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As the world grows clos-
er in terms of population
mobility, capital invest-
ment, labor markets,
cultural production, and
high technology, it is
imperative that we cre-
ate political norms to
make these processes of
integration  comnsistent
with democratic values.
The possibilities for ex-
ploiting displaced per-
sons are too great if we
make capital and labor
mobile but political
rights immobile. We can-
not treat the world as a
global economic village
but define it as a collec-
tion of remote islands
for the purposes of polit-
ical participation. Even-
tually we may define a
human right to demo-
cratic participation.
—Jamin Raskin!

The right to vote has been a criti-
cal tool for every marginalized
group in the United States to

achieve social, economic, and civil
rights. Previously excluded groups,
including African Americans,
women, and younger adults, have
gained access to the franchise
principally through political strug-
gle. Ultimately they have needed
the support of other sectors in
society to win political rights. The
agitation of the propertyless
encouraged sectors of the proper-
tied to extend the franchise; the
abolitionist and civil rights move-
ments led whites to enfranchise
blacks; the suffragettes compelled
men to include women among the
voting citizenry; and younger
adults, whose participation in the
social movements of the 1960s
and 1970s, were granted voting

rights by older adults.

Why not extend such rights to
immigrants too?

Although noncitizen immigrants
behave in much the same ways as
citizens, they possess fewer rights
and benefits.? They are subject to
all laws, pay taxes, work in every
sector of the economy, own busi-
nesses, send their children to
school, can be drafted and serve in

the military, and participate in all

BY RONALD HAYDUK

aspects of daily social life. In fact,
some of the first Americans killed
in the war in Iraq were nonciti-
zens. Yet noncitizens are excluded
from selecting representatives who
fashion public policy that affects
them on a daily basis. This issue
cuts to the heart of citizenship and
democracy.

Given significant anti-immigrant
sentiment in the United States, par-
ticularly after September 11 and
the war in Iraq, the notion of allow-
ing noncitizens to vote might appear
outlandish upon first blush; but
once examined, a compelling case
can be made for noncitizen voting.3

It's legal. The Constitution does
not preclude it and the courts have
upheld voting by noncitizens. In
fact, for most of our country’s his-
tory—from the founding until the
1920s—noncitizens enjoyed vot-
ing rights in twenty two states and
federal territories.

For most of our country’s histo-
ry—from the founding until the
1920s—noncitizens  enjoyed
voting rights in twenty two
states and federal territories.
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It's rational. There are good rea-
sons—both moral and practical—
for the enfranchisement of immi-
grants, including notions of equal
rights and treatment.

It's feasible. Recently, noncitizen
voting has been reestablished in
several municipalities. New York
City and Chicago have permitted
noncitizen voting in school board
elections, seven municipalities in
Maryland and Massachusetts have
extended the right to vote for local
offices to noncitizens, and nearly a
dozen other jurisdictions, includ-
ing Washington, D.C., San Fran-
cisco, Los Angeles, and New York,
have considered or are currently
moving to establish noncitizen vot-
ing.* Another twenty countries
allow resident aliens to vote.®

Noncitizen Voting in U.S. History

“Aliens” voted in local, state, and
even national elections in twenty-
two states and federal territories
from the nation’s founding until
the 1920s, and noncitizen immi-
grants held public offices, such
as alderman, coroner, and school
board member.® Noncitizen vot-
ing built on the hallowed princi-
ple of the American Revolution:
no taxation without representa-
tion. Alien suffrage was seen as a
way to encourage newcomers to
build a stake in our nascent coun-
try. As America’s experience dur-
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ing the nineteenth century

demonstrated, immigrants who
declared their intent to naturalize
were allowed voting rights
because it encouraged integration

and assimilation.

Reasons for Campaigning for
Noncitizen Voting Rights

Immigrants have reemerged as piv-
otal players in American politics.
Today more than one in ten indi-
viduals (11.05 percent) are for-
eign born—the highest level since
1910, when more than 14 percent
were foreign born.” Most of the
new arrivals have come from Latin
America, Asia, and the Caribbean,
changing the ethnic and racial
composition of the U.S. popula-
tion. Moreover, an increasing pro-
portion of immigrants are nonciti-
zens: more than eighteen million
of the thirty-one million immi-
grants were noncitizens in 2000.8
Nearly one in ten families is a
“blended” family, having one or
more parents who are noncitizens
and one or more children who are

citizens.?

These demographic changes hold
significant political implications,
especially in the states and metro-
politan areas where immigrants are
concentrated.10 Immigration is
changing the political arithmetic,
propelling parties and politicians

who jockey for advantage to adjust

campaign strategies to reflect

evolving electoral conditions.

Yet immigrants’ political power
lags behind their numbers. Al-
though immigrants increasingly
make up a greater proportion of
the population, of the thirty-one
million foreign-born people who
currently live in the United States,
more than twelve million /egal per-
manent residents remain nonciti-

zens and are barred from voting.

Despite increases in the number of
immigrants who have naturalized
in recent years—Ilargely in reaction
to a host of anti-immigrant legis-
lation—the average time it takes
to obtain citizenship is nearly ten
years. In fact, the time it takes to
become a permanent resident, a
prerequisite to apply for citizen-
ship, can take even longer. In
addition, the number of naturaliza-
tion applications that are denied
has risen, and other immigrants
are deterred from applying alto-
gether.1l Backlogs in processing
applications and increased re-
quirements produce a cumber-
some naturalization process that is
significantly more difficult and
time consuming than it was in ear-

lier times.

These trends and dynamics have
generated efforts by immigrant
rights groups to reinstate voting



rights for noncitizens. This small
but growing mobilization also
grows out of past U.S. experience.

Arguments for Noncitizen Voting

Aside from legal arguments and his-
torical practice, there are moral and
political reasons to reenfranchise
immigrants. Advocates employ
three familiar arguments used in
past struggles to expand the fran-

chise to previously excluded groups.

First, a basic tenet of democratic
theory is the social contract. The
legitimacy of government rests on
the consent of the governed.
Members of democratic communi-
ties are rightfully obliged to obey
the laws to which they are subject if
they possess a means to participate
in governance, such as by voting.

Federal, state, and local govern-
ments already treat noncitizens—
both
and undocumented people—Ilike

legal permanent residents
other community members. The
most obvious example is that all
residents must pay income taxes
regardless of their immigration
status. In fact, the overwhelming
proportion of immigrants (except
refugees) pay more in taxes than
they receive in benefits, and more
than the average American pays,
while contributing positively to
the nation’s economy on the
whole.12

Immigrants have the same stake
and interest in a community’s
political decisions as any citizen
has. Like other citizens, immi-
grants tend to become involved
and invested in their communities
and in the nation when given a
voice and a means of participating
in social and political processes.
Voting is an important means of
becoming incorporated and engaged
in a polity, not merely the outcome

of becoming assimilated.

Voting is an important means
of becoming incorporated and
engaged in a polity, not merely
the outcome of becoming
assimilated.

A second argument refers to issues
of discrimination and bias. Non-
citizens are at risk. Discriminatory
public policy and private prac-
tices—in employment, housing,
education, health care, welfare,
and criminal justice—are the
inevitable by-products of immi-
grant political exclusion, not to
mention xenophobic political cam-
paigning and racial profiling. As
Jamin Raskin, a law professor at
American University who led the
successful campaign to enact
noncitizen voting in Tacoma Park,

Maryland, stated, “If you can’t

vote, you tend to be disregarded
politically. It [noncitizen voting
rights] has extended real visibility
to a formerly invisible popula-
tion.”13 That is, groups can be
more easily subordinated by
depriving them of the vote, and
conversely, can attain greater free-
doms when they possess the right

to vote.

Groups can be more easily
subordinated by depriving
them of the vote, and con-
versely, can attain greater
freedoms when they posses
the right to vote.

The main point—one that runs
through all three arguments—is
The
daughter of an immigrant told the

fairness. sixteen-year-old

Cambridge city council:

It’s simply not fair that peo-
ple who have lived here for
so long, who have paid
taxes and contributed to the
community [speaking about
her mother], do not have a
right to speak about their
own children’s education.
These people are constantly
being affected by all the var-
ious laws that are being
passed but are not allowed
to voice their opinions at all.
These are people who are
part of the society and are
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influenced by changes made,
whether in housing, taxes,
or security. Therefore, they
should be included in the
process of making change.
They live in the society and
look upon it as their home.

They certainly deserve a

voice in how it is run.14

A third argument stresses the ben-
efits that would accrue to other
community members. Immigrants
strengthen communities: not only
do they contribute materially but
they also enhance the quality of
life and add richness to neighbor-
hoods. Moreover, working class
individuals and people of color—
particularly in metropolitan re-
gions—face many of the same
problems that immigrants do,
including discrimination in em-
ployment, housing, and education.
Forging coalitions can reduce com-
petition and enhance mutual
understanding and cooperation.
Conversely, the struggle for scarce
economic resources, cultural dif-
ferences, and prejudice can breed
intergroup conflict. Universal vot-
ing rights can provide a buffer
against potential social strife and
segmented assimilation. Alliances
among competing minority groups
in struggles for fair employment
practices, in living-wage cam-
paigns, and in access to affordable
housing and quality education have
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formed the basis of such effective
coalitions. Noncitizen political par-
ticipation could help strengthen
potential alliances in electoral con-
tests and public policy formation.
Indeed,
might change electoral outcomes.

an enlarged electorate

Immigrants strengthen com-
munities: not only do they con-
tribute materially but they also
enhance the quality of life and
add richness to neighborhoods.

Expand the Electorate: Reenfran-
chise Noncitizen Immigrants
The bottom line is that millions of
hard-working members of Ameri-
ca's communities who participate
in every aspect of economic and
social life are excluded from polit-
ical participation. This is not fair
and it need not be this way.

As successful efforts to reinstate
noncitizen voting rights show,
campaigns based on democratic
and moral claims can mobilize
noncitizens and their allies. Such
campaigns provide immigrants
with important means to defend
themselves against nativist at-
tacks, and they give other minority
groups greater means to forge
winning voting blocks that can
advance their mutual interests.

Challenging the taxation of immi-

grants without representation not
only disputes the legitimacy of
America’'s mantle of democratic
governance but also provides a
rationale and opportunity for
organizing a progressive political
majority.

In this era of globalization it is
time to update America’s out-
moded and undemocratic elec-
toral arrangements. Just as the
civil rights movement extended
the franchise to African Ameri-
cans and others who had been
barred from voting, noncitizen
voting is the suffrage movement
of our time.® Dominant political
parties and candidates are
increasingly turning their atten-
tion to immigrants. It would be
wise for today’s progressives to

lead the way.

Just as the civil rights move-
ment extended the franchise to
African Americans and others
who had been barred from vot-
ing, noncitizen voting is the
suffrage movement of our time.
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