Immigrant America?

HOW FOREIGNNESS "SOLVES” DEMOCRACY'S PROBLEMS

Would it still make sense to speak of democracy when it would no longer be
a question . . . of country, nation, even of state or citizen?
—Jacques Derrida, Politics of Friendship

What is a foreigner? A man who makes you think you are at home.

Edmond Jabés, A Foretguer Carrving in the Crook of His Avm a Tiny Book
Against the background of California’s Proposition 187 and new ULS.
federal legislation limiting the rights and benefits of legal and illegal immi-
grants, Americans on both the Right and the Left have sought to recover
the iconic immigrant who once helped build this nation and whose heirs
might contribute to the national future. Both political theorists and
activists have responded to renewed anti-immigrant sentiment by stressing
the gifts that foreigners have to offer receiving regimes.! Their efforts
have given new life to the myth of an immigrant America. Unfortunately,
however, because their efforts are all fundamentally nationalist, their
xenophilic embrace of foreigners tends also to feed and not only to com-
bat the xenophobia they deplore.?

The myth of an immigrant America depicts the foreigner as a sup-
plement to the nation, an agent of national reenchantment that might res-
cue the regime from corruption and return it to its first principles,
whether capitalist, communal/familial, or consensual.? In the capitalist
version of the myth, the immigrant functions to reassure workers of the
possibility of upward mobility in an economy that rarely delivers on that
promise, while also disciplining the native-born poor, domestic minorities,
and unsuccessful foreign laborers into believing that the economy fairly
rewards dedication and hard work.*

The communitarian immigrant responds to the dissolution of family
and community ties or the prevention of community formation that results
in large part from a capitalist economy’s unresisted need for a mobile
labor force. Periodic infusions of community by way of immigration are
said to soften the alienating effects of capitalism’s mobilities and of the
American liberal individualism that ease their way.

Still others look hopefully to immigrants to restore traditional patriar-
chal family arrangements that have been variously attenuated by capitalist
mobility and materialism, liberal individualism, and feminism. The patri-
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archal immigrant models proper gender roles and relations for a nation
that has lost its sexual bearings.

Finally, many liberals depict immigrants as the sole bearers of a con-
sent that is the phantom ground of American liberal democracy. The lib-
eral consenting immigrant addresses the need of a disaffected citizenry to
experience its regime as choice worthy, to see it through the eyes of still
enchanted newcomers whose choice to come here also just happens to
reenact liberalism’s fictive foundation in an act of individual consent.
Simultaneously, the immigrant’s decision to come here is seen as living
proof of the supposed universality of America’s liberal democratic principles.

These reliances on a foreigner to return a regime to itself—to its ori-
gins (whether entrepreneurial. communal, familial, consensual, or uni-
versal)—are not unique to American political culture. From the Biblical
heroine Ruth, the Moabite, to the lawgiver of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
Secial Contract, aliens throughout Western culture have been depicted not
only as the cawses but also (though perhaps less famously) as the cures of
political alienation and corruption.” The myth of an immigrant America
replays this theme in a typically gargantuan way. [t recuperates foreignness
en masse for a national project.

The myth of an immigrant America draws on and shores up the pap-
ular exceptionalist belief that America is a distinctively consent-based
regime, founded on choice rather than inheritance, on civic rather than
ethnic ties. The exceptionalists’ America is anchored by rational, volun-
tarist faith in a creed, not by ascriptive bloodlines; by individualism, not
organicism; by mobility, not landedness.® The people who live here are
people who once chose to come here, and, in this, America is supposedly
unique. In short, the exceptionalist account normatively privileges one
particular trajectory to citizenship: from immigrant to ethnic to citizen.

The exceptionalist account captures something about American
democracy while also missing a great deal. American democracy is
founded not only on immigration but also on conquest (Native Ameri-
cans), slavery (the forced importation of African slave labor), and, in the
postfounding era, on expansion (Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico, and so on),
annexation (French settlements in llinois, St. Louis, and New Orleans as
well as a significant Spanish-speaking population in the Southwest as a
result of the war with Mexico), and more slavery. These other foundings
are often obscured by the hegemonic myth of an immigrant America. In
Charleston, South Carolina, for example, a tourist pamphlet announces
that Sullivan Island, off the coast of the city, is “America’s Ellis Island for
Black people.™

In its favor, we might say that at least the myth generates an open and
inclusive tolerance of diverse immigrants. But things are not so simple. In
fact, the myth generates a sense of quite grxions dependence on the kind-
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ness of strangers. The foreigners whose immigrations to the United States
daily reinstall the regime’s most beloved self-images are also looked on as
threats to the regime. And this is no accident.

The play of xenophobia and xenophilia that marks American political
culture is not caused simply by periodic power changes from nativists to
inclusionists, as Michael Walzer and Rogers Smith both suggest.® Nor 1s it
merely a sign of changing economic “realities,” from expanding to shrink-
ing labor needs. These may be part of the story, but there is a deeper logic
at work here. In the various versions of the myth of an immigrant Amer-
ica, the immigrant’s foreignness positions him or her to enhance or rein-
vigorate the national democracy: our faith in a just economy, our notions
of community or family, our consent-based sense of legitimacy, and our
voluntarist vigor are so moribund that only a foreigner could revive them.
But the dream of a national home, helped along by the symbolic for-
eigner, in turn animates a suspicion of immigrant foreignness at the same
time. “T'heir” admirable hard work and boundless acquisition put “us”
out of jobs, “'I'heir” good communities, admired by some, look like ethnic
enclaves to others. “Their™ voluntarist embrace of America reaffirms but
also endangers “our” way of life. The foreigner who shores up and rein-
vigorates the regime also unsettles it at the same time. Nationalist
xenophilia tends to feed and (relprodice nationalist xenophobia as its partner.
Since the presumed test of both a good and a bad foreigner 1s the measure
of his or her contribution to the restoration of the nation rather than, say,
to the nation’s transformation or attenuation, the myth of an immigrant
America serves to secure the very identification of democracy with the
nation-state that widespread immigration might otherwise usefully call
Into queston.

In the hope of generating such a useful questoning, 1 analyze the
capitalist, communitarian, familial, and liberal versions of the myth of an
immigrant America with four questions in mind: (1) What forms of polit-
ical and social life and which citizen-subjects are normatively privileged by
this mythic narrative of American citizenship? (2) How is the normative
character of democratic citizenship served, undermined, or exposed by
legislation, such as Proposition 187, that (to put it mildly) heightens the
incentives to citizenship? (3) Is democracy well- or ill-served by the myth
of an immigrant America? (4) Are there any alternative, also normative
but less nationalist and more cosmopolitan, uses to which the myth of an
immigrant America might be put in a counterpolitics of foreignness?

This last question is particularly pressing because the success of the
myth of an immigrant America in setting the thoroughly nationalist terms
of the contemporary immigration debate in the United States suggests
that those who look to the mere fact of heightened migration as a bell-
wether of a new, posmational order are falsely confident.” If left unchal-
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lenged, national imaginations (and the U.S. national imagination in par-
ticular) are creative enough and well-funded enough to recuperate symbolic
immigrant energies for national projects, while also often mistreating
actual immigrants. Mere facts—the mere fact of heightened migration—
cannot be counted on to do the world-building work of politics.

Immigrant Futures: Class Mobility as American Citizenship

It is by now commonplace to hear the capitalist success of (a small minor-
ity of ) immigrant and ethnic groups explained in terms of their immigrant
drive (often said to be lacking in domestic minorities) and in terms of
their large extended families and communities (which provide cheap labor
and pool their resources). What is valued here are the resources available
to be sacrificed for financial success, not the affective family or commu-
nity relations themselves or their potential to serve as sites of associa-
tional political power. 1Y

The capitalist immigrant helps keep the American Dream alive,
upholding popular beliefs in a meritocratic economy in a time of down-
ward mobility for most Americans of all races and origins. If the immi-
grant can do it, starting with nothing and not knowing the language,
surely anyone can. At the same time, however, the use of foreignness to
supplement the national economy and discipline the domestic poor engen-
ders resentment of foreigners for competing with the native born for
scarce resources. Because the capitalist foreigner is depicted as someone
who is interested only in material things, he or she quickly turns from
someone who has something to offer us into someone who only wants to
take things from us.'' The nationalist, xenophilic deployment of the for-
eigner to model the American Dream itself helps 1o generate these xeno-
phobic reactions.

The effects on American democracy of the capitalist version of the
myth of an immigrant America are particularly unwelcome. The myth
undermines potential interethnic and transnational coalitions of labor and
celebrates radical inequalities that are in deep tension with democratic
citizenship. The new model minorities do not just “make it”; they become
outlandishly wealthy. This version of the myth identifies citizenship with
materialism, capitalist production, and consumption. The foreigners
depicted here are not politically engaged. They are too busy living the
American (capitalist) Dream.

Hence the tone of surprise governing a 1996 New York Times article
on the politicization of Asian Americans: “Marty Shih is the kind of per-
son who has carned Asian Americans the widespread characterization as
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the model minority,” writes Steven A. Holmes, perversely assigning to Mr.
Shih the responsibility for the media’s label. In just eighteen years, Mr.
Shih, “through grit and hard work,” turned the $500 with which he
arrived in America into a $40 million business. “But Mr. Shih’s rags-to-
riches story took an unusual path last month when he established the Asian
American Association Lo, among other things, campaign against legislation
that would drasucally reduce the levels of legal immigration, an issue that
has galvanmized Asian Americans like no other in recent times.”!?

The “usual” trajectory of Asian American incorporation is commer-
cial, not political. Immigrants, especially America’s model minorities, stay
away from politics. But do thev? Completely absent from this now con-
ventional picture are noncitizen or new-citizen political actors as diverse
as the Haymarket activists (imprisoned or deported), Nicola Sacco and
Bartolemo Vanzetti (executed), Harry Bridges (leader of the 1934 San
Francisco general strike who fought deportation efforts in Court and
won), Emma Goldman (expelled), Harry Wu, and a whole slew of oth-
ers involved in contemporary labor, local, and school politics, from
undocumented workers in southern California active in unionization
efforts to Cambodians agitating for decent public schooling for their chil-
dren in Lowell, Massachusetts. from Chinese locals involved in “educa-
tional struggles”™ in San Francisco to aliens stumping for local candidates
in New York right now. !4

Contemporary depictions of immigrants as concerned only with
material acquisition and not with empowered democratic agency are not
simply misleading. Worse vet, they are often enforced in response to immi-
grants who become politicized enough to trouble this dominant normative
image of quiescence. California’s Proposition 187 is a good example. Tts
goal is ostensibly to diminish the numbers of (il)legal immigrants in the
state, but the structural incentives to migrate—both the pushes and the
pulls—still far outweigh even the new costs. So no more than a small
number, if that, will be deterred. Given the local economy’s dependence
on foreign labor, deterrence cannot, in any case, have been the intended
effect, Instead, the effect of 187 is to recriminalize the alien population
and to heighten the costs of alien visibility. If implemented—and even if
not—187 will likely make many undocumented workers (for a time) more
politically quiescent and compliant. In short, the etfect and likely goal of
Proposition 187 are not to prevent illegal immigration but to render aliens
politically invisible, to quash their potential power as democratic actors,
labor organizers, and community activists. Once that is accomplished, the
tone of surprise with which immigrant political action is invariably met
these days would finally be warranted.
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Immigrant Communities: Foreign Investors \Welcome!

Michael Walzer’s communitarian version of the myth of an immigrant
America is tailored to respond to the private-realm withdrawalism wrongly
valorized by the capitalist version of the myth. Walzer argues that, given
the success of the capitalist economy and America’s liberal ideology in
individuating, uprooting, and alienating most of the regime’s members,
only newcomers can be counted on to have and to foster the social, civic,
and familial ties that social democracy presupposes. For Walzer, then. the
model immigrant is not the capitalist overachiever but the family member
who cares for his own and builds community institutions. The communi-
tarian immigrant imports a form of citizenship that liberal capitalist Amer-
ica is always in danger of losing or consuming.

In What It Means to Be an American, Walzer observes that “citizens
are not effective one by one but only when they are bound together in
states or freely associated in parties, interest groups, or social movements.
And culture is not sustained by private men and women but by families,
nations, and communities of faith.”'® The health and vigor of social
democratic pluralism depends on new waves of immigration because the
newest hyphenates are the most zealous in their community-sustaining
activities.'® But activists get battle fatigue. Over time, community mem-
bers get distracted by private concerns and withdraw their energies from
each other and from public concerns. The black feminist activist Bernice
Johnson Reagon responds to these inevitabilities with the instruction to
keep our eyes on the oldest activists, whose commitments have somehow
endured.’ Walzer’s counsel is to focus on the newest comers: “continued
large-scale immigration . . . creat[es] new groups of hyphenate Americans
and encouragles] revivalism among activists and believers in the old
groups.”1#

Walzer’s immigrants import the family and community ties that life in
capitalist America destroys. They tend to their own and—with federal
government help in the way of funding and support for continued immi-
gration—they are empowered to build and run much-needed institu-
tions.!? Walzer's America is dotted by Jewish hospitals, Catholic schools,
and Muslim old-age homes. If ethnic communities are allowed to deterio-
rate, or if they are prevented from forming (by way of enforced assimila-
tion, lack of funds, or the elimination of immigration), the basic institu-
tions of American social democracy will vanish as well.

Walzer’s image of the immigrant as, effectively, a refounder of Amer-
ican civil society is powerful; its worthy aim is to generate a tolerance and
magnanimity toward newcomers that is all too often absent from the
American political landscape. But the very same organic communities
that Walzer sees as so contributive to the national democracy are seen by
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others, such as Arthur Schlesinger Jr., as threatening enclaves that reject
American values even while living in our midst. Positioned as the bearers
of a “communitarian corrective” to American liberal capitalism, these
immigrant communities attract not only gratitude but also, inevitably, sus-
picion.?’ The communitarian xenophilic deplovment of foreignness on
behalf of a national project itself plays into the hands of, and indeed helps to
feed, this xenophobic response.

That xenophobic response may in fact be amplified by the other gift
borne by Walzer’s immigrants. For Walzer, the supplement of immigrant
foreignness perpetually resecures the character of American liberal
democracy as thinly rather than zealously patriotic. American national
affect consists of little more than “the flag and the pledge™ because it is a
nation of immigrants, Walzer says. “However grateful they are for this
new place, [immigrants] still remember the old places.”?! “This is not
Europe; we are a society of immigrants, and the experience of leaving a
homeland and coming to this new place is an almost universal ‘American’
experience. It should be celebrated.

However, the celebration of America’s

e

13

almost™ universal immigrant
experience does not simply limit American nationalism; it is also a vehicle
of it. The myth of an immigrant America is a nationalist narrative of
choiceworthiness and superiority. And as Walzer's self-conscious “almost™
indicates, the universalization of America’s immigrant “experience” has
effects on those minorities whose membership in the regime does not
map on to the immigrant trajectory to citizenship normatively privileged
by Walzer.

In particular, when landed and racial minorities “still remember the
old places,” the political import of their memory is quite different from
the nostalgic yearnings of Walzer’s immigrants. Unlike America's tradi-
tional ethnic groups. some blacks, Native Americans, and Hispanics have
legitimate land-based claims. Unlike America’s traditional ethnics, these
groups have sometimes sought more than mere recognition. Contra
Walzer who says this never happens, these groups have at times sought
secession, or even self-government.?* Their demands might divide or
fragment the nation-state rather than reanimate it from below. It is no
accident that these forms of political activism are obscured by Walzer’s
redeployment of the myth of an immigrant America.?* For Walzer, as for
many on the Left, the nation-state must be protected from such divisive
claims because it is the most likely organizing force of any social democ-
ratic politics.

Landed and racial minorities are not the only ones whose claims are
marginalized by Walzer’s account, however. Also obscured from view are
the many nonethnic institutions for health, education, and welfare now
available in the United States thanks to groups like Planned Parenthood,
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ACT UP and the Gay Men’s Health Crisis, among many others. Why
aren’t the rather substantial democratic energies of these groups also
granted a privileged place in Walzer’s immigrant-invigorated civil society?
If “citizens are not effective one by one but only when they are bound
together in states or freely associated in parties, interest groups, or social
movements,” why not include as many groups as possible, as long as those
groups contribute to the furtherance of social democratic projects?

Walzer’s broad commitment to a vigorous civil society suggests he
does support such groups. If he does not mention them explicitly, that
may be because gay, lesbian, and feminist movements highlight the for-
mation of secondary associations not just out of new migrations (Walzer’s
preferred source in the U.S. case) but also (as in feminisms or gay rights
movements, for example) out of fmjuries wrought by established, tradi-
tional groups.2® Feminists, gays, and lesbians establish alternative institu-
tional resources because their needs are not met and their ways of life are
often not tolerated by the ethnic and civic communities with which they
might otherwise identify. In short, the autonomy of these extraethnic
groups is itself a symprom of the sometime injustices of the various immi-
grant groups whose energies so animate Walzer’s civil society,

Others, more socially conservative than Walzer, share his concern
about the rootlessness and mobility of late modern life, but they associate
these explicitly with the loss of the very traditional family and community
structures against which feminist and gay and lesbian groups often define
themselves. For many pro-immigration conservatives, immigrants import
the roles and expectations that maintain traditional, patriarchal structures.
Here, new immigrants are mobilized symbolically to renormalize the native-
born into traditional heterosexual gender roles, while “we” supposedly normal-
ize “them” into a nezwe national citizenship. This dynamic is powerfully illus-
trated in a recent, popular fable of immigration and national renewal: the
Australian film, Strictly Ballroom.

Foreign Brides, Family Ties, and New-World Masculinity

Strictly Ballroom (directed by Baz Luhrmann, 1992); a campy, comic
Australian fable of immigration and national renewal, tells the story of an
atrophied community of ballroom dancers saved from corruption, inau-
thenticity, and exhaustion by Fran, a Spanish immigrant, who brings new
life and virtue to their practices and new energy to their flamenco. Initially,
Fran seeks assimilation. She assiduously studies the forced steps that are
the unquestioned ground on which the community’s dancers are judged.
But her quest for inclusion is bound to fail. She has no connections in this
corrupt community in which connections are necessary for success and
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she has little to recommend her. Dancing “their™ steps, she is awkward.
She is also unattractive, weighed down by the thick glasses that female
heroines in film have invariably removed to reveal a stunning but some-
how hitherto unsuspected beauty.

There is an opening for her, however. The powdery white, desic-
cated community is not only corrupt but also riven. One of its members,
their star dancer, is a renegade who dares to depart from the community’s
fetishized steps. When Scott does his own thing Fran is thrilled and
impressed, but the community is aghast. From their perspective, he is
too undisciplined, too wild. His dance seems to have no structure. The
choice seems to be between the structure and discipline of a corrupt and
unjust but orderly and established community and a radical individualism
that is irresponsible, chaotic, and nihilistic.?® (In short, the film replays the
most caricatured versions of contemporary political theory’s liberal-com-
munitarian debate.)

Scott’s free dance style represents a self-seeking individualism that is
symptomatic of the community’s larger corruptions. Scott’s mother, a dis-
ciplinary agent who consistently tries to renormalize him into the extant
ballroom community, herself acts as a sclf-seeking individualist: she is
cheating on Scott’s father, having an affair with an oily man of superior
standing in the dance community.

These corruptions are healed by the foreigner, Fran, and her family.
Scott’s individualism is tamed and structured by Fran’s father, an old-
world patriarch, a dark Spanish immigrant who gives the couple lessons in
authentic flamenco dancing.?” (Fran’s father used to dance with her
mother[land], but his partner has since passed away.) At the same time,
Fran’s father teaches the vouths two other lessons: his daughter learns to
affirm her roots rather than deny them and Scott learns that his dance
(and life) choices are not exhausted by the options of the “strictly hall-
room” community versus a renegade individualism. In the authentic fla-
menco of this immigrant community, Scott finds a Walzerian resource
that provides his innovative dance (and his life) with the structure and
energy he craves but not the chaotic individualism his home community
fears.

At the final dance contest, Scott and Fran dance an energized and
innovative flamenco that is not undisciplined and is capable, therefore, of
finally felling the corrupt leaders of the strictly ballroom community,
whose lies and deceits are exposed. Scott’s (Australian) individualism,
now moderated and anchored by Fran’s emigrée authenticity and familial
bonds, refounds the dance community, rescuing it from its pallid
fetishisms and restoring to it its original energy and its founding principles
of elegance, honesty, creativity, and fairness.2s

Fran functions as the communitarian/cthnic corrective of Scott’s love-
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less individualism. But the film features a second supplementary relation
as well: Fran’s father, an empowered father figure and a representative of
the old patriarchal order, takes the place of Scott’s father, a hopelessly
henpecked, feeble, and feminized father who is utterly powerless to help
his troubled son. This foster-fathering does not enly benefit Scott. It also
frees Scott’s father from his dominating, castrating wife. The energies
unleashed by these foreigners and, in particular, the example of Fran’s
old-world father benefit Scott’s father: they make a man out of him.

In short, the supplement of foreignness works on at least two registers
in Strictly Ballroom. Through the agency of foreignness, proper virtue is
restored to the social world of the ballroom while proper order is restored
to the patriarchal family at Scott’s house. With the proper containment of
the feminine (in the form of Scott’s outrageously ambitious mother),
Scott’s father can be a father again, and the world 15 made safe for the
(re)emergence of an Australian masculinity from within the confines of
the feminized, suburban household. The agents of all this are the for-
eigners who import proper masculinity and femininity to a place that has
lost its gender bearings. That is to say, Strictly Ballroom replays the classi-
cal republican identifications of corruption with female ambition and male
emasculation and of refounding with a return to proper gender identities
and roles.??

But the importation of a real masculinity from elsewhere does not

only save Australian masculinity. It also stands as a perpetual reminder of

the inadequacy of Australian masculinity. By comparison with Fran’s
father, who personifies an authentic, old-world masculinity, Australian
masculinity will always be a mere copy. And vet, without Fran’s father,
Australian masculinity will continue to be consumed by the feminized
household of suburbia. There is no way out of this quandary.

Perhaps the point is that Australian masculinity needs not just the
supplement of Fran’s father but also that of Fran herself, who is enough of
an old-world woman to provide Scott in marriage and in dance with the
sort of adoring feminine prop that proper masculinity requires. The
voung couple’s marriage, the film implies, will be different from Scott’s
parents’ because his immigrant wife comes from a family that values fam-
ily more than the instrumental goods and status that led Scott’s mother
astray.

The desire for an old-world wife to prop up new-world masculinity
and restore the patriarchal family is evident not only in film. These days
the demand is met (and no doubt fed) by companies such as Scanna
International Worldwide Introductions, which “introduces™ American
men to foreign women. As one of its clients, David Davidson of Fairlawn,
Ohio, explains. “There’s an exodus of men leaving this country to find
wives, . . . They're looking for women with traditional values like we had
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40 vears ago. They're finding Russian women have those values. Family
comes first for them—not work or the Mercedes or the bank account.” Of
his own Russian fiancée, Davidson says, “She is the most feminine young
woman that ['ve been in the company of. She knows how to be a lady.”3¢

Davidson’s confident opposition between family values and rank
materialism is called into question by another American man interviewed
for the same article: “In one form or another [American men] are sick and
tired of the princess attitude of American women. . . . Russian women are
old-fashioned. . . . Their husband and family come first.” But he added
that “Russian women sce marriage to ULS. men as a way to improve their
impoverished lives.”

The existence of a foreign bride rrade already suggests that—the
protests of American men notwithstanding—these marriages are not sim-
ply romantic. Indeed, the trade highlights the nature of marriage in gen-
eral as not only an institutionalized form of heterosexual intimacy but
also a conventional site at which all sorts of goods and services are
exchanged, including citizenship, legal residence status, money, and sex.?!
Moreover, the fact that American, Japanese, Taiwanese, and Arabic men
locate a real femininity in places as diverse as Russia, Thailand, and the
Philippines suggests that none of these places is a wellspring of true fem-
ininity. Rather, the foreignness of the imported brides eroticizes inequal-
ity and functions to produce a set of relations that are available to be
(mis)read as femininity.*? This accounts for the fact that, somehow, the
purchase of a foreign bride—for $7,500 and a residency permit—is
expected to put the romance back into an institution that is losing its
charm.

A foreign bride’s perceived family priorities may be less a matter of
feminine affect than of necessity. As a foreigner, the foreign bride is iso-
lated from others and dependent on her husband. Ignorant of local cus-
toms and languages, she is uncertain. Her subject position mimes that of
the traditional, feminine wife, but foreignness abets or trumps femininity
as the real and reliable cause of her dependence and acceptance, her so-
called family values. What is labeled feminine is the foreign bride’s would-
be powerlessness, her confined agency, and her limited alternatives. That
perceived powerlessness 1s why the husbands, who believe that their for-
eign wives are feminine and unmaterialistic, are undisturbed by the knowl-

edge that these women—who are seeking to escape poverty, after all—are
actually quite interested in the very thing to which they are supposed to be
indifferent: the size of their husbands™ proverbial “bank account.” What is
most important is not finally whether the woman is interested in money
but whether she has the power to pursue that interest by way of employ-
ment for herself or ambition on her husband’s behalf.

The xenophilic embrace of foreignness to reenchant traditional family
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structures generates two xenophobic responses. Increasingly, the popular
press has been publishing stories of foreign brides who turn out to have
been using the husbands who sponsored their entry into the United States.
Instead of self-sacrificing caregivers, these women are said to be untrust-
worthy takers. They cheat their husbands, rob them, and leave them.
More fundamentally, they not only wrong their husbands, they cheapen
the institution of marriage by treating it instrumentally. Congress is inves-
tigating. So is the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS).

For the INS, a loveless marriage is doubly dangerous because it dis-
enchants two of the nation’s most beloved institutions: marriage, which
foreign brides are supposed to help prop up, and citizenship, which is
supposedly damaged when immigrants acquire it improperly.** The affec-
tive health of both institutions depends on immigrants being attracted to
them for the sake of love and devotion, not money or other worldly goods.

The second xenophobic response generated by this particular
xenophilia is audible in my own text. Here patriarchal immigrants are
seen as threats to the rough (very rough) gender equalities that are Amer-
ican liberal democracy’s ambiguous achievement.*® The xenophilic
deployment of foreignness on behalf of traditional family structures is
particularly troublesome for social democrats because the foreign bride
trade promises to resecure and revalorize female powerlessness and male
power. The xenophilic deployment of foreignness to solve the problems of
gender politics generates these xenophobic responses. This is what hap-
pens when foreigners are pressed into service on behalf of institutions—
capitalism, community, family—that seem incapable of sustaining them-
selves. The deployment of foreignness as a restorative supplement itself
positions foreigners also as the original cause of the very institutional ill-
ness they are supposed to be curing. Where foreign women are figured as
exemplary wives who can save the institution of romantic marriage, they
are also set up as betrayers of that and other ideals, the self-interested cor-
rupters of increasingly devalued institutions whose downfall can now be
safely attributed to the institutions™ abuse at the hands of precisely those
outsiders to whom we looked for salvation.

Dramatizing Consent:
The Universal Charms of American Democracy

The demand that foreign women bring feminine romance to American
marriages is paralleled by the demand that immigrants romance America
and help to reenchant another institution that many feel is in danger of
losing its affective charms: citizenship. The fourth and final redeploy-
ment of the myth of an immigrant America, the liberal version, looks to
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immigrants to reperform the social contract by naturalizing to citizen-
ship. In the case of the United States, this means (re)enacting for estab-
lished citizens the otherwise too abstract universalism of America’s demo-
cratic constitutionalism.

Immigrants do not only testify to the universality of American consti-
tutional principles. They are also the only Americans who actually consent
explicitly to the regime. Since liberal democracies draw their legitimacy
trom their consent base, the failure of the native-born to consent explicitly
seems to pose a deep problem for liberal democracies. John Locke tried to
solve the problem with the device of tacit consent, which was rightly
attacked by David Hume. More recently, others, such as Peter Schuck and
Rogers Smith, have sought instead to provide heightened opportunities
for the native-born to consent explicitly.

In Clrizenship without Consent: llegal Alicns in the American Polity,
Schuck and Smith argue that native-born citizens should be offered the
opportunity to self-expatriate at the age of majority.*® Although a right of
expatriation now exists, it is neither widely known nor easy to exercise.
Schuck and Smith favor routinizing the choice (by way of automatic mail-
ings to native-born citizens at the age of majority) and lowering the costs
(citizens might choose permanent resident status, not necessarily emigra-
tion).*” Why make these changes? The authors argue that “in a polity in
which actual consent is expressed symbolically only through periodic elec-
tions, these proposals can impart a new social meaning and integrity to
the tacit consent that must suffice during the intervening periods.” 8

It is possible that these changes may heighten consent for the native-
born and help relegitimate the liberal state, as Schuck and Smith sug-
gest.* But consenting by mail (an action, typically liberal, taken in pri-
vate) is not likely ever to have the same affective symbolic-cultural effect
as the public scene it is intended to mime: that of new citizens taking the
oath of citizenship. As Sanford Levinson suggests, immigrant naturaliza-
tion ceremonies function as a kind of “national liturgy.”™ With a hope, a
praver, and an oath, the gap of consent is filled. Immigrant naturalization
ceremonies—I{requently publicized on the front pages of the nation’s
newspapers—rtestify to the fundamental consent-worthiness of the regime
by symbolically representing the consent that is effectively unattainable for
native-born citizens of a liberal regime. And new citizen oath-takers act as
consenters by proxy, giving voice to the (supposed) silent, tacit consent of
the native-born.

And vet there is something odd about thinking that immigrants can
fill the gap of consent when they are so often infantilized (they can’t speak
English, they need help) and seen as desperate.*! How could such (sym-
bolic) persons be positioned to enact the mature, balanced, and reason-
able reflection of rational consent? If the immigrant is desperate, infantile,
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or “too foreign,” his speech act is likely 1o misfire (and look like parody to
the native-born).

Liberals who want immigrants to help solve liberal democracy’s legit-
imation problem are pressed by their own demands to distinguish (impos-
sibly) between sincere and fraudulent speech acts, admirable immigrant
idealism, and rough practicality.®? Perhaps it is the inaccessibility of immi-
grant intentions that drives the recent obsession with the quite literal per-
formance of the speech act of citizenship: as of 1 April 1997, elderly or
mentally ill immigrants who cannot utter the words of the citizenship oath
can no longer become citizens.

The intractability of these problems (are the naturalizing immigrants
sincere or are they just using us?) suggests that if immigrants and their
swearing-in ceremonies are doing some symbolic-cultural-political work,
that work is not, after all, the simple provision of consent by proxy. What
clse might it be?

At a deeper level, the rite of naturalization does something more
important than just reenact consent: it reperforms the origin of the regime
as an act of consent. The often disseminated spectacle of new citizens tak-
ing the oath of citizenship—a scene in which the new citizen and the state
embrace each other in an act of speech—recenters the regime on its fictive
foundation of voluntarist consent. It reenacts the regime’s ideologically
approved origins and obscures the nonconsensual and ascriptive bases
and present-day practices of American democracy. The broadcasting (on
television, in the nation’s newspapers) of this verbal, visible path to citi-
zenship remarginalizes the varied, often violent sources of the republic
(slavery, conquests, appropriations, and constitutional conventions), and
it recenters the regime on a voluntarism that most c¢itizens and residents
never experience directly. The scene may even excite in some citizens a
sympathetic denaturalization (just as many married couples effectively
renew their vows when they go to other people’s weddings).

But this (symbolic) “solution™ to the problem of consent places the
legitimacy of the regime (and its claimed universality as a republic or a
democracy) in the hands of foreigners who may or may not close the gap
of consent for “us.” This is a problem because many newcomers do not
satisfy the national need to be chosen—many do not seek citizenship. And
those who do naturalize do not simply solve the legitimacy problem; they
also inadvertently highlight it by simultaneously calling attention to the
fact that most American citizens never consent to the regime. (The
dvnamic is the same as the one in Sirictly Ballvoom, where Australian
masculinity was both refurbished and perpetually undone by the impor-
tation of masculinity from the Old World.)

In any case, even (or especially) when immigrants do prop up the
national fantasy of consent-worthiness, the regime’s fundamental (unac-
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knowledged) dependence on foreigners produces a certain anxiety, which
finds expression in a displaced anxiety about foreigners’ dependence on
us (an anxiety that, of course, erases the regime’s dependence on for-
cignness). Thus, it comes as no surprise that in Schuck and Smith’s book
(and in American political culture more generally) the good, consenting
immigrant, the model of proper, consensual American citizenship, is
shadowed by the bad immigrant, the illegal alien who undermines consent
in two ways: he or she never consents to American laws, and “we™ never
consent to his or her presence on “our™ territory. Schuck and Smith’s ille-
gal alien takes things from us and has nothing to offer in return. He or she
takes up residence without permission; he or she 18 interested in social
welfare state membership (the proverbial bank account), not citizenship
(except for instrumental purposes having to do with securing access to
social welfare goods); he or she takes services without payment (the exam-
ple repeatedly invoked is that of illegal aliens’ unpaid maternity bills at
L..A. hospitals). In short, the “illegal™ in Schuck and Smith’s text slides
from being a person defined by a juridical status that positions him or her
as always already in violation of the (immigration) law to being a daily
lawbreaker.

In Citizenshiip without Consent (a book widely touted at the 1996
Republican convention), the illegal alien’s threat to consent is crystallized
most vividly by their American-born children (hence, perhaps, the
authors’ [displaced] obsession with unpaid maternity bills). Schuck and
Smith argue, against a century of Supreme Court decisions, that Ameri-
can-born children of illegals have no constitutional right to citizenship.
The Fourteenth Amendment applies to people born in the “jurisdiction™
of the United States. In the United States without the approval of the
state or the consent of its citizens, illegal aliens are on the territory of the
United States but not in its jurisdiction.** This does not mean that their
children should not receive birthright citizenship. It simply means that that
right is not constitutionally entrenched and that the decision about
whether or not to grant birthright citizenship to the children of illegal
aliens is available for democratic (popular and legislative) debate and
consent. H

The rhetorical weight of the rest of the book, however, is on the side
of excluding children of the undocumented from birthright citizenship.*®
For Schuck and Smith, the goal is to revalue American citizenship to
(re)gain control over its distribution.?® However, it is misleading to frame
the issue in terms of consent and to depict the state as the nonconsenting
victim of wayward migrants. Contra Schuck and Smith, it is not at all
clear that the state does nor consent to the presence on its territory of large
numbers of illegal immigrants, Illegal migration is not only combated by
the state; it is also simultaneously enabled. covertly courted, often man-

Immigrant America?



The liberal

xenophilic

deployment of

the foreigner as

the truest citizen

(because the only

truly consenting

one) actually

feeds the

xenophobic

backlash

against the

nonconsenting
fm;wwigrant—the
illegal alien—to
whom we
suppasedly do
not consent a;wd

who does not

consent to us.

aged, and certainly tolerated by it.*” Established citizens profit from the
subsidies that cheap migrant labor provides to their childcare costs and
food prices. s

Maore to the point. the liberal xenophilic deployment of the foreigner
as the truest citizen (because the only truly consenting one) actually feeds
the xenophobic backlash against the nonconsenting immigrant—the illegal
alien—to whom we supposedly do not consent and who does not consent
to us.* If this analvsis is correct, then the iconic good imniigrant who wupholds
Amierican liberal democracy is not accidentally or cotncidentally partnered with
the iconic bad immigrant who threatens to tear 1t down. Popular ambiva-
lences about foreignness are not—as Rogers Smith has argued else-
where—the product of distinct, nativist ideologies that are unconnected in
any deep or significant way to American liberal democracy.® The copres-
ence in American political culture of xenophilia and xenophobia comes
right out of America’s fundamental liberal commitments, which map a
normatively and (still) materially privileged national citizenship onto an
idealized immigrant trajectory to membership. This means that the unde-
cidability of foreignness—the depiction of foreigners as good and bad for
the nation—is part of the logic of liberal, national consent which both pro-
duces and denies a fundamental dependence on foreigners who are posi-
tioned symbolically so that they must and vet finally cannot fill the gaps of
consent and legitimacy for us.™!

But xenophebia is not the only problem here. The iconic bad immi-
grant is also problematic because he or she distracts attention from
democracy’s real problems.®? Schuck and Smith’s deployment of the fig-
ure of the illegal exceeds their apparent intent and highlights a different,
more tenacious corruption than that of “illegal aliens in the polity”—that
of the withdrawal of most American citizens and residents from political
life.3* The illegal imagined by Schuck and Smith turns out to stand for the
much rehearsed corruption of American citizenship from an active liberal
voluntarism to a nonconsenting, passive, social welfare consumerism in
which good citizens (givers) have been replaced by self-interested maxi-
mizers and free riders (takers). No more than a minority of American cit-
izens vote in American electons: fewer still involve themselves directly in
politics. Schuck and Smith externalize these corruptions of American
democratic citizenship onto a foreigner who can be made to leave, imply-
ing that American liberal democracy can be saved by small policy
changes, periodic mailings, constitutional reinterpretations and better bor-
der policing. Schuck and Smith’s iconic foreigners, both good and bad,
mislead them into believing that the solution to liberal democracy’s prob-
lems and the right response to heightened migrations are a politics of
national retrenchment.
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Taking Liberties: Intimations of a
Democratic Cosmopolitanism

To change a story signals a dissent from social norms as well as narrative
forms.
—Rachel Duplessis, Wriring bevond the Ending

Tracking the varied workings of the hegemonic myth of an immigrant
America helps identify sites at which it may be possible to evaluate, inter-
rupt, and reinhabit dominant ideologies. The next step is to ask: How
might the myth of an immigrant America be redeployed as part of a
counterpolitics of foreignness?

Fundamentally, the various deployments of the myth of an immigrant
America all seek to renationalize the state and to reposition it at the center
of any future democratic politics. By pressing the foreigner into service on
behalf of the nation and its iconic economy, community, family, and lib-
eral individual citizen, the myth positions the immigrant as either a giver
to or a taker from the nation. Indeed, the xenophilic insistence that immi-
grants are givers to the nation itself feeds the xenophobic anxicty that
they might really be takers from it. Perhaps we can break out of this
dvnamic by thinking about immigrants in relation to democracy, rather
than the nation, and by thinking of taking as the very thing that immi-
grants have to give us. The ostensibly pejorative symbolic depiction of
immigrants as takers has a positive dimension that democratic theory
might well take advantage of. The inspiration for such a move is none
other than James Madison.

In 1792, Madison said, “In Europe charters of liberty have been
granted by power [while in] America . . . charters of power are granted by
liberty.”s* Madison’s insight is that democracy is a form of politics in
which power is taken, redistributed, reenacted, and recirculated by way of
popular political action. The negative depiction of immigrants as those
who take things from the nation (possibly a projection of a returning,
repressed guilt for the original takings on which the regime is founded)
may well be available for recuperation on the part of those who, like Madi-
son, think democracy always involves some sort of taking.

A positive appropriation of the immigrant as democratic taker
anchors a fifth way of looking at the myth of an immigrant America, this
one on behalf of a democratic cosmopolitanism. Here the myth is a nar-
rative of democratic activism whose heroes are not nationals of the regime
but insist, nonetheless, on exercising the rights of democratic citizens
while they are here. Historically, such immigrants have banded together to
take or redistribute power. Their demands were resisted, denied, some-
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times grudgingly granted or yielded, often greeted with violence, once in
a while ceded without fanfare. The people who made the demands were
sometimes deported. imprisoned, or executed. Others sometimes stayved.
sometimes left to go elsewhere, sometimes returned to their points of ori-
gin, sometimes died. But the nation was not their telos.

The democratic aspect of the myth lies not in its aspiration to tell a
story of ever broadening narional inclusion but in its character as a history
and a continuing present of empowerment, a story of illegitimate demands
being made by people with no standing to make them. Because the myth
of an immigrant America is a narrative of demands made by outsiders, it
18 not just a nationalist story: it 1s also, potentially, a myth of denational-
ization. Reinhabited as a democratic rather than a nationalist narrative, the
recovered myth of an immigrant America might help us to pursue two
conflicting aims simultaneously: (1) to insist on the inclusion of
(im)migrants in democracy’s national future, while also (2) pressing for
the (symbolic and institutional) denationalization of democracy at the
same time.

One way to include immigrants in democracy’s national future with-
out, however, recuperating immigrant energies for the renationalization of
the state is to expand alien suffrage. Contrary to popular belief, the his-
tory of suffrage is not the history of its ceaseless expansion. The United
States has a long history of alien suffrage in which democratic participa-
tion is linked not to the juridical status of citizenship but to the fact of res-
idence.>® That history needs to be recovered and mobilized. At present,
several cities allow noncitizen residents to vote in local, school board
(Chicago and New York), or municipal (several Maryland localities, such
as Takoma Park) elections.® But there is still a great deal left to do.

Promoting social and worker movements might help win for currently
unrepresented populations a voice in institutional self-governance as well
as greater autonomy in daily life. One excellent example of such efforts is
the Workplace Project, an organization that provides legal representation
and advice to the undocumented while also training them to advocate and
organize on their own behalves, representing themselves to bosses, land-
lords, school administrators, and state officials. Here is an education in
democratic citizenship far worthier of the name than the citizenship
classes offered by the state in preparation for naturalization. The Work-
place Project extends citizenship practices to noncitizens. It includes aliens
in democracy’s national future while transforming citizenship from a state-
granted juridical status to a civic practice.™”

At the same time, the denationalization of democracy must be fur-
thered by enacting transnational ties to empower local minorities. Groups
like Women Living Under Islamic Law, Amnesty International, and
Greenpeace press states for the fair and equal treatment of all residents,
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while providing state residents with alternative sites of support and power
independent of the state,

The point of this democratic cosmopolitanism is not to replace the
state with an international government. The state remains an important
potential and actual organizer of social welfare and justice as well as a
potentially powerful ally for citizens and groups struggling to hold
accountable certain distant and powerful international institutions. But
the state also remains the institutional source of a great deal of injustice,
inequity, and violence in the lives of its citizens and residents. Thus, it is
important for social democrats to find ways to offset the still too singular
power of the state by multiplying the memberships and affiliations of state
residents. The goal is to empower people who arc among the weakest and
most vulnerable residents of the regime. For example, given the ULS. gov-
ernment’s role in creating, administering, and obscuring the situation of
undocumented workers and their availability as exploitable labor, the
problem can only be effectively addressed by mobilizing social and polit-
ical energies to counteract the effects of the state’s ¢riminalization (and
denationalization) of this class of persons. Of migrant laborers, Labor
Secretary Ray Marshall said in 1978, “'T'hese people work scared and
hard.”™ A recent study suggests that farmworkers are now working for
about 20 percent less than they were twenty years ago.’® Michael Walzer 1s
right to say that political effecuveness depends on people joining together
in goups to act.>” People who are scared, denationalized, and criminalized
are less likely to take the risk of visibility that joining together entails.®"

The goal of a democratic cosmopolitanism is to offset the risks and
vouchsafe the benefits of state (non)membership by widening the
resources and energies of an emerging international civil society to contest
or support state actions in matters of transnational and local interest, such
as environmental, economic, military, cultural, and immigration policies.
T'his is a democratic cosmopolitanism because democracy—in the sense of
a commitment to local and popular empowerment, effective representa-
tion, and the generation of actions in concert across lines of difference—
1s its goal.

Movements need myths. Activists can make up new myths or they
can take those already in existence and recyele them. The latter strategy is
preferable because it takes advantage of existing cultural resources and
simultancously deprives opposing forces of the powerful narratives that
would otherwise continue (uncontested) to support them in their nation-
alist objectives. The myth of an immigrant America can be turned from its
nationalist functions to serve a democratic cosmopolitanism in which cit-
izenship 1s not just a juridical status distributed (or not) by states, but a
practice in which residents press political and economic institutions to act
responsibly in the world.
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Notes

Early drafts of this essay were presented at the American Bar Foundation, the
Harvard Seminar on Ethics and International Relations, and the Center for Crit-
ical Analysis of Contemporary Culture ar Rutgers University. I am grateful 1o all
the participants for their questions and comments and [ thank Christopher Tom-
lins, Nancy Kokaz, and Bruce Robbins. respectively, for organizing those events,
Thanks are also due to the graduate students in my pluralism and citizenship
seminars at Harvard and Northwestern Universites. Most important, 1 dedicate
this essay to Linda Zerilli, whose contemporaneous work on the Statue of Liberty
was a constant inspiration to me as [ wrote this cssay.

1. Michael Walzer, What It Means to Be an American (New York: Marsilio,
1996); Sanford Ungar, Fresh Blood: The New American Imnngrants (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1995); and Algandro Portes and Ruben G. Rumbaut,
Immgrant America: A Portrart (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996) are
all exemplary in this regard. In the United Kingdom, Bhikhu Parekh pursues a
similar strategy. {“The Rushdie Affair: An Agenda for Political Philosaphy,”
Political Studies 38 [December 1990]: 695-710).

2. On the nationalist terms of the immigration debate in the United States
see Linda Besniak, “Opposing Prop. 187: Undocumented Immigrants and the
National Imagination,” Connecticut Law Review 28 (spring 1996): 555-619,

3. Thomas Sowell, Migration and Cultwres: A1 World Vieww (New York: Basic,
1996); Walzer, Whar It Means; and Peter Schuck and Rogers Smith, Citizenship
withour Consent: [liegal Aliens in the American Polity (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1985). In one of the responses published here, James Der Der-
ian mentions a criticism of this essay’s “evidence” as in “part gleaned from the
New York Times and a retelling of Swrietly Ballroom,” “stricily anecdotal,” and
based on “generalizations . . . drawn from some flimsy particulars.” Although
Der Derian quickly dismisses these very criticisms as “irrelevant,” | think it is
important to note that the newspaper accounts and films deployed here are nei-
ther per se the evidence for the essay’s argument nor its objects of critique. They
are tllustrations. They illustrate certain patterns of thought and preconceptions
that are symptomatic of the exceptionalist literature that is the real objeet of
scholarly interest here, from Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America to
Michael Walzer's Whai Ir Means to Be an American to Peter Schuck and Rogers
Smith’s Citizenship withowur Consent.

4. The American Dream performs similar functions, as Jennifer Hochschild
points out (Facing up to the American Dream: Race, Class, and the Soul of the
Nation [Princeton. N.J.: Princeton University Press. 1995]). My argument here is
analogous in some ways to Hochschild’s. Both she and I are trving to find pro-
gressive possibilities in apparently conservative myths, rather than rejecting those
myths outright.

5. On the representation of (re)founders as foreigners see my No Place Like
Home: Democracy and the Politics of Foréignuess (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, forthcoming). For my treatment of Ruth as a foreign founder sce
“Ruth, the Model Emigrée: Mourning and the Symbolic Polites of Immigra-
tion,” Political Theory 25 (February 1997): 112-36.

6. Sacvan Bercovitch redeploys the exceptionalist interpretation of American
identity even while subjecting it to greater critical scrutiny than is customary

Bonnie Honig



among exceptionalists: “Of all symbols of identity, only America has united
nationality and universality, civic and spiritual selfhood, secular and redemptive
history, the country’s past and paradise to be, in a single synthetic ideal™ ( The
American Feremiad [Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978], 176). My
aim in this article is 1o attend to some of the political and cultural costs of this
nationalist project, not to assay its historical success.

7. Robert M. Weir, Colonial South Carolina: A History (Millwood, N.Y.:
K'TO, 1983). Thanks to Paul Pierson for calling the South Carolina quote 1o my
attention and to Michaele Ferguson for tracking it down.

8. See Walzer, Whar It Means, 17, 31-33, and Rogers M. Smith, “Beyond
Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz: The Multiple Traditions in America.” American
Political Science Review 87 (September 1993): 549-66.

9. On the hope that immigration will bring about postnationalism and
transnationalism see, for example, Cristina Blanc-Szanton, Nina Glick Schiller,
and Linda Basch, Nations Unbound: Transnational Projects, Postcolonial Predica-
ments, and Deterritorialized Nation-States (Langshorne, Pa.: Gordon and Breach,
1994).

10. See, for example, Louis Winnick, “America’s ‘Model Minority,”™ Com-
mentary 90 (August 1990): 22-29. In The Disiotiting of America (New York: Nor-
ton, 1992), Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., too, makes stereotypical note of the strong
family relations of Jews and Asians, remarking on the power of those relations as
a resource for individuals. A recent, less stercotypical and more sustainedly
empirical effortin this direction is Thomas Sowell, Migrations and Cultieres (New
York: Basic, 1996). Celebrants of model minorities highlight the ways in which
extended families (and their cheap labor) are necessary for capitalist success,
but they say nothing about how capitalist economies also attenuate such ties.
Symptomatic was a front-page New York Times story on the increasing reluctance
of middle-income workers to relocate for employment, given their desire to
remain close to aging parents. In the second paragraph, the language of the story
switches. The phenomenon is now called a “problem.” and the perspective
adopted for the rest of the report is that of the companices that have to deal with
this resistance. The same story could, of course, have been written (also prob-
lematically) in a celebratory way with a headline like “The Return of Family
Ties.” Judith Dobrzynski, “For More and More Job Seckers, an Aging Parent Is a
Big Factor,” Neew York Times, 1 January 1996, Al.

11. For a psychoeanalvtic account of the foreigner as someone who only
wants 1o take “our thing™ see Slavoj Zizek, larrying with the Negative: Kanr,
Hegel, and the Critigue of Ideology (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1993).,
2011T.

12. Steven A, Holmes, “Anti-immigrant Mood Moves Asians to Organize,”
New York Times, 3 January 1996, Al; emphasis added. An example of the more
usual story about immigrants is Edwin McDowell, *Hospitality Is Their Busi-
ness” (New York Times, 21 March 1996, D1, D9), an account of Indian Ameri-
can involvement in the hotel industry (popularized in the 1991 Mira Nair film
Mississippr Masala). "T'he role of these immigrants as supplements to the Ameri-
can Dream is made quite clear by Joel Kotkin, quoted in the New York Times story
as follows: ““These Indians are modern Horatio Algers. They're willing to start in
marginal and sometimes risky areas that native-born Americans are not inter-
ested in going into, and working [sic] incredibly hard hours.™ Success here is
measured by the move in one to two generations from hands-on labor to office

Immigrant America?

21



22

management and outlandish wealth. ‘T'he story does not note a small irony: these
immigrants are in the hesprrality business at a time when the country is particu-
larly inhospitable toward immigrants. Nor does it make much of one complication
of the Horatio Alger comparison: some of these immigrants seem to have arrived
with rather substantial reserves of capital. Mr. Patel, who “attributes the Indians’
success to ‘the way we were brought up™—whole families putting their shoulder
to the wheel and community members lending each other money without interest
or collateral—immigrated after “a 20-year career with Barclays Bank in Kenya.”

13. The U.S. Supreme Court opinion claimed 1o have seldom seen “such a
concentrated and relentless campaign te deport an individual.” See Harry Bern-
stein, “Harry Bridges: Marxist Founder of West’s Longshoremen Union,” Los
Angeles Times, 3 March 1990, A28.

14. On undocumented worker involvement in unionization activities see the
cases of construction workers in Richard Rothstein, “Immigration Dilemmas,” in
Arguing Immigration: The Debate over the Changing Face of America, ed. Nicolaus
Mills (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995), and of mattress manufacturing
workers in Hector L. Delgado, New fmmigrants, OId Unions: Organizing Undocii-
mented Workers in Los Angeles (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993). On
school politics in Lowell, Massachusetts, see Camilo Perez-Bustillo, “What Hap-
pens When English-Only Comes to Town? A Case Study of Lowell, Massachu-
setts,” in Langnage Lovaliies, ed. James Crawford (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1992). On Chinese political involvements see Victor Low, The Uninpress-
able Race: A Century of Educational Struggle by the Chinese in San Francisco (San
Francisco: East/West, 1982). On alien stumping see Barry Newman, *Foreign
Legions: Lots of Noncitizens Feel Right at Home in U.S. Political Races,” Wall
Street Journal, 31 October 1997, Al. This section of the article is indebted 1o
Michael J. Bosia's research assistance on alien political actvity,

15. Walzer, What Ir Means, 11.

16. Walzer provides no empirical evidence for this. But the claim fits well
with Irving Howe's account of Jewish immigrants of an earlier generation in New
York, as well as with Ron "Takaki's account of Chinese and Japanese immigrants
on the American West Coast. See Irving Howe, World of Our Fathers (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976); and Ron Takaki, A Differesit Mirror: A History
of Multicnlrural America (Boston; Little, Brown, 1993),

17. Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Coalition Politics: Turning the Century,” in
Home Girds, ed. Barbara Smith (New York: A Kitchen Table=Women of Color
Press, 1983).

18. Walzer, What Ir Means, 48. See Holmes, "Anti-immigrant Mood.,” A11:
*“They want relatives to join them from overseas. They want their culture replen-
ished with new arrivals.”

19. Walzer, Whar It Means, 66.

20. Walzer develops the idea of a “communitarian corrective” in “The Com-
munitarian Critique of Liberalism,” Political Theory 18 (I'ebruary 1992): 6-23.

21. Walzer, What It Means, 24.

22, Ibid., 17; emphasis added. On the suppuosed contrast to Europe see Ger-
ard Noiriel on France’s true character as an immigrant nation (7Immigration:
Ammnesia and Memory,”™ French Historical Studies 19 [fall 1995]; 367-438). In a
later book, Walzer acknowledges that France is “Europe’s leading immigrant soci-
ety.” but, he points out. it is not friendly to immigrants as such and deémands
their rapid assimilation, See Michael Walzer, On Toleration (New Haven, Conn.:
Yale University Press. 1997}, 37{f.

Bonnie Honig



23. On the black independence movement in Oklahoma see Daniel F. Little-
field Jr., The Chickasaw Freedmen: A People without a Country (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood, 1980).

24. Walzer does invite these other groups to become part of his immigrant
America. One need not have entered the United States as an immigrant in order
to imagine one’s citizenship along an immigrant trajectory. Walzer asks whether
his citizenship model “can successfully be extended to the racial minorities now
asserting their own group claims.” Noting recent adaptive moves by (some) black
Americans 10 be called “African Americans,” Walzer approves of the move. But
he is not sure they will succeed. He worries that racism may get in the way and
drive some groups to seek out the “anti-pluralist alternatives of corporate division
and state-sponsored unification.” See Walzer, What It Means, 76. Walzer never
asks whether his normative privileging of the immigrant-ethnic-citizen trajectory
to membership, and the invitation to adapt 1o it, may obscure particular claims,
injustices, and bases of organization for specific groups.

25. For an analysis of new group formations out of injuries wrought by the
old see William Connolly, The Ethos of Pluraltizarion (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1995).

26. Interestingly, Scott, the individualistic renegade, is also a bearer of the
community’s standards. When he takes Fran as his partner, he begins by teaching
her the basic steps on which the community insists. Later, for the sake of a dance
competition that Fran, a “nobody,” obviously cannot win, he allows himself to be
partnered with a pale blond insider who knows how to dance properly. In the
end. however, he returns to Fran.
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Austin in “Signature, Event, Context,” in Lonited Ine., trans. Samuel Weber and
Jeffrey Mehlman (Evanston, [1l.: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 13-19,
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IN.S. (New York: Routledge, 1992), 167, passim.
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citizenship (contrary to the authors’ stated intentions) more ascriptive, not less
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503 1t becomies a status that 18 more obviously inherited (or not) from one’s par-
ents. Moreover, the practice of jus soli is no less consensual than other mecha-
nisms (tolerated by the authors) that accord children citizenship and nationality
at birth.

50. See Smith, “Beyond Tocqueville, Myrdal, and Hartz,” 549-66.
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ber 1995): 987-90, 990-94. Sce also Michael Rogin, Ronald Reagan, the Movie:
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tutional, and Theoretical Meanings of Alien Suffrage,” University of Pernsyloania
Lawe Rewview 141 (April 1993): 1391-469. Raskin explains that this history was
“undone by the xenophobic nationalism attending World War I (1397).
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56. It should be noted, however, that residency can be a restrictive rather
than a permissive requirement. Long Island, for instance, uses stringent proof-of-
residency requirements to keep immigrants out of public schools. See Doreen
Carvajal, “Immigrants Fight Residency Rules Blocking Children in L.1. Schools,”
Nez» York Times, 7 August 1995, Al, B4,

57. Another example of an organization devoted to immigrant worker
empowerment is Choices, a domestic worker cooperative in the San Francisco
area. See Leslie Salzinger, “A Maid by Any Other Name: "The Transformation of
Dirty Work” by Central American Immigrants,” in Lthnography Unbound: Pozwer
and Resistance in the Modern Metropolis, ed. Michael Burawoy, Alice Burton, Ann
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59, Empowering aliens 1o act as citizens, even when they lack that juridical
status (which 1s the goal of the democratic cosmopolitanism advocated here),
attenuates the lines between aliens and citizens, something Schuck and Smith are
out to resist. Thev disapprove of Supreme Court decisions like Plvler o Doe,
which awards social benefits and rights to noncitizens. Oddly. such developments
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ham, courts override the legislature’s explicit refusal to consent™ (Schuck and
Smith, Citizenship withowt Consent, 109). But isn’t this what courts do? Compel
governments to provide services or respect rights in ways that they do not volun-
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60, Of course, people often find themselves involved in political activity that
is risky and even dangerous. That i1s because political involvement often does not
happen as a matter of rational calculation based on incentives. As in my gloss on
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the as yet unready and not quite willing (because still also nilling) subject in the
private realm”™ and thrusts the subject into the risky visibility of the public sphere.
See my “Toward an Agomistic Feminism.” in feminists Theorize the Political. ed.
Judith Butler and Joan Scott (New York: Routledge, 1992), 223-24.
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