibility of these resources is based on the availability of resources. Thus, they 

are conditional opportunities and are not related to economic emancipation. For some 

(Piven & Cloward, 1993) these services actually perpetuate the systems of poverty they 

seek to overcome. Bustelo argued that the emancipated citizen actually must be rooted in 

a social theory that sees the collective as having moral value, not just the individual. The 

individual as the center of moral theory is “a form of citizenship which is itself wedded to 
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the capitalist rationale” (p. 5). For Bustelo, and other similar theorists, emancipated 

citizenship is “understood principally as the right of people, conceived of as members or 

stakeholders in a common cooperative social framework, to have equal opportunities of 

access to socially and economically meaningful benefits” (p. 10). Thus, this framework 

for thinking about the citizen in relation to the state and the market rejects a core liberal 

assumption by placing moral emphasis on the poor as a collective group who can place a 

claim on the state.  

 The final thread of theorizing on economic citizenship is most typically 

characterized by social theorist Saskia Sassen’s (1995) work on the global economy. 

Sassen begins her argument for economic citizenship by setting the context of 

contemporary nation-states within a global economy that has in a sense “denationalized” 

states. She argues that the traditional conception of the territorial nation-state has been 

destabilized through supranational trade agreements and their sovereignty challenged 

through legal frameworks such as human rights and political and economic organizations 

such as the European Union. In this context, how then should we think about citizenship, 

which Sassen argues is crucial to governance and accountability within the nation-state. 

Should citizenship be extended to the global economy? Sassen, who also roots citizenship 

as an outgrowth of economic and political realities, supports the argument that economic 

well-being should be added to social rights of the welfare state as a precondition to 

democratic participation. She supports this argument based on the notion that the global 

spread of capital is producing a race to the bottom of wage structures in both the 

industrialized and developing world. Thus, globalization is undermining some of the 

major conditions of democratic viability, such as the material well being of citizens.  
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Sassen (1995), however, argued that there is another force building through 

globalization that impacts the authority of citizens and thus the accountability of nation-

states and the market. According to Sassen, citizens frustrated with their inability to 

impact the global economic policy of their nation-states should ask if there is “currently 

an aggregation of economic rights that constitutes a form of economic citizenship, in that 

it empowers and can demand accountability from the government” (p. 38). For Sassen, 

the answer is yes, but the rights do not belong to ordinary citizens. Rather, under the new 

laws of the global economy, firms and markets have been empowered to make demands 

on the nation-state because they have the right of capital mobility. According to Sassen, 

capital now has the ability to exercise the accountability functions associated with 

citizenship. They can vote on economic policy, they can force governments to take 

certain pro-capital measures, they can vote with investments, and they can sue states over 

profit loss. Essentially, they can hold nation-states, and citizens, hostage unless their 

demands are met. This concentration of capital in unregulated markets “alters the 

functioning of democratic governments and reshapes the accountability relation between 

governments and their people that operates through electoral politics” (p. 44). Thus, the 

authority of citizens is usurped. Citizen ability to regulate the economy through normal 

representative, democratic processes is in great danger, if it has not disappeared all 

together. Furthermore, Sassen pointed out that arguments that the market represents the 

democratic will of citizens through choice and investment effectively leave out those who 

are unable to “vote with their dollars.” Sassen concluded her analysis by arguing that the 

nation-state may no longer be the mechanism through which to control the global 

economy. Her version of economic citizenship ultimately calls for a supranational 
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conception of citizenship that is more closely related to calls for transnational or global 

citizenship. This requires rejecting the notion in international law that the state is the only 

actor that matters and creating new mechanisms for ensuring equity and accountability. 

 Each of these conceptions of economic citizenship reformulates the relationship 

between citizens, the state, and the market. The social welfare model and the emancipated 

citizen critique, which is rooted in social welfare goals, claim that given the fact that the 

market cannot provide economic security, the state must take up the role of intervening to 

provide welfare for citizens. This welfare, often thought of as economic democracy, is in 

fact a precursor to political democracy. Sassen’s model of economic citizenship argues 

that international law and the sovereignty of nation-states must be reconfigured in such a 

way as to make the global market accountable to citizen authority. This claim goes 

beyond the idea of the interventionist liberal state presented in the social welfare model 

by arguing that the market must be accountable to all those who are subject to it, similar 

to the nation-state itself. There are many perspectives that will weigh the plausibility of 

these arguments, but I believe their most important contribution in citizenship education 

is that they undermine what is thought of as a natural truth. Liberalism leads us to believe 

that the market, and our relationship to it, is out of our political control. This in fact is not 

true because our current reality of global capital is a product of political control. For 

citizens to begin to think differently of their power in relation to the economy is an 

important step in addressing the economic exploitation of immigrants of color in the 

United States and labor throughout the world. 
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Cultural Citizenship 

 The increased global migration of the last 40 years, resulting from the global 

spread of capitalism and militarism, has increased the cultural and racial diversity of 

liberal democracies. As has already been discussed, those who migrate to the United 

States face a racial hierarchy that imbues a separation between themselves, their bodies, 

their cultures, and the American identity. Under classical conceptions of liberal 

democracy, the difference presented by these immigrants must be delegated to the private 

sphere in order for them to enter into the public sphere as members of the American 

nation. However, as immigrants of color they cannot be fully absorbed into a national 

identity based on a presumption of white supremacy. Thus, culture and race become 

generative sites of resistance to the universalizing narrative of liberal citizenship. Cultural 

citizenship, understood in a variety of ways, is a burgeoning answer to the question of 

difference and citizenship. 

 Culture is an extremely powerful force in the United States. To use a common 

metaphor, culture in the United States is often compared to the wind. It moves people 

along with it and after a while they forget its subtle presence. Only when it overwhelms 

our sensibilities do we remember its presence. This, of course, is a metaphor for 

individuals whose experiences and worldviews are reflected by the dominant culture. 

Only when you feel you belong do you not feel the wind. For others, culture is a strong 

force and that can sweep them up and it takes a particular act of strength to resist the 

power of cultural formations. Lisa Lowe (1999) argued that given the contradictions 

between liberalism and capitalism within American society, it is the role of culture to 

resolve the contradictions. In the field of citizenship education we can see this argument 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  103
 

in the history of the field during the Americanization movement. Culture becomes the 

force that regulates and administers the national identity through various forms of state 

and civil control. It posits the universals of national membership and attempts to explain 

away contradictions within the system. However, “the universals proposed by the 

political and cultural forms of the nation precisely generate the critical acts that negate 

those universals” (Lowe, p. 9), thus culture is potentially an important resource for 

citizenship educators. 

 The most prominent model of cultural citizenship comes from the Inter-University 

Program for Latino Cultural Studies Working Group (IUP). The IUP is an association of 

Latino scholars focused on generating theoretical models that more accurately reflect the 

experiences of the multilingual, multiracial, multinational, and multicultural group 

referred to in U.S. society as Latinos (Flores & Benmayor, 1997). This group of scholars 

has put forth a collection of studies that they feel produces a common theoretical 

framework they title cultural citizenship. Stemming from what they feel is a larger social 

rejection of difference, in part characterized by growing anti-immigrant sentiment in the 

United States, these scholars see cultural citizenship as a way of discussing how cultural 

difference and citizenship, or national belonging, inform one another. Like theorists of 

economic citizenship, cultural citizenship scholars also argue that citizenship must be 

theorized based on substantive levels of exclusion and marginalization rather than 

theoretical universals. However, for cultural citizenship theorists, the primary site of 

exclusion and marginalization is race and culture rather than class, despite the fact that  

these forces inform one another. 
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 For the IUP, cultural citizenship is understood as “the ways people organize their 

values, their beliefs about their rights, and their practices based on their sense of cultural 

belonging rather than their formal status as citizens of a nation” (Silvestrini, 1997, p. 44). 

Thus, cultural citizenship formulates a sense of belonging that attempts to accommodate 

the hypephenated self--Mexican and American, Puerto Rican and American. According 

to Silvestrini, the emphasis on culture as a powerful conduit of identity effectively 

produces two outcomes. One, culture becomes a form of resistance. Echoing Lisa Lowe 

(1999), culture becomes a place where immigrants of color resist the assimilation 

pressure of dominant U.S. culture. Culture also creates a place where people belong to 

the community in a multitude of ways. Some might associate the arguments of cultural 

citizenship with cultural nationalism. However, cultural citizenship is very much focused 

on figuring out how immigrants of color negotiate the racial and cultural hierarchy that 

already exists in the United States at the same time that they generate their own claim to 

national membership that reflects the multiple narratives present in U.S. society (Miron, 

Inca, & Aguirre, 1998; Silvestrini, 1997). A large part of cultural citizenship is claiming 

cultural rights to secure cultural practices within the United States. This is a great point of 

conflict between cultural groups and the state, especially in cases where cultural practices 

conflict with the liberal universals of the state or other already dominant legal 

frameworks. At this point, the theoretical model of cultural citizenship is still in progress 

and it works primarily as a site of critique of the ways in which Latinos are not reflected 

in dominant discourse of membership and citizenship. However, the IUP framework for 

cultural citizenship is based in the cultural activism of Latino communities and thus 
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leaves great space for local communities to generate their own frames of resistance and 

empowerment. 

 Not all scholars take the IUP approach to cultural citizenship. Ong (1999) has 

critiqued the IUP project, particularly the work of Rosaldo (1999), for unintentionally 

reinforcing the liberal narrative they seek to undermine by insinuating that immigrants of 

color can construct their identity and culture independent of the power of the state or 

dominant culture. For Ong, cultural citizenship  is a “process of self-making and being 

made in relation to nation-states and transnational processes” (p. 262). Ong focuses on 

the everyday cultural practices in society that make people into subjects of a nation-state. 

Ong uses Foucault’s sense of subject making as the “self making and being made by 

power relations that produce consent through schemes of surveillance, discipline, control, 

and administration” (p. 263). Furthermore, Ong draws on Corrigan and Sayer’s (1985) 

work on governmentality to explain the cultural processes of citizen making. 

Governmentality refers to the state’s project of creating an illusionary, unified national 

identity by constructing citizens as consumers, taxpayers, and dependents. The work of 

the state is constructing the nation identity, or assimilating immigrants, if often pushed 

into civil society in liberal democracies and culture takes up the role of regulating the 

identities of immigrants of color. Thus, Ong argues that cultural citizenship is a process 

of negotiating what immigrants of color claim as their selves within the American polity 

and what the American polity states as the identity of immigrants. For examples, Ong 

cites the example of the creation of categories such as Asian American or Latino within 

the United States that collapse multiple groups into single homogenous categories 
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prescribed with certain functions, values, and abilities. These communities are in fact 

multilingual and have powerful class and gender differentiations as well. 

 What unites these ideas concerning culture and citizenship is a common 

commitment to raising in citizenship discourse the racialized nature of citizenship for 

immigrants of color. While Lowe (1999), Flores and Benmayor (1997), Silvestrini 

(1997), and Rosaldo (1999) perhaps provide more direct entries into conversations of 

agency then Ong (1999), each conception of cultural citizenship provides avenues for 

discussing racialization as a piece of the American experience of immigrants of color. 

Liberal notions of citizenship provide little entry into the conversations of race, culture, 

and exclusion given the reliance of liberalism on formal equality. However, according to 

Lowe (1999), “it is through culture that the subject becomes, acts, and speaks itself as 

‘American.’ It is likewise in culture that individuals and collectivities struggle and 

remember, and in that difficult remembering, imagine and practice both subject and 

community differently” (p. 3). Cultural citizenship perhaps provides a positive 

framework for addressing cultural exclusion, racism, and resistance as part of the 

experience of immigrants of color. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

 

 In this inquiry I have attempted to articulate a critique of citizenship that 

undermines the universalizing narrative of citizenship within liberal societies. Citizenship 

is not experienced as a narrative of emancipation by all; it has been used throughout 

history to exclude people of color, women, and the poor to their political, economic, and 

cultural disadvantage. It is also used to reinforce the national identity based on a white 

supremacy that places the values, experiences, cultures, practices, and history of white 

Americans at the center and marginalizes the contributions and histories of immigrants 

and people of color. Furthermore, I have demonstrated the ways in which naturalized 

citizenship and immigrants of color obscure the economic inequality within capitalism. 

As racialized, stigmatized “others,” their occupation of some of the lowest wage work in 

the United States is presented as fair through the liberal assumptions and deep, cultural 

racism of American society. 

 Citizenship education, a product of the ideology itself, can potentially play an 

important role in undermining the racial and economic oppression faced by immigrants of 

color. As we have seen historically, citizenship education has not always played this role. 

In the Americanization movement and up until the civil rights movement, citizenship 

education was primarily a process of assimilation, indoctrination, and coercion. The 

unsung heroes of the civil rights movement, Septima Clark, Bernice Robinson, Esau 

Jenkins, and Myles Horton, introduced a new way for educators to think about citizenship 

education as a practice of freedom, both in pedagogy and in outcomes. Their methods 

challenged the prevailing ideology about the capacity and desires of people of color to 
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participate in democracy. Their work also addressed the chasms between political 

equality and economic equality. Citizenship education programs today function on a wide 

array of assumptions and concepts of citizens. I have argued that in order to advance a 

vision that addresses the contradictions of the liberal capitalist state and the resulting 

forms of oppression, citizenship educators must focus their attention on more than just 

their idea of citizenship. They must also evaluate their reinforcement of liberal universals 

in regards to citizen identity, the state, and the market. They must think critically and 

intentionally about the understanding of difference they employ and what its 

consequences might be for immigrants of color and native-born citizens. And they must 

reflect on their pedagogical and epistemological orientation towards the learner and the 

inclusion of experiences of marginalization. 

 I have also provided two reformulations of citizenship that provide avenues for 

undermining liberal notions that separate citizens from the market, cultural rights, and 

their own authority. These understandings of citizenship fundamentally re-orient the 

citizen in relation to racial and economic oppression, something theories of citizenship as 

political actor cannot necessarily do alone. These growing bodies of theory provide 

citizenship educators new ways of thinking and talking about the experiences of 

immigrants of color that draw a deeper connection between their lived realities and their 

membership in the American nation. Economic and cultural citizenship also provide 

avenues for citizen activism and collective agency to address the systems of oppression 

faced by immigrants of color. These calls for accountability, however, are re-envisioned 

to be located within the authority of citizens. 
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 As I stated in the methods section of this inquiry, the scope of this project was 

intended to cover only some initial theorizing on the question of ordinary people 

reconceptualizing their relationship to the nation-state given their experiences within the 

contradictions between liberalism and capitalism. Under the methodological framework 

provided by Fay (1987), there is still much work to do. In fact, I deeply believe that this 

question could not be answered solely within the mind of a researcher. While Fay argued 

that critical social science research requires the development of several interrelated 

theories, it also provides avenues for learners to participate in the development of those 

theories. I would envision the next steps of this project to be located in the development 

of an educational program at the community level that brings these questions to 

immigrants of color. This would require constructing an environment that allows for 

honest, critical, ideal discourse in which the experiences of immigrants of color are at the 

forefront of the educational work. Fay argued that in order for this kind of educational 

work to be emancipatory and catalytic, it must be located with some kind of social crisis. 

Horton (1990) made a similar claim in regards to truly transformative education. I would 

argue that the anti-immigrant sentiment of today offers a wealth of crises in the lives of 

immigrants of color that would be productive sites of exploration. At the end of the day, 

there is only so much theorizing that can be done apart from a community of learners. 

Thus, the next steps of this project are located within the communities of learners that 

have already been built and are yet to be gathered. 

 As a citizenship educator, I have a chosen this critical inquiry into the 

assumptions and practices of my work for a variety of reasons. Ultimately, I believe that 

the work of those who believe in democracy is not to ensure that its formal institutions 
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are safe guarded. Our work is to make sure that the principle of true equality is valued 

and practiced. Finding this equality, however, requires that the categories and methods 

we use be informed by everyone’s experiences, not just our own as educators or my own 

as native-born, white citizen. Ultimately, it is contrary to my values in democracy and 

justice to move forward as an educator without being willing to examine my own 

assumptions that may, unintentionally, collude with systems of oppression that I abhor. 

This inquiry represents an initial attempt to focus that critical eye on the meta-theoretical 

workings of citizenship and citizenship education. In the end I hope that the critique and 

challenges presented here can be generative, hopeful, and emancipatory for all teachers 

and learners involved. 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  111
 

REFERENCES 
 
Adalbjarnardottir, S. (2002). Citizenship education and teacher’s professional awareness.  

In D. Scott & H. Lawson (Eds.), Citizenship education and the curriculum (pp. 
131-150). London: Ablex Publishing.  

 
Adams, F. (1975). Unearthing the seeds of fire: The idea of Highlander. Winston-Salem,  

NC: John Blair. 
 
Addams, J. (1961). Twenty years at Hull house. New York: Signet. 
 
Althusser, L. (1996). For Marx. New York: Verso. 
 
Althusser, L. (2001). Lenin and philosophy and other essays. New York: Monthly 

Review Press. 
 
Aronowitz, S., & Giroux, H. (1991). Postmodern education. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press. 
 
Banks, J. (2004). Democratic citizenship education in multicultural societies. In , J. 

Banks (Ed.), Diversity and citizenship education (pp. 3-15). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

 
Barndt, J. (1991). Dismantling racism. Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress. 
 
Bauder, D. (2005). ABC gets unfriendly neighborhood welcome. Retrieved July 5, 2005 

from news.yahoo.com. 
 
Beiner, R. (1995). Why citizenship constitutes a theoretical problem in the last decade of 
` the twentieth century. In R. Beiner (Ed.), Theorizing citizenship (pp. 1-28). 

Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 
 
Bellamy, R. (2000). Rethinking Liberalism. New York: Pinter. 
 
Bosniak, L. (2000a). Citizenship denationalized. Indiana Journal of Global Legal 

Studies, 7, 447-509. 
 
Bosniak, L. (2000b). Universal citizenship and the problem of alienage. Northwestern 

University Law Review, 94, 963-982. 
 
Boyte, H., & Kari, N. (1996). Building America. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 
 
Brimelow, P. (1996). Alien nation: Common sense about America’s immigration disaster. 

New York: Harper Perennial. 
 
Buchanan, P. (2002). The death of the west. New York: St. Martin’s. 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  112
 

Bustelo, E. (2001). Expansion of citizenship and democratic construction. In W. von 
Genugtent & C. Perez-Bustillo (Eds.), The poverty of rights: Human rights and 
the eradication of poverty (pp. 3-28). London: ZED. 

 
Carlson, R. (1975). The quest for conformity: Americanization through education. New 

York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 
 
Carr, W., & Kemmis, S. (1986). Becoming critical: Education, knowledge, and action 

research. London: Falmer Press. 
 
City of Minneapolis. (2000). Foreign Born Population in Minneapolis. Retrieved October 

18, 2005 from www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us. 
 
Clark, S. (1999). Ready from within. Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press. 
 
Collins, C., & Yeskel, F. (2000). Economic apartheid: A  primer on inequality and 

insecurity. New York: New Press. 
 
Corrigan, P., & Sayer, D. (1985). The great arch: English state formation as cultural 

revolution. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
 
Curtis, M. (1981). The great political theories (Vol. 2). New York: Avon. 
 
Dawley, A. (1991). Struggles for justice: Social responsibility and the liberal state. 

Cambridge: Belknap. 
 
Fay, B. (1987). Critical social science: Liberation and its limits. Ithaca, NY: Cornell 

University Press. 
 
Fernandez Kelly, M..P. (1994). Underclass and immigrant women as economic actors: 

Rethinking citizenship in a changing global economy, American University 
Journal of International Law and Policy, 9, 151-169. 

 
Flores, W., & Benmayor, R. (1997). Constructing cultural citizenship. In W. Flores & R. 

Benmayor (Eds.), Latino Cultural Citizenship (pp. 1-23).. Boston: Beacon. 
 
Foucault, M. (1980). Nietzsche, genealogy, history. In D. Bouchard (Ed.), Language, 

counter-memory, practice (pp. 139-164). Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 
 
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Continuum. 
 
Freire, P. (1998). Pedagogy of hope. New York: Continuum. 
 
Fregoso, R.L. (2003). Mexicana encounters. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 
 
 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  113
 

Giroux, H., Lankshear, C., McLaren, P., & Peters, M. (1996). Counternarratives: 
Cultural studies and critical pedagogies in postmodern spaces. New York: 
Routledge. 

 
Gordon, M. (1964). Assimilation in American life. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Hagopian, E. (Ed). (2004). Civil rights in peril: The targeting of Arabs and Muslims. 

Chicago: Haymarket. 
 
Hall, S. (1997). The local and the global: globalization and ethnicity. In. A. McClintock, 

A. Mufti, & E. Shohat (Eds.) Dangerous liaisons: Gender, nation, and 
postcolonial perspectives (pp. 173-187). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press. 

 
Heilbroner, R. (1999). The worldly philosophers. New York: Touchstone. 
 
Held, D. (1980). Introduction to critical theory: Horkheimer to Habermas. Berkeley: 

University of California Press. 
 
Hernandez, A. (1997). Pedagogy, democracy, and feminism. Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 
 
Hernstein, R., & Murray, C. (1994). The bell curve: Intelligence and class structure in 

American life. New York: Free Press. 
 
hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress. New York: Taylor & Francis. 
 
hooks, b. (2003). Teaching community. New York: Routledge. 
 
Horton, M. (1990). The long haul. New York: Teachers College Press. 
 
Horton, M. (2003). Citizenship schools. In D. Jacobs (Ed.), The Myles Horton Reader 

(pp. 143-147). Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press. 
 
Hughes, L. (1994). The collected poems of Langston Hughes. New York: Knopf. 
 
Karst, K. (1989). Belonging to America: Equal citizenship and the constitution. New 

Haven: Yale University Press. 
 
King, D. (2000). Making Americans: Immigration, race, and the origins of the diverse 

democracy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
King, D. (2001). Making Americans: Immigration meets race. In G. Gerstle & J. 

Mollenkopf (Eds.), E Plurbis Unum? (pp. 143-172). New York: Russell Sage. 
 
 
 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  114
 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2004). Culture versus citizenship: The challenge of racialized 
citizenship in the United States. In, J Banks (Ed.), Diversity and citizenship 
education (pp. 99-126). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 
Lennon, T. (1998). Proposition 187: A case study of nationalism and democratic ideals, 

Policy Studies Review, 15, 80-100. 
 
Lister, R. (1990). The exclusive society: Citizenship and the poor. London: CPAG Ltd. 
 
Lowe, L. (1999). Immigrant acts. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 
 
Mandel, E. (1974). Introduction to Marxist economic theory. New York: Pathfinder. 
 
Marshall, TH. (1949). Citizenship and social class. London: Cambridge University. 
 
Marx (1978). On the Jewish question. In R. Tucker (Ed.), The Marx-Engels reader (pp. 

26-52). New York: Norton. 
 
Migration Policy Institute (2004a). What kind of work do immigrants do? Occupation 

and Industry of Foreign Born Workers in the United States. Retrieved on 
November 6, 2005 from www.migrationpolicy.org 

 
Migration Policy Institute (2004b). Immigration Union Members: Numbers and Trends. 

Retrieved on November 6, 2005 from www.migrationpolicy.org 
 
Migration Policy Institute (2004c). Health insurance coverage in the foreign born: 

numbers and trends. Retrieved on November 6, 2005 from 
www.migrationpolicy.org 

 
Miron, L., Inda, J., & Aguirre, J. (1998). Transnational migrants, cultural citizenship, and 

the politics of language in California, Educational Policy, 12, 659-681. 
 
Moynihan, D. P. (1965). The negro family: the case for national action. Retrieved 

October 25, 2005 from www.dol.gov. 
 
Olsen, L. (2001). Public education, immigrants, and racialization: The contemporary 

Americanization project. In Gary Gerstle and John Mollenkopf (Eds.) E Plurbis 
Unum? (pp. 371-411). New York: Russell Sage. 

 
Ong, A. (1999). Cultural citizenship as subject making: Immigrants negotiate racial and 

cultural boundaries in the United States. In R. Torres, L. Miron, and J. Inda 
(Eds.), Race, identity, and citizenship (pp. 262-293). Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

 
Payne, C. (1995). I’ve got the light of freedom: The organizing tradition and the 

Mississippi freedom struggle. Los Angeles: University of California Press. 
 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  115
 

Piven, F.F. & Cloward, R. (1993). Regulating the poor. New York: Vintage. 
 
Pocoks, J. (1995). The ideal of citizenship since classical times. In Ronald Beiner (Ed.). 
Theorizing Citizenship (pp. 29-52). Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 
 
Ramsay, M. (1997). What’s wrong with liberalism? A radical critique of liberal political 

philosophy. London: Leicestor University Press. 
 
Rosaldo, R. (1999). Cultural citizenship, inequality, and multiculturalism. In R. Torres, L. 

Miron, and J. Inda (Eds.), Race, identity, and citizenship (pp. 253-261). Malden, 
MA: Blackwell. 

 
Rosales, F.A. (1996). Chicano! The history of the Mexican American civil rights 

movement. Houston: Arte Publico. 
 
Saddington, T. (2000). The roots and branches of experiential learning, NSEE Quarterly, 

2-6. 
 
Rousseau, J.J. (1975). The social contract and discourses. Translated by G.D.H. Cole. 

London: J.M. Dent. 
 
Sanchez, G. (1999). Race, nation, and culture in recent immigration studies, Journal of 
American Ethnic History, 18, 66-85. 
 
Sassen, S. (1995). Losing control? Sovereignty in an age of globalization. New York: 

Columbia University Press. 
 
Schneider, D. (2001). Naturalization and United States citizenship in two periods of mass 

migration: 1894-1930, 1965-2000, Journal of American Ethnic HistoryJournal of 
American Ethnic History, 21, 50-83. 

 
Schugurensky, D. (2005). Citizenship and citizenship education. Retrieved September 6, 

2005 from http://fcis.oise.utoronto.ca/~daniel_schugurensky/lclp/c&cc.html. 
 
Scobey, D. (2001). The specter of citizenship. Citizenship Studies, 5, 11-26. 
 
Shor, I. (1992). Empowering education. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
 
Silvestrini, B. (1997). The world we enter when claiming rights. In W. Flores & R. 
Benmayor (Eds.), Latino Cultural Citizenship (pp. 39-53). Boston: Beacon  
 
Smith, L. (1996). Killers of the dream. New York: WW Norton and Company. 
 
Smith, Rogers. (2001). Citizenship and the politics of people-building, Citizenship 

Studies, 5, 73-96. 
 



   Contradictions of Citizenship  116
 

Spencer, M. (1994). Multiculturalism, “political correctness,” and the politics of identity, 
Sociological Forum, 9, 547-567. 

 
Takaki, R. (1998). Strangers from a different shore: A history of Asian Americans. New 

York: Backbay. 
 
Taylor, J. (1998). The real American dilemma: Race, immigration, and the future of 

America. New York: New Century. 
 
United States Census Bureau (2003). Current Population Survey: Foreign Born 

Population Characteristics. Retrieved on November 6, 2005 from 
www.census.gov. 

 
United States Department of Health and Human Services (2005). Poverty thresholds. 

Retrieved on November 5, 2005 from www.dhhs.gov. 
 
Usher, B., Bryant, I., & Johnston, R. (1997). Adult education and the postmodern 

challenge. London: Routledge. 
 
Vandenberg, A. (2000). Swedish models and economic citizenship. In A. Vandenberg  

(Ed.), Citizenship and democracy in a global era (pp. 171-187). New York: St. 
Martin’s. 

 
Volpp, L. (2001). Obnoxious to their very nature: Asian Americans and constitutional 

citizenship. Citizenship Studies, 5, 57-71. 
 
Young, I. (2000). Five faces of oppression. In M. Adams (Ed.), Readings for diversity  

and social justice (pp. 35-49). New York: Routledge. 
 
Zinn, H. (2001). A people’s history of the United States. New York: Perennial. 
 

 


