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Southeast Asians, Arabs, “Muslim- looking” people, and 

others, its flux reminds us to question the seemingly 

fixed boundaries of all racial categories. Racial forma-

tion is an always incomplete process of contestation 

and negotiation, of hegemony and resistance, and of 

imposition and adoption. This category, crafted by ra-

cial scientists to impose (their) order upon the world has 

also been a self- selected identity. The identifications of 

people around the world as Brown— whether racially, 

politically, or religiously— demonstrate that Brown will 

“stick around” as an expansive and global category in-

fused with power relations.

5
Citizenship
Helen Heran Jun

“Citizenship” has been a key foundational term within 

modern liberal definitions of rights since the 18th 

century. In the most basic sense, citizenship is a legal 

status accorded to subjects of a nation that confers 

to its members a host of rights, protections, and 

obligations. Citizenship is the institution through 

which states may grant or deny such rights and duties 

to the inhabitants of a national territory, and thereby 

positions the state as the ultimate arbiter and guarantor 

of equality and justice. With the rise of the nation- 

state form, citizenship became a necessity for realizing 

what had been imagined as inalienable human rights, 

insofar as these rights could be practically claimed and 

administered only if recognized by a nation- state entity 

(Arendt 1968).

At the very heart of the modern idea of citizenship 

is a universality that is both its emancipatory promise 

and limit. For example, all subjects who have secured 

U.S. citizenship status, regardless of the specific particu-

lars of their economic standing, gender, race, religion, 

national origin, etc., have equal standing before the law 

and are formally equivalent to one another. Hence, all 

U.S. citizens can participate in electoral politics, operat-

ing as if they were equivalent to one another. Critiques 

of citizenship maintain that this universalism is a false 

abstraction since citizens participate in an imaginary 

political sphere of equality and formal equivalence, 

while their material lives are in fact constituted by 

substantive inequalities that define the economic and 
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social spheres. In other words, political emancipation 

via citizenship replaces and displaces possibilities for 

actual emancipation. Marx noted how the elimination 

of religion and property ownership as preconditions for 

citizenship did not eliminate the power of these institu-

tions over people’s everyday conditions, but rather, in-

tensified the reach of religion and class position, which 

were now falsely bracketed as private matters so that the 

citizen- subject can emerge as an imaginary “universal.” 

While the liberal position maintains that this abstract 

equality is the grand substance of citizenship, critics 

maintain that this imaginary universalism is designed 

to offer merely abstract equality— the law will treat you 

as if you were all equal to one another— to ensure the 

reproduction of vast existing inequality.

Ethnic studies scholars have observed that the Marx-

ist critique of citizenship as abstract and illusory does 

not adequately account for the contradictions that 

inhere to racialized citizenship. For nonwhites in the 

United States, historical processes of racialization are 

not easily confined to the privatized domain of an indi-

vidual “particular” and racial difference institutionally 

emerges in contradiction to the universality promised 

by political emancipation through citizenship. Lisa 

Lowe notes that while Marx regarded abstract labor in 

the economic sphere as underwriting abstract citizen-

ship, “capital has maximized its profits not through ren-

dering labor ‘abstract,’ but precisely through the social 

production of ‘difference,’ marked by race, nation, geo-

graphical origins, and gender” (1996, 27– 28). In other 

words, the classical Marxist critique has not accounted 

for modalities of differentiation as being crucial to the 

development of capitalism. Like other racialized minor-

ities within the United States, Asians have neither been 

abstract labor nor abstract citizens, “but have been his-

torically formed in contradiction to both the economic 

and the political spheres” (L. Lowe 1996, 28). This point 

might seem a familiar one for students of Asian Ameri-

can studies, but it is crucial to contextualize the stakes 

of this intervention, which is not a simple negation of 

the Marxist critique of citizenship but rather a deepen-

ing of that critique through an understanding of how 

racialization can produce a productively antagonistic 

contradiction to the institution of citizenship.

Citizenship has been a primary analytic of Asian 

American discourse (and within ethnic studies, gener-

ally), with an emphasis on both its denial and negation. 

The early history of Asian American racial formation has 

been a history of the incorporation of Asian labor in the 

West while those workers were rendered more exploit-

able through the systematic denial of citizenship status 

through legislation that deemed Asian immigrants in-

eligible for citizenship. From the 1790 Naturalization 

Act, which deemed only “free white persons” eligible 

for naturalized citizenship, to the systematic exclusion 

of new Asian emigrants (Chinese in 1882, Asian Indians 

in 1917, Japanese and Koreans in 1924, and Filipinos in 

1934), and finally to Alien Land laws that prohibited 

Asians already in the United States from owning prop-

erty, these acts of legislation are concrete manifestations 

of how Asians were constituted as not only nonwhite 

but as antithetical to the U.S. citizen. The history of 

Asian Americans is indeed, generally narrated as the de-

nied access to U.S. citizenship. For those born to Asian 

immigrants in the United States and therefore U.S. citi-

zens by birth (what Mai Ngai [2000] refers to as “alien 

citizenship”), we can observe the practical irrelevance 

and disregard of that legal status, such as in the mass 

internment of Japanese American citizens.

We understand this history of exclusion from citi-

zenship as the product of competing interests and in-

stitutions, including capital (which has historically 

embraced Asian immigrant labor), white labor inter-

ests (which has historically organized to prohibit Asian 
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immigrant labor), Asian nation- states with varying de-

grees of geopolitical influence, and the U.S. state, which 

both passes and reverses exclusionary legislation in the 

effort to manage the political crises that have arisen due 

to the threat (or alternately, the “promise”) of Asian la-

bor in the United States. In many ways, the 19th- century 

exclusion of Asian immigrant workers from citizenship 

was also a reaction to the formal inclusion of African 

Americans into citizenship in 1868 following the aboli-

tion of slavery, a political concession that capital, labor, 

and the U.S. state were not eager to repeat (Saxton 1975; 

Du Bois 2008).

After World War II, however, the needs of the U.S. la-

bor market, geopolitical ideological demands, and mass 

civil rights mobilization led by African Americans and 

others brought an eventual end to exclusionary legisla-

tion directed against Asian immigrants (Melamed 2011; 

L. Lowe 1996; S. Chan 1991). One feature of the post– 

civil rights era has been Asian American incorporation 

into U.S. citizenship via liberalized immigration policies 

resulting from the Immigration and Naturalization Act, 

or Hart- Celler Act, of 1965 (Ngai 2000). Indeed, with the 

passage of civil rights legislation that same year, African 

Americans (who were formally granted U.S. citizenship 

via the 14th Amendment almost a century earlier) and 

all other racialized groups also finally experienced full 

formal equality and equal rights, that is, full equality in 

the realm of the law. However, as the Marxist critique 

of citizenship underscores, legal equality and political 

emancipation (as if we were equal) will necessarily fail 

to resolve the brutal racialized inequality that consti-

tutes our social formation. The ethnic studies critique 

of Marx’s inability to account for the imbrication of race 

and class retains this crucial understanding that under 

liberal capitalism, citizenship is constituted in relation 

to the sanctity of property rights that the political state 

is founded to protect. While an ethnic studies critique 

of citizenship recognizes the historical racialization of 

citizenship in the United States, it also simultaneously 

recognizes that citizenship and the achievement of 

rights can never abolish the exploitative systems that 

they were in fact designed to protect and reify. Rather, 

the charge for a critical ethnic studies analytic has been 

to better understand how the imbrication of race and 

class yields an entire range of contradictions for racial-

ized subjects who can be situated in contradictory an-

tagonism to the mandates of both the state and capital.

For Asian Americans who have been racialized as 

alien to the national body, but who have been other-

wise incorporable as exploited workers, as bourgeois 

professionals, and as capitalists, it is crucial to clarify 

the multiple implications of how Asian American racial 

difference emerges in contradiction to citizenship. Bear-

ing out the materialist critique, we can see, since 1965, 

that securing civil rights instantiated racial equality in 

the United States, but only in the legal realm of abstract 

formal equivalence. While such legal equality enabled 

partial socioeconomic mobility on the part of U.S. racial 

minorities, institutionalized racial exploitation contin-

ues to materialize in racialized ghettoization, uneven 

mortality rates and unequal access to functioning pub-

lic education, a racialized, gendered labor market, and 

subjection to state violence and detention.

One aspect of contradiction that has been familiar 

terrain within Asian American discourse underscores 

how, despite access to citizenship, Asian Americans 

continue to signify within the national imaginary as 

racially particular and as foreign to the national cul-

ture. We can see how Asian American racial difference 

is a particularity that does not simply dissolve into 

the universality promised by political representation 

through the institution of citizenship. Hence, even 

economically privileged Asian Americans are read not 

as “universal” U.S. citizens, but regarded through the 
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laudatory terms of their racial difference as model mi-

norities. While members of the educated Asian Ameri-

can professional class may continue to signify as cul-

turally foreign despite their citizenship and economic 

status, such examples of exclusion do not negate or dis-

place the vast differences in life opportunities that radi-

cally distinguish the lives of the Asian American poor 

from those of their economically mobile professional 

counterparts.

Therefore, what is often referred to as the construc-

tion of the Asian as the “forever foreigner”— the de-

ferred promise of full inclusion into the national body 

that Asian Americans are yet to enjoy— cannot be inter-

preted as the ultimate crisis and horizon of what Asian 

Americans must both claim and aspire to. Such a posi-

tioning situates the Asian American critique as a perpet-

ual lament of never being recognized as a “true” Ameri-

can, a grievance that one is continually (mis)recognized 

as a foreigner rather than citizen. For the Asian Ameri-

can poor, the consequences of such Othering can mean 

the naturalization of violence and exploitation of, say, 

immigrant garment workers or the lack of resources for 

displaced Southeast Asian refugees after Katrina, while 

for the Asian American elite, it can manifest as a bitter-

sweet night of winning the Miss America pageant or the 

difficulty of securing political office in a non- Asian dis-

trict. While all of these instances can be taken up as yet 

another sign of the enduring “disenfranchisement” of 

Asian Americans, there is much at stake for Asian Ameri-

can studies in recognizing that full inclusion for the lat-

ter group— that is, when professional Asian Americans 

can unquestionably be regarded as representative of 

America— will not resolve the violent material depriva-

tion of the Asian American poor.

Given the history of Asian American studies and 

its commitment to critiquing the exploitation of 19th-  

or 21st- century Asian/American workers, opposing 

imperialist wars waged in Asia (and beyond), or waging 

antieviction campaigns on the behalf of the Asian Amer-

ican elderly, there is strong reason to believe that despite 

the institutionalization of Asian American studies, it is 

possible that in the distance or disruption produced by 

Asian American racialization, something other than the 

lamenting desire for inclusion into existing institutions 

might emerge to interrupt the endless loop of denial and 

desire constituted by citizenship. In other words, even 

middle- class or elite Asian American disaffection/alien-

ation can potentially be the basis for a critique of citi-

zenship with different political horizons that would be 

transformative of the brutal conditions endured by the 

racialized poor in this country and beyond. Race is the 

locus in which multiple contradictions— economic, gen-

der, sexual— variously cohere and assemble in specific 

contexts, and hence it is a locus of myriad tensions that 

must be kept in productive relation with a critical under-

standing of global capitalism (Hall 1980; L. Lowe 1996).

As with other racialized immigrants, citizenship is 

one of the most crucial mediating institutions in the 

formation of Asian Americans, irrespective of specific 

legal statuses. Whether as U.S.- born citizens, green- card 

holders, H- 1B workers, or those granted refugee status, 

the institution of citizenship dictates the terms of access 

to the labor market and to a host of state- regulated re-

sources, including housing, healthcare, and education. 

In this context, we can recognize the clear importance 

of pressuring the state to make good on its promises of 

abstract rights, whether in the instance of challenging 

state surveillance of U.S. Muslim communities, seeking 

benefits for Filipino World War II veterans, or securing 

safer housing for Southeast Asian refugees. At the same 

time, it is critical to simultaneously recognize how a 

rights- based discourse narrows the parameters and 

terms of what can be claimed and imagined as politi-

cally possible.
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Predictably for the most privileged under globalized 

capitalism, Asian American displacement from national 

culture may cease to even resonate as crisis, particularly 

for the members of a bourgeois Asian cosmopolitan 

class less invested in signifying as “American” so long 

as they have the access secured by multiple passports 

and dual citizenship (Ong 1999; Appadurai 2000; Miyo-

shi 1993). The globalization of capital has significantly 

altered the meaning of citizenship as neoliberal rheto-

ric and economic policies have dismantled the welfare 

state and the very notion that citizenship entails “en-

titlements”; there is, instead, an obsessive trumpeting of 

a discourse of “individual responsibility” that works to 

displace any traditional notion of the social. Stuart Hall 

and David Held contend that, while traditional crit-

ics might have regarded citizenship rights as a kind of 

“bourgeois fraud” in the post- Thatcher/Reagan era, there 

are renewed stakes to working out “the individual vs. 

the social dimensions of citizenship rights,” the latter 

of which is negated by a neoliberal rhetoric that asserts 

that the common good can be realized only by private 

individuals engaging in a capitalist free market, unen-

cumbered by state intervention (Hall and Held 1989). As 

Thatcher famously declared, “there is no such thing as 

society, only individual men and women and their fam-

ilies,” an extraordinary call that seeks to obliterate the 

very notion of a larger social good or collective beyond 

the heteronormative nuclear family.

This neoliberal emphasis and recognition of the 

normative “family” as the only legible social unit also 

suggests that the dominant construction of Asian 

Americans since 1965 as hardworking, self- reliant, and 

family- oriented subjects is part of a neoliberal rhetoric 

that has refashioned the modern discourse of citizen-

ship of entitlements and state obligations— to provide 

access to housing, public education, health care, and 

employment— into an individuated narrative of private 

competition in the free market and diminished state ca-

pacity (with the exception of policing and the military). 

In other words, in the post– civil rights era, discourses 

of Asian American racial difference are consistently in 

the service of constituting a new conception of citizen-

ship defined through both normativity and individual 

competition, while explicitly undermining and eroding 

principles of reciprocity, obligation, and social contract 

that have constituted the most compelling social di-

mensions of citizenship.
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