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Abstract The United States has internationally low rates of naturalization of foreign-
born residents, and Latinos are traditionally even lower naturalizers. Low naturalization
leaves non-citizens vulnerable to political underrepresentation, restrictions on travel and
employment, discrimination, and removal. Interviews with 34 Dominican-born resi-
dents of New York and New Jersey seek to illuminate reasons for not naturalizing.
Important reasons include the expense and unfriendliness of the procedure and past bad
experience with the immigration agencies. Respondents also, to a surprising degree,
regarded even dual nationality as an assault on their Dominican identity.
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The United States has internationally low rates of naturalization of its foreign-
born residents. There has been very little attention to this problem – or even
perception that it is a problem (see discussions in Bloemraad, 2006; Motomura,
2006; and Spiro, 2008). In fact, there has been surprisingly little attention by
social scientists to naturalization, particularly in comparison with the extensive
literature on “assimilation.” Naturalization is not the same thing as assimilation,
but it has two big advantages as a subject of study: there is no dispute whether
naturalization exists, or whether a given individual has naturalized.
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We think that low US naturalization rates deserve much more attention than
they have received. Many communities include thousands of foreign-born
individuals who have lived in the United States for many years but have never
naturalized. These communities are thus underrepresented on the voting rolls and
lack access to political power and resources – “if you don’t vote, you don’t count”
(Burnham, 1987, 99, quoted in Lijphart, 1997, 4). Latino communities in general
are low naturalizers. Individuals born in the Dominican Republic were, histori-
cally, particularly unlikely to naturalize, although recently Dominicans appear to
have naturalized at around the normal, low US rate. There is no single reason for
low naturalization in the Dominican or any other community, and the dynamics
among competing reasons are not clear. This article attempts, through interviews
with 34 Dominican-born residents of New York and New Jersey, to learn why
some Dominicans do not naturalize.

Previous literature has emphasized the impact on naturalization of demo-
graphic factors (such as age or income of the immigrant, and geographic
proximity of the native country), and economic factors, meaning the costs and
benefits of naturalization. Our interviews confirm the salience of these variables.
Yet, unlike earlier studies, we also show the salience, at least for some, of ideal,
emotional or psychological factors such as identifying as American, or, con-
versely, believing that naturalization would betray or reject Dominican identity.
Indeed, these complex feelings of identity coexist with, and reinforce, the
evaluation of costs and benefits. For the immigrant who identifies with the United
States, proximity to the homeland will be the very reason to naturalize; the costs
will not seem great; the benefits will be easy to identify. For the immigrant who
feels, conversely, that even dual citizenship would reject her identity as Domin-
ican, proximity will be a reason not to naturalize; the costs will seem dispropor-
tionate; and benefits of naturalizing will be hard to identify. Further study is
required to learn the psychological or ideal factors supporting the contrary
decision to naturalize, and whether the dynamics are different in different
immigrant communities.

The next section of the article describes the generally low rate of naturalization
of foreign-born residents of the United States (in comparison with other
countries). The section after that briefly surveys literature on the Dominican
community, in search of factors that have been thought to explain its historically
low naturalization rate (in comparison with other migrants). The subsequent
section surveys the literature seeking to explain naturalization, contrasting
theories that emphasize, respectively, demographic, political-administrative,
economic incentive and psychological-identity factors. The penultimate section
contains excerpts from our interviews in which subjects explained why they have
not naturalized. The last section concludes by examining what kinds of policy
changes might increase naturalization rates among Latino migrants, or, rather,
whether basic concepts of citizenship and nationality need rethinking in the
current era of migration.
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The Problem with Natural izat ion in the United States

The 2009 American Community Survey showed 38.5 million foreign-born
residents of the United States, of whom 44 per cent have naturalized (Gryn and
Larsen, 2010). This overall proportion is little changed from the 2000 Census,
which showed 31.1 million foreign-born residents of the United States, of
whom 12.5 million were naturalized US citizens, for a naturalization rate of
40.3 per cent.3 Immigration policy studies often compare the United States with
Canada and Australia, two culturally similar countries with even higher percen-
tages of foreign-born residents. Both Canada and Australia naturalize sharply
higher percentages of their immigrants: 79 per cent in Canada, 85 per cent among
those with at least 10 years of residency (Picot and Hou, 2011), 68 per cent in
Australia, 80 per cent among those with at least 10 years of residency (Smith et al,
2010, 8). Ultimately, only around 60 per cent of all immigrants to the United
States will naturalize at some point in their lives. This figure has been constant
for many years (Baker, 2007; Lee, 2011).

It is possible to report higher US rates of naturalization by expressing the
number of naturalized citizens as a proportion of “eligible” immigrants, normally
meaning those who immigrated more than 5 years ago. Obviously this is less
useful for making international comparisons, as it begs important legal and policy
questions, such as whether US naturalization law and procedure are as user-
friendly as Canada’s and Australia’s.

Latinos naturalize at an even lower rate, a third lower than the low general US
rate. Only 32 per cent of US residents born in Latin America have naturalized
(Logan et al, 2007; Gryn and Larsen, 2010; Acosta and de la Cruz, 2011). As
recently as the 2000 Census, the lowest naturalization rate of any national group
was among persons born in the Dominican Republic. Only 18 per cent of US
residents born in the Dominican Republic had naturalized 8 years later, according
to one way of counting (Cornwell, 2006). A 40-year-old unmarried non-white
male immigrant from the Dominican Republic, who has been in the United States
for 10 years, speaks English well but not at home, has average income and no
high school diploma, is less than 10 per cent likely to have become a US citizen
(Duncan and Waldorf, 2009); this extrapolates, excessively to some tastes, from
the relatively small samples of the American Community Survey. Reports like
these motivated us to interview Dominicans who have not naturalized, attempt-
ing to learn some of the reasons, which we present below.

The 2010 decennial Census did not include questions on the foreign-born
population, so newer estimates must use the smaller samples of the American
Community Survey. Naturalization rates for Dominicans appear in this instru-
ment to have increased sharply during the decade following 2000. Around 47.7
per cent of US residents born in the Dominican Republic have naturalized, close
to the median rate for immigrants to the United States (44 per cent), and
comparable to those born in Cuba (55.7 per cent naturalized) or Colombia
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(48.2 per cent naturalized) (Acosta and de la Cruz, 2011, Table 4; see also Caro-
López and Limonic, 2010 for New York City data). However, there are
anomalies in the data, as actual naturalizations conducted by the Government
do not line up perfectly with the self-reporting to the American Community
Survey. In 2010, nationally, over 600,000 non-citizens naturalized. Only 15,451
Dominicans were in that group, around 2.5 per cent of the total (Nielsen and
Batalova, 2011).

The current low naturalizers are persons born in Mexico or Central America,
with Hondurans (21.1 per cent naturalized) currently at the bottom (Acosta and
de la Cruz, 2011, Table 4). In the section “Theories of Naturalizing: Overview,”
we summarize the existing literature comparing naturalization rates by country.
Differences are not well understood. It is likely that the age of a particular
population and duration in the United States are more important than previously
realized, and that recent upsurges in Dominican naturalization largely reflect an
older immigrant group with longer residence in the United States, though we
cannot demonstrate this.

Unfortunately, our research design was limited to interviews with non-
naturalizers, so we cannot address recent Dominican naturalizers. However, as
we shall see, there are very few studies of non-naturalizers of any community,
so we believe that any qualitative data on the dynamics of not naturalizing
are worth having. Even as a statistically normal immigrant group, only a minority
of Dominicans have naturalized, and there is much to be learned in general
about why so many long-time US residents, of all groups, choose not to become
citizens.

The peak year for petitions for naturalization, for all US residents, was 1997
when over 1.4 million people sought naturalization. Studies at that time suggested
that the single biggest factor leading Latin Americans, including Dominicans, to
naturalize was the recent availability of dual citizenship in Latin American
countries that had not previously permitted this (Jones-Correa, 2001; Escobar,
2006; Mazzolari, 2011). Before 1994, becoming a US citizen meant giving up
Dominican citizenship, and naturalization rates were negligible. In that year,
among Boston residents originating in the Dominican village studied by Peggy
Levitt, less than 1 per cent had become US citizens (2001, 53). Other, less
significant, factors also influenced the 1997 peak, including 1996 legislation
restricting Supplemental Security Income, food stamps and Medicaid to citizens,
and the attitudes that immigrants inferred from this legislation (Van Hook et al,
2006); 1996 legislation increasing the likelihood that non-citizens might be
deported; and administrative efforts to reduce the backlog of petitions (Escobar,
2006; Mazzolari, 2011). In the late 1990s and early 2000s, many believed that
this relative surge of naturalization petitions heralded a secular increase in Latin
American immigrants becoming US citizens.

However, a decade later it appears that there is no trend, either overall or
particularly among Latin Americans, toward increasing naturalization in the
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United States (Jones-Correa, unpub). Only a third has naturalized, a figure that
has been constant for some time, though, as we have seen, there is variation and
change among and within Latin American communities (Acosta and de la Cruz,
2011).

The basic requirements to naturalize have been constant for decades, although
the fee has increased sharply (it is now $680 per person).4 Applicants must
have lived continuously in the United States for 5 years (three if married to a
US citizen); must be of good moral character; proficient in English; and pass
an examination on civics. They must also swear, in an oath, that no one enforces,
“to renounce and abjure absolutely and entirely all allegiance and fidelity to any
foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty of whom or which the applicant
was before a subject or citizen… .” The Dominican Republic, like most countries
in Latin America, encourages its emigrants to be citizens of both their adoptive
and native countries, so does not treat this oath as of any consequence. Nor does
the United States have any problem with its naturalized citizens retaining
passports or other indicia of earlier and dual citizenship.

Dominicans in the United States

Dominicans today constitute the tenth largest country of origin of America’s
foreign-born population, despite the small size of the country. The Republic’s
official 2010 Census counted 9.38 million Dominicans (Dominican Today,
2011), though the World Bank estimates a population just over 10 million
(World Bank, 2011). The 2010 American Community Survey estimated 826,656
individuals born in the Dominican Republic were then living in the United States.
Just over half (50.3 per cent) lived in New York State. Ninety per cent of US
residents born in the Dominican Republic live in the six states: New York, New
Jersey, Florida, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and Rhode Island (authors’ calcula-
tion from US Census, American Community Survey). Of Dominican-born
individuals counted in the 2000 Census, 43 per cent had entered the United
States in the decade 1990–2000. An additional 32 per cent came in the 1980s
(Levitt, 2007). In New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts and Pennsylvania,
Dominicans constitute the largest numerical group of resident non-citizens
(Paral, 2010, 17).

A constant theme in studies of Dominicans is the extensive ties that Dominicans
in the United States maintain with the homeland, sometimes called “transnation-
alism,” (Levitt, 2001; Pantoja, 2005), although it is true that “scholars have done
little to show to what extent this transnationality differs from that of other US
ethnic minorities that owe their development to migratory flows in the jet-plane
era” (Torres-Saillant and Hernández, 2013, 232). Absent such a larger theory,
Dominican-Americans’ transnational ties exert powerful psychological impact in

4 http://www.uscis
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unexpected ways. Sociologist Vivian Louie (2006) administered the same survey
to a set of 40 college students in New York and Boston whose parents emigrated
from the Dominican Republic, and a matched set who were children of Chinese
immigrants. The Dominican students were more hopeful and optimistic about the
future, despite economic data suggesting that, as a group, the Chinese students
will probably achieve more economic success. The difference appeared to be the
reference group for comparison. Chinese college students compared themselves
with their parents’ expectations (so that students at CUNY felt like failures
because they were not at MIT), and with US college students generally. By
contrast, Dominican students compare themselves with their cousins in the
Dominican Republic. All of the Dominican respondents were fluent or at worst
functional in Spanish; the vast majority read Spanish-language media; all had
been to the Dominican Republic, in 59 per cent of cases more than five times, in
31 per cent more than 10. All went to the Dominican Republic to “be with”
(rather than “visit”) family. Many of the students had lived in the Dominican
Republic for a year or more at some point in childhood. Louie (2006) states,
“Despite their affection for their parental homeland, they commonly viewed life
in America as better than in the Dominican Republic; that they were doing better
than their peers in the parental homeland; and certainly better than if they had
been raised there” (560). Although they enjoy their visits and praise their cousins’
ability to have fun, they see their cousins’ economic mobility blocked by poverty,
inequality of privilege and traditional social roles for women, and feel that they
have more opportunities to do well in the United States.

Again, it is not clear how, if at all, attitudes of this kind will affect
naturalization decisions among the subset of these younger Dominicans who
were not born in the United States and whose parents have never naturalized.
Louie (2006) did not ask about citizenship, but it is statistically almost certain
that her sample included some Dominicans born in the United States; some
naturalized as children along with their families; and some still Dominican
citizens. If they are so optimistic about America, why do they naturalize at such
comparatively low rates (compared to Asians, for example) – or will this change
in the generation, that is college-age, today? If they maintain such strong
transnational ties, why is there so little demand for dual nationality – or, again,
will this change in the younger generation? There are no accepted answers to
these questions, and we aim to shed some light on them.

Theories of Natural iz ing: Overview

There are many reasons why an individual immigrant might choose not to
naturalize. When dealing with populations of immigrants, there are four general
types of theories that have been proposed to explain naturalization. They are not
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mutually exclusive and combine in individuals and groups. All receive support in
our interviews.

First are demographic theories that correlate decisions to naturalize with
demographic variables concerning either immigrant populations (age, gender,
years in United States, education and so on) or their home countries (poverty,
distance from United States). Second are political administrative theories that
correlate decisions to naturalize with variables concerning receiving countries’
naturalization laws, procedures and administration. Third are economic incentive
theories that model the decision to naturalize like any decision taken by rational
economic actors, who, these theories assume, add up the marginal costs and
benefits of naturalizing and do what is economically rational. Fourth are
psychological theories that explain naturalization through psychological pro-
cesses like identity formation or assimilation (in any of the senses of that complex
word, Alba and Nee, 2003).

Findings are highly responsive to research design. For example, demographic
studies accumulate large data sets of immigrants and regress numerous variables
on the decision to naturalize; political-administrative studies compare similar
receiving countries (as opposed to immigrant communities); and psychological
studies ask subjects to describe themselves. There is no accepted metatheory for
combining these results.

Demographic theories of natural izat ion

The most thorough such study needs updating. Yang (1994) used 1980 Census
data and examined a very large sample: all those who immigrated in 1970–1974.
By 1980, 27 per cent had naturalized. Yang tested for numerous individual
characteristics, and characteristics of the country of origin. We mention only a
few here. Naturalization was correlated with English-language proficiency, home
ownership, being married, having minor children and service in the US Armed
Forces. Years of education had a curvilinear relationship to naturalization: each
year of education up to roughly completion of high school increased the odds on
naturalization, while each year after that reduced it.5 Naturalization was cor-
related with living in an urban area with a large concentration of co-nationalists.
It was also correlated with origins in a country that was poor, socialist, sends
refugees or is more than 7000 miles from the United States. Curiously, in Yang’s
study, coming from a country that permitted dual citizenship reduced the
likelihood of naturalization. Other demographic studies with different data and
methods include Bueker, 2005; Liang, 1994; and Rytina, 2008. A parallel
literature by political scientists examines the relationship between political
activity and naturalization. Like immigrants from Colombia and Mexico,
Dominicans who participate in political organizations are more likely to
naturalize and vote, something these groups encourage (Portes et al, 2008).
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It is, we admit, entirely possible that Yang’s study completely explains
Dominican naturalization rates, at least in a numerical sense. The Dominican
Republic is close to the United States, is classed by the World Bank as a “middle
income” country, has an elected government, free market economy and does not
send refugees. All this obviously adds up to a country whose nationals might well
choose to work in the United States for a time but who might realistically expect
to return home in their old age: migrants who have been termed “sojourners”
who expect “reversibility” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2006). A few of our inter-
viewees cited similar factors as explanations of their decision not to naturalize.
For example, Jose, 24 years old and unmarried, operates a bodega/restaurant
with his mother.6

The economy is so bad right now that I wonder whether this country will
continue to progress. If the economy stays like this, then I may not want to
stay in the United States. If the situation gets better, then I would like to live
in the United States because most of my family is here. I just don’t want to
rush and become a citizen just to do it. I have cows back home that bring
in a decent amount of money and could just take over my father’s farm,
so I am not sure if I want to apply or not.

However, the problem with relying on demographic factors as a complete
theory of naturalization is that there is no theory explaining why sojourners
would not naturalize. Particularly now that both the Dominican Republic and US
recognize dual citizenship, it is a puzzle why even “sojourners” would not prefer
instead to naturalize at the first opportunity, which among other benefits
(discussed in the section “Incentives to naturalize”) lets them come and go as
they please. The importance of this is well-illustrated by one of our interviewees, a
gypsy cab driver whose wife and children live in the Dominican Republic and
who has no intention of relocating permanently to New York. He spends
6 months each year driving his cab in New York and the other 6 with his family
in the Dominican Republic. He is considering naturalizing so as to be able to
spend more time with his family in the Dominican Republic, but has not taken
any steps toward doing so. If he were a US or dual citizen, he could come and
go as he pleases. Indeed, some Dominicans naturalize precisely to travel freely.
Two older women in the extended Dominican family, long studied by the
anthropologist Greta Gilbertson, lived in the United States for years, deciding to
naturalize only before retiring to the Dominican Republic. They wanted to be
sure to be able to visit their grandchildren (Gilbertson and Singer, 2003).

Thus, transnationalism or sojourning may explain both naturalization, and not
naturalizing. Another difficulty with this theory is that Dominicans naturalize at a
lower rate than other Caribbean migrants. Jamaican immigrants, for example,
also maintain strong ties with their homeland (Foner, 2005) but naturalize at a
significantly higher rate than Dominicans (Acosta and de la Cruz, 2011; McCabe,
2011). We will suggest that the reason that demographic factors, like proximity,
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matter may be as a proxy for complicated feelings of identity, as José’s comments
illustrate. In other words, we may read José as saying: I have not naturalized,
because I might return to the Dominican Republic to live. But he might also be
making a more complicated statement about his sense of identity. We will return
to this theme.

Pol it ical-administrat ive theories

Demographic factors about immigrant communities are not a complete explana-
tion of naturalization. Bloemraad (2006) demonstrated this conclusively by
comparing matched communities of immigrants in Boston and Toronto: Portu-
guese economic migrants and Vietnamese refugees. Characteristics of the sending
country were obviously identical and individual demographic factors were closely
matched. Yet these immigrants to Canada naturalize at a 47 per cent higher rate.

Bloemraad argues that Canada’s higher naturalization rates – 80 per cent
higher than the United States, overall – reflect a legal and administrative pro-
cess in which naturalization is favored by public policy. The US citizenship
process has been described, in another article that should be updated, as a
“Long Grey Welcome” (North, 1987; see also Alvarez, 1987). The process is
initiated by immigrants; there is no public policy that immigrants either should
or should not naturalize, and no assistance from the federal government to
naturalize. It is expensive (certainly as compared with other government
processes), slow, requires answering difficult questions about US history,
in English, on unattractive and lengthy forms, and submitting to examination
by staff trained in border enforcement. “There is no notification when
an immigrant or refugee becomes eligible to naturalize …” (Murguía and
Muñoz, 2007, 13).

By contrast, in Canada, encouraging naturalization is government policy;
citizenship staff are recruited from community organizers and adult educators;
“citizenship judges” (not really judges, rather patronage jobs) from immigrant
communities are employed to examine applicants and publicize citizenship
at public events; and public funds are spent to encourage maintenance
of multiculturalism in immigrant communities (Bloemraad, 2006, 110–126).
(The Canadian process, like that in the United States, does require an examina-
tion, in English or French, on Canadian history). Bloemraad’s comparison of
matched immigrant communities suggests that a large proportion of US immi-
grants’ failure to naturalize – Latin Americans as well as Portuguese and
Vietnamese – reflects unfriendly administration.

Again, our interviews support the salience of unfriendly US procedures in
keeping US naturalization rates comparatively low. The most frequently given
reason offered by non-naturalizers in our interviews is that the process costs too
much, or costs too much given the perceived lack of benefit, or that they have
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more pressing economic priorities (see Table 1). Naturalization does cost too
much, in our opinion ($680 per person, up from $90 as recently as 1991;
Canadian applicants pay CAN$200). Other aspects of the immigration process
discourage further use of it. Angela is 32 years old, on maternity leave from her
job in a hospital radiology department. She is married to a US citizen, arrived in
2000 on a fiancée visa and married him shortly after arrival. Her newborn son is a
US citizen, and the family plans to stay in the United States forever. Nevertheless,
Angela has taken no steps to naturalize. When she and her husband interviewed
for her visa “they asked questions that were too personal and should not be
allowed. They asked what we wear to bed and the last time we were intimate.”
“People should not be rude. They should respect privacy.” While Angela was our
only interviewee to mention past bad experience with getting her lawful permanent
resident (“green card”) status as a reason not to naturalize, 17.4 per cent of
respondents told the New Immigrant Survey that they had felt “sad, blue, or
depressed because of the process of becoming a lawful permanent resident,”
so such feelings are widespread (Jasso, 2011, 1310).

Incentives to natural ize

In disciplines dominated by rational-actor models, such as law or economics, it is
common to assert that decisions to naturalize, like any other decision, reflect
rational actors’ evaluation of the costs and benefits to them of naturalization. If
US naturalization rates are low, it must (under these models) be the case that there
is little incentive to naturalize. Consider, for example, this observation by T.
Alexander Aleinikoff, one of the most distinguished US scholars of immigration law.

Table 1: Reasons given by non-naturalizers in response to the open question “Why haven’t you
naturalized/become US citizen?”

T= 30 (some respondents gave more than one answer)

9 Money: it costs too much; I have other economic priorities.
7 I feel Dominican (offered as a reason for not naturalizing)/ I do not want to reject

the Dominican Republic.
7 There may be benefits to doing so later, but not now. Examples: sponsoring

parents for immigration; public employment or benefits.
5 I don’t see any benefit in naturalizing.
5 I want to naturalize but never got around to it.
4 I just don’t want to.
3 Don’t know, no real reason, no time right now.
2 I don’t speak good enough English to pass the examination.
1 each:

I want to naturalize but don’t know how to start the process.
I want to naturalize but don’t have time to learn about the process.
I am not sure whether I will remain in the United States.
I do not want to deal with the immigration agencies again.
I do not want to risk deportation if past criminal convictions come to light.
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He is currently serving the United Nations as Deputy High Commissioner
for Refugees; a former dean of the Georgetown University Law Center,
his casebook on immigration law is widely used. Aleinikoff (2000) observed
not long ago that lawful permanent residents do not naturalize because there
are few benefits to doing so, their US-born children will be citizens anyway,
the language requirement and the need to renounce other allegiances. This
is an example of a kind of statement that will sound plausible to economists
or legal scholars, yet is entirely unsupported by data: there are no data
supporting any strong link between incentives to naturalize, and actual
naturalization.

In fact, the theory of incentives is the one theory that may safely be rejected
as a general explanation of naturalization. Canada gives immigrants far less
reason to naturalize. For example, most Canadian public benefit programs do not
distinguish on the basis of citizenship. Canadian immigrants nevertheless
naturalize at an 80 per cent higher rate than their US counterparts (Bloemraad,
2006).

US immigration law gives immigrants to the United States ample incentive to
naturalize, particularly in comparison with Canadian residents, though naturally
the salience of each particular incentive will vary among individuals. In the United
States, immigrants who naturalize can sponsor a greater range of family members
for visas;7qualify for some civil service employment and public benefits not open
to non-citizens; are protected against discrimination in favor of US citizens; may
travel to their homeland, or anywhere else, for more than 6 months without then
being treated as seeking admission; and cannot be removed, which is quite
significant in an era in which removal has exploded in numerical importance. “[I]t
is unsafe for a Dominican in the United States to live without the protection of a
citizenship status” (Torres-Saillant and Hernández, 1998, 155), yet hundreds of
thousands do just that.

We do not hypothesize that these incentives are irrelevant. Rather, we
hypothesize that they work in complicated ways, and that is why we interviewed
immigrants to learn how they assess the costs and benefits of naturalization. As
with demographic factors, such as how close or attractive is the Dominican
Republic, individuals will assess the “objective” facts differently, through the lens
of whether they do, or do not, feel committed to living in the United States. For
example, there are good psychological reasons to suppose that immigrants will
underestimate the risk both of involuntary removal and being found inadmissible,
and that it would be psychologically healthy for them to do so, though we do not
know whether this is the case.8

Economic incentives may influence the timing of decisions to naturalize. It is
certainly suggestive that the 2 peak years for applications to naturalize are 2008,
which the Department of Homeland Security attributes to an increase in fees that
took effect just after (Lee, 2011); and, as we have seen, 1997, often said to reflect
changes in costs and benefits.

7 Documentation of
these legal
generalizations
may be found in
the Appendix.

8 Only one of the
subjects in our
interviews
expressed fear of
removal as a
reason for his
failure to
naturalize. None
expressed fear that
future criminal
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Psychological- identity factors in natural izat ion

It is thus possible to explain most failure to naturalize as a combination of
demographic and political-administrative reasons with some slight role for
incentives as to timing. We are nevertheless intrigued by the possibility that there
are powerful psychological factors concerning “feeling American” that partly
explain decisions to naturalize and are not simply reducible to demographic,
political-administrative or rational factors, important though those may be.
Indeed, we believe that these ideal factors shape the way immigrants assess the
demographic factors (for example how close, or attractive, is the Dominican
Republic?), the costs and the benefits of naturalizing.

Certainly individuals in our interviews often explain naturalization decisions in
such affective terms. Olga gave the greatest weight to feelings of identification as
an explanation for her refusal to naturalize. Olga is 23, single, and a saleswoman
at a large furniture store. She immigrated at the age of 14 to join her mother and
has lived in the United States since. Her father and a half-brother live in the
Dominican Republic. She visits when she can afford to do so, every couple of
years. Although she has no plans to live anywhere but the United States, she
equally has no plans to become a citizen.

I know I can have dual citizenship, but I just don’t want to become a citizen.
I just don’t want to apply. I don’t want to do it. I don’t really have a real
reason why, but I can feel that I don’t want to do it. … I am Dominican.
Whenever I am asked, that is my response. I love where I come from, I love
the music, love the food, love the people, love everything about DR. I don’t
know if I will ever feel like that about the United States. What is there to
love? It is not the same as mi país.

While none of our other respondents was as negative, it is possible that similar
thinking lies behind such less articulate responses as “not ready for that” or
“doesn’t feel right.”

There are very few studies that examine both naturalization, and psychological
factors or identification. Jones-Correa (1998, 98–106) interviewed immigrants
from all over Latin America living in Queens. He develops the cultural
psychology of “sojourning,” living in the United States but strongly main-
taining a plan to return to Latin America. His subjects regarded naturaliza-
tion as betrayal or selling out of their country. They had heard the old
story that naturalization requires stepping or spitting on one’s country’s flag.
Gilbertson (2006) found Dominicans conflicted about the meaning of citizen-
ship, often feeling pressured and discriminated against. They associate
citizenship with economic independence and regard official restriction of
benefits to citizens as coercing their choices. One respondent was concerned
that his becoming a citizen would be misconstrued by others as a desire for
public benefits (101).

convictions might
make them
removable, or
expressed concern
about
inadmissibility.
We are unaware
of specific studies
on immigrants’
ability to estimate
the chance that
they will be
deported; we rely
generally on social
psychological
literature on risk
estimation.
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We interviewed Dominican-born residents of New York and New Jersey to see
if they would discuss their reasons for naturalizing, or, more commonly, not
naturalizing. In these interviews, we examined both the demographic factors that
others have investigated, but also questions of identification. We present results
below. There are several reasons for caution.

First, there are land mines buried under all the key words of this analysis. We
take no position on whether our interviewees are “assimilating” or whether there
is any broader utility to that concept-metaphor (Alba and Nee, 2003). We did ask
about English facility, home ownership, labor force participation and political
affiliations, but take no position on whether these are usefully approached as
indices of “assimilation.”We also asked in what ways they “feel Dominican” and
“feel American.” We are also aware that the common social science technique
(also employed on the Census) of asking people what term they use to refer to
themselves often has chaotic results in the Latino community, where many terms
are used (Kasinitz et al, 2008, 72).

Second, we recognize that decisions to naturalize may fall into that large class
of decisions as to which the individual making them has no privileged psycholo-
gical insight.

We are thinking of the classic article by Nisbett and Wilson (1977), one of the
most cited articles in the history of academic psychology. There are many
decisions, Nisbett and Wilson showed, as to which research subjects are
unaware of their actions, and others in which there is an extremely high
correlation between the decisionmaker’s account of why she made the
decision, and the accounts of observers as to why she made the decision –

so high that it is extremely unlikely that the accounts represent different
psychological processes. In other words, when asked why they enjoyed a party
(their example), people do not access memories available only to them. Rather,
they consult the same culturally acceptable stock of reasons “Why People Like
Parties” that you or I would, and give you one, just as if they were describing
someone else.

Decisions to naturalize may fall into this box. People make them, but without
privileged access to their own thought processes, and observers who knew
demographic facts about the subject might be as able to predict decisions to
naturalize as well as the immigrants themselves. There is no way to control for
this; it is a value to which we have to be sensitive.

Descr ipt ion of the Study and Excerpts from the Interviews

In order to learn more about individual decisions whether to naturalize, and
ultimately why Dominicans do so at such a comparatively low rate, we
interviewed Dominican-born residents of New York and New Jersey. In spring
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2009, the two junior authors conducted 34 relatively unstructured interviews
with adult Dominicans, four who have, and 30 who have not naturalized.
Interviews were conducted in Spanish and English depending on the preference
of the subject. These 34 subjects were not a randomly selected sample.
Authors drew on their ties to Alianza Dominicana in New York, and visited a
beauty salon in New Brunswick, NJ, an office building in the Bronx, and a
bodega-café in Newark. Subjects suggested other subjects in a snowball method.
Subjects were asked whether or not they had naturalized or planned to do
so, and why. We did not prompt them with specific theories but were interested
in how they describe their not naturalizing. We encouraged respondents to
speak in their own words, rather than offering them sentences with which to
agree or disagree. We gathered basic demographic data, such as city of origin
in the Dominican Republic, years in the United States, age and gender,
workforce and family data. As our sample was small, we did not expect to be
able to reach strong conclusions about, say, the influence of years in the United
States, but we were looking for patterns. As it turned out, we heard similar stories
across our demographic categories, so we do not break those down by
demographic data here. Of course, it is certainly possible that a study with a
larger sample might reveal more salience to these variables. We also asked about
ties to the Dominican Republic (trips, remittances), wondering whether these
represented bars to (or reasons for) naturalization, but everyone in our sample,
as other data on Dominicans suggest, had such ties. We concentrated on
Dominicans who had not naturalized – the majority – because, we believed,
the psychological aspects of remaining unnaturalized are so poorly understood. We
are consequently unable to make systematic comparisons between naturalizers and
non-naturalizers, though of course this comparison remains open for further study.

Although the sample was not scientifically selected, it did represent a broad
cross-section of the Dominican population. Of the 30 non-citizens, 13 were
women and 17 men. The youngest was a 21-year-old college student, the oldest a
62-year-old woman who rarely leaves her apartment. We interviewed the owners,
respectively, of a beauty salon, limousine service, dry cleaner and a bodega/café; a
drug counselor; schoolteacher; maintenance director of an office building;
baggage handler for Continental Airlines; painter; sanitation worker; manager
of a parking garage; gypsy cab driver; computer technician; furniture sales-
woman; warehouse worker; hotel bellhop; barber; and employees of the beauty
parlor. Twenty-one were married; nine were single. We also interviewed four
Dominican immigrants who had naturalized: three women (manager of a cellular
telephone store, administrative assistant and nurse), and one man (mechanic).
Our interviews all took place in New York and New Jersey, where we,
and a majority of Dominican residents of the United States, are. We do not know
of any reason that results would differ in other US locations, but of course we
cannot be sure. Table 1 lists responses to the general question why they had not
naturalized.
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Subjects’ motivation was complex, as individuals sometimes gave multiple
answers, with unclear relation to each other. Consider the problems of interpret-
ing one interview.

Wilbert first came to this country from the Dominican Republic in 2001 as a
fiancé. He and his wife married that summer and he is now a lawful permanent
resident. He works in the hotel industry as a cleaner, valet and bellhop, and is
attending school to train as a mechanic. Wilbert’s wife is a US citizen and he
knows that she wants him to apply for citizenship, but he feels that this is not the
time. Primarily, Wilbert’s economic situation is difficult right now and becoming
a citizen seems to be just another unnecessary expense. When asked if he would
naturalize if it were free, he responded:

I will apply in a few years, just not now. I think the process is too expensive
and too slow. Even if everything was free, I am still not ready. I am always
going to be Dominican. Es mi patria, mis sentimientos. This will never really
feel like it is my country. I know I want to live here and have my family here,
but it is not where I am from and it is not who I am. In the future, when I
have the money, I will apply.

This is a very complicated statement to interpret.
Wilbert, like many of the respondents, characteristically uses the language of

costs and benefits as a first response to being asked why he has not naturalized.
The most common initial response was some variant of: I just don’t see the
benefit; it costs too much.

The usual first response (“I don’t see the benefit since it costs so much”) must,
however, never be taken as the definitive analysis. It is, rather, the culturally
acceptable reason for not doing any particular thing. It represents, as Nisbett and
Wilson say, that culturally acceptable reason, and not necessarily a report on an
interior state. Digging a little deeper, the costs drop out of the picture. “Even if
everything was free, I am still not ready.”

How are we to interpret the rest of Wilbert’s answer? “[I]t is not where I am
from and it is not who I am.” Naturalizing is not just a decision people make
when the benefits are worth the costs. It is a statement about an identity that
Wilbert does not feel. And then how to interpret Wilbert’s conclusion (“In the
future, when I have the money, I will apply”)? An economist might say that this
confirms Wilbert’s initial “cost benefit” analysis, making the detour into his
feelings interesting, but not what is really driving Wilbert’s decision. When the
marginal value of money is not so acute and his time horizon is longer, he might be
saying, the benefits will be worth the cost. But we need not understand this statement
as a contradiction to the “identity” statements. Rather, talk of money may constitute
or enact national identity (cf Gilbertson, 2006, who found that Dominicans associate
being American with economic independence). WhenWilbert has attained economic
security, he will feel American enough to naturalize even though he will always also
feel Dominican. On this view, he is not ready, because he has not achieved the
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economic stability that goes, in Wilbert’s view, with feeling American. He is poor,
so he still feels more Dominican than American.

Most of our interviews, likeWilbert’s, combined talk of costs and benefits, with
talk about identity. First, subjects insisted that naturalization was expensive and
offered no immediate likely life improvement (expressed directly and forcefully).
Second, some anxiety over identity, is often indirectly expressed. We heard
versions of this combination from subjects of diverse backgrounds. Neither
gender nor social class seemed salient in this particular decision. This high uniformity
of response encouraged us to present our findings, despite the small size of our
sample. Anthropologists describe the moment when everyone in the village tells the
interviewer basically the same story. So it was for us. Our respondents were male and
female, young and middle-aged, working class and middle class. Yet, in different
ways, they told us first that they had not naturalized because it costs too much and
they do not see the benefit (or, in some cases, that they saw a future but not present
benefit), followed, on reflection, by admission that there are benefits, but that they do
not feel ready to naturalize. However, because of the difficult issues of interpretation
already discussed, we present some of the answers in full.

It is not difficult to find Dominicans who are very well-integrated into the
United States, middle-class, lawful permanent residents, but not citizens, just as
the statistics show.

Yajaira is a 21-year-old student attending Rutgers University in New Bruns-
wick, New Jersey. She was born in Moncion, Dominican Republic in 1988, and
first arrived in the United States in 1993 after her mother, who had previously come
to the United States to work, petitioned for her. Along with going to school full-time,
she also works in a hospital. She speaks both English and Spanish fluently and has
been educated in the public school system of the United States since the age of five.
Yet, even though she has not lived in the Dominican Republic since the age of five
and has only returned five times over the past 16 years, she has yet to begin the
naturalization process. Yajaira does not see the benefit in naturalizing:

I haven’t found it necessary. When I first entered college, I considered
applying, but I just couldn’t see the difference between the two. I felt my life
would not change whether I was a citizen or a permanent resident. I have
waited so long, what is a little more time going to really do to me?

When further probed about her desire to be American, Yajaira questioned
whether or not she would ever be able to call herself American:

What does it mean to be American? I don’t know. That’s a good question,
because I think when you live in the United States, you are constantly taught
that you are not from this country, but you are from the country where you
parents were born. To me being American, it is not something I have figured
out yet. I will always say that I am Dominican, maybe I will change and say
Dominican American, but always Dominican.
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Is Yajaira’s statement that she “couldn’t see the difference” the same as
Wilbert’s that naturalization was “too expensive”? Each makes the “rational
actor” statement about costs and benefits. Then each follows with a statement
about lacking the kind of identity that would compel them to naturalize. Yajaira
also has no clear concept of what it means to be American. Perhaps if something
made her feel “really American,” that by itself could be a reason to naturalize
despite the lack, as Yajaira sees it, of distinct differences between being a resident
or a citizen. As the conversation continued, Yajaira revealed that recently she has
thought about applying for citizenship because she is looking into a governmental
position that requires employees to be citizens. Yet even after expressing her
possible interest in the position, thus identifying a benefit to citizenship that
contradicted her earlier statement that she did not see any, there was no urgency
to becoming a citizen. So we think that Yajaira, the college student, like Wilbert,
the hotel employee and trainee mechanic, has a complex motivation that
combines consideration of costs and benefits with ambivalence about feeling
American. In both cases, it would be wrong to take the initial statement about
costs and benefits as definitive. In both, the later statement about feeling
American is complex.

Here are some further examples of how subjects combined analysis of costs and
benefits of naturalizing, with statements about identity. Jonell is a 30-year-old
married man originally from Santiago Rodriguez, Dominican Republic. Jonell
received his undergraduate degree from UTESA, an engineering college in
Santiago, before he first arrived in the United States. He is currently unemployed,
but has completed his application to enroll in New Jersey Institute of Technology
to pursue his master’s degree in engineering. Upon graduation from his university
in Santiago, Jonell obtained a J-1 visa (cultural exchange, commonly used for
guest workers) and came to the United States to complete an internship. During
his first few months, Jonell worked in tourism in the United States where he
continued to develop his English proficiency. Even though his original intention
was only to complete the internship and return home, it became obvious to him
that the United States would provide him with more opportunities:

I didn’t think that I was going to stay for a long time, but once I realized that
I could support my family more by working in the United States, I decided to
stay. My entire family was living in Santiago Rodriguez and what I earned
in a month could support my own rent and living expenses, and still have
enough to send to my family for their needs.

After his visa expired, Jonell stayed without authorization in the United States
for years. Through marriage with a United States citizen, Jonell has earned his
permanent residency and seems content with that status:

When I think about what it means to be American, it is a place of new
opportunities. You are not able to work in a decent job if you are not a
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resident, but now that I am a resident, many more opportunities exist.
I guess there are some procedures that would be easier if I am a citizen, but
financially, it just doesn’t seem worth it to have to pay so much to become a
citizen. My life would be almost the same. The only difference is that
I would be able to bring my mother over here, but I have time.

Roxanne and Raquel are both 28-year-old mothers who are originally from
Santiago Rodriguez, Dominican Republic. Each woman came to the United States
because one of her parents petitioned for her when she was quite young; however,
neither woman has even thought about applying for citizenship. They return to
the island every few years to visit family and friends, but do not send any
remittances. Both women have a decent command of the English language and
did not express any concern about the language portion of the exam. Their shared
concern relates to the cost of the process. Roxanne:

Money is the only thing stopping me from becoming a citizen. I have to
support my children and there is just not enough money for me to go
through the whole process. I mean, I want to live the rest of my life in the
United States because there are more opportunities, but I don’t think I need
to be a citizen right now. Maybe in the future, when I am older and there are
more benefits that I could receive, but right now, I don’t see why it is
necessary.

The issue of money also became the focus of Jessica and Lenny’s reasoning why
the married couple has yet to apply for citizenship. Both individuals, also from
Santiago Rodriguez, arrived in the United States after being petitioned by a parent
who had previously immigrated to the United States for work. The couple has been
married for over 5 years, has two children, and both are employed, Jessica as a drug
counselor, and Lenny as a baggage handler at Continental Airlines. At 34, the couple
expresses no interest in applying for citizenship as the process is too expensive:

I am not interested; there are really no benefits that are different from being
a resident. For example, we both can still work either way, we can raise our
family, we both have bank accounts, we both can own our house. What is
the grand benefit to be a citizen? I don’t see it. It just costs too much for
something that is not going to do anything for our situation.
Maritza andWendy are the co-owners of the salon in New Brunswick and have

lived in the community for over 15 years. Both sisters are in their early forties,
married with children, and own a well-known salon. Financially, they are doing
well and can communicate in English when necessary; however, neither woman
desires to become a citizen. Maritza:

Right now, what would change in my life if I was a citizen, nothing. Maybe
in the future, when I no longer work here, I might consider applying for
citizenship so I can receive my benefits, but not now.
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Both women discussed retiring to the Dominican Republic in the future and
both women return there every year.

When Erwin was 7, his mother became a permanent resident and petitioned for
him to come to the United States. Erwin, who is 33, currently works as a
computer technician and has yet to apply for citizenship. He returns to the
Dominican Republic every 2 years, but rarely sends remittances to the Dominican
Republic as most of his family resides in the United States. As he was educated in
the United States, he is fluent in English and is not concerned about the citizenship
process itself. Erwin feels that the costs of the process far exceed the benefits:

I consider myself Dominican and American. I have a Dominican passport
and a residency card from this country. I can travel, work and have freedom
to be in both countries. I do consider myself more American, since I would
be lost if I returned to Dominican Republic to live, but I am not sure I want
to change. Sometimes, I wish I had completed the process earlier, because
now there is always something more important.

Particularly difficult to interpret is the occasional response, like Erwin’s, that the
subject wants (or “sometimes” wants) to naturalize but has never got around to it.

Both Antonio and Ivan are brothers from Santo Domingo, Dominican
Republic. They both work for the sanitation department and live in Newark,
New Jersey. Both men are in their thirties, single and financially stable. They
return to Santo Domingo every 2 years and send remittances to their family
monthly. Neither brother struggles with the English language and both are
actively involved with the Dominican population in Newark, yet still neither
brother has attempted to naturalize (unlike the politically active subjects in
Portes, et al, 2008). Both agree that they should, but just feel it is not that
important. Antonio:

I know that I should so that I could vote, but I just don’t see why I have to.
I have never felt that certain opportunities have been denied since I am only
a permanent resident. I hear about people applying to be a citizen and the
whole process just seems so long, for what? What really changes in your
life? I know many people who are citizens, and they are living the same life
as I am. Maybe one day I will finally get around to doing it, but I just don’t
think of it as something I have to do now.
Marie, a second-grade teacher in Newark, came to the United States in 1993

after her mother petitioned for her. She graduated college, attended a top private
university, works as a professional in the community, yet has no desire to
naturalize. As a single mother, Marie feels that the process is too expensive and
requires too much time. Along with these concerns, she also feels that there is a
certain pride that causes her to maintain her Dominican citizenship.

I know that if I become a citizen, I will still be Dominican, but I still feel it
would be wrong to become American. I am Dominican and will always be
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Dominican. I feel more comfortable living in the United States, but that does
not change who I am.

Several responses were given by only one or two respondents, but none seemed
idiosyncratic, and we suspect that all would be well represented in a larger
sample. Candida is 62 and rarely leaves her apartment. She says she would like to
naturalize but has no idea how to begin the process. Elvis is 46 and owns a dry
cleaner. He is married and has three US citizen children. He also would like to
naturalize but does not have time to learn about the process. We assume that
these individuals would be more likely to naturalize if the United States followed
Canada, made naturalization official policy and hired “citizenship judges” to
appear at public festivals and events to provide information about naturalization,
though we cannot run this experiment.

For one respondent, his failure to naturalize resulted from fear of deportation.
Nelson is a 32-year-old male who was convicted of two misdemeanors (attempted
burglary and domestic violence) on separate occasions. Nelson speaks English and
lives in the Bronx with his sick mother. Nelson wants to naturalize but fears that his
misdemeanors would surface and could be considered aggravated felonies that might
subject him to removal. “If I get picked up again, it’s over. I can’t go back to the D.R.
I have nothing there. I have not been in the D.R. for more than 15 years. This is a
huge price to pay for such a small crime, I didn’t kill anybody. I’m getting treated as
bad as a murderer. How will they deport me to a country that I barely know?”

Interviews with a small group of Dominicans who have naturalized, by
contrast, often stressed ideal and political factors, though none mentioned
being able to vote.9 Ana is a single mother who naturalized because her three
sons were born in the United States. Ana works as a store manager for one of the
large cellular telephone companies, speaks English fluently and lives in Washing-
ton Heights with her three teenaged sons. Although Ana, 41 years old, has been
living in the United States for 21 years, she naturalized in 2005 because
of the rising anti-immigrant sentiments. She believes that, in the attitudes of
most Americans, Legal Permanent Resident status is equivalent to being an
undocumented immigrant. “Americans don’t distinguish whether you’re a legal
immigrant or an illegal, you’re just an immigrant. I’m just as much as an
American as anybody else. My sons are from here, I work here and consume
here like everyone else. Just because I’m a citizen does not mean I’m not
Dominican, why can’t I be both?”

How Might Natural ization of Dominicans Be Encouraged – Or
Rethought?

Although conclusions of any kind are premature, given our small sample, we
hope that we have drawn attention to a serious, but little-discussed problem: low

9 Other studies
have found voting
to be more salient.
The National
Latino
Immigrants
Survey in 1989
found desire to
vote to be the
most commonly
given reason for
the decision to
naturalize, and
political
participation is
generally
associated with
naturalization
(Pantoja and
Gershon, 2006).
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naturalization rates among foreign-born residents, particularly low in particular
communities. The American concept of citizenship is not working well for most
immigrants, particularly Latin Americans, most of whom reject it. Any immigrant
community is necessarily disadvantaged when its members cannot vote (meaning
fewer public resources for the community), are restricted in their transnational
mobility, and live at risk of discrimination and deportation. It borders on
hypocrisy for Congress to pretend that naturalization is normative, for example
by protecting against discrimination, or extending benefits to, only those who
attempt to naturalize as soon as they are able, yet do so little, in international
comparison, to make naturalization available.

However, there are many different reasons why Dominicans do not naturalize.
Each of the recognized theories receives support in our interviews. If the United
States were to follow Canada and attempt to increase naturalization rates, as we
believe it should, it would have to proceed on several fronts.

Demographic factors: In theory, of course, the United States could increase
naturalization rates by increasing admissions from countries with high naturali-
zation rates (immigrants from Asian countries) and reduce admissions from
Latin America. Of course we reject this “proposal” (that no one has proposed).
Instead, we have tried to investigate the deeper meaning behind these differences
by nation of origin. The common assertion that “Latin Americans don’t
naturalize because they think they may not stay” makes little sense to us, given
the lives of our respondents. Most Dominican immigrants in our sample, or in the
United States generally, are not sojourners and do not expect to return
permanently to the Dominican Republic. Moreover, those who are sojourners
may have additional reasons for naturalizing, such as the grandmothers
who want to visit their grandchildren, or the gypsy cab driver who must carefully
time his stays. In other words, we suggest that differences in naturalization
rates by country of origin are much more likely to reflect differences in
experience in the United States, and in attitude, than any deep cultural tradition.
We did not find other demographic factors to be salient in our small sample.
College graduates and those with less formal education gave similar reasons for
not naturalizing. It is possible that in a larger sample, differences by status or
gender would appear.

However, the other three general classes of reasons why immigrants do not
naturalize all suggest possible reforms:

Political administrative: The sheer expense of naturalization was the most
frequently given reason for not doing so. At least one respondent is reluctant to
naturalize because of an intrusive interview when getting her lawful permanent
residence status. Others did not know how to begin the naturalization process.
A pro-active, friendly naturalization process, modeled on Canada’s, could over-
come these barriers.

Incentives: It is quite wrong to suggest that the United States gives no
incentive to naturalize. Certainly the incentives are stronger than in Canada.
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Citizens may come and go as they please, are eligible for a broader range
of public employment and public benefits, may sponsor more relatives for
immigration, are protected against discrimination, may vote, and may not be
deported. However, many individuals find this particular set of benefits of
citizenship not particularly salient.

Identity: As in Gilbertson (2006), Dominicans are conflicted about the meaning
of citizenship. Some associate it with economic independence and do not “feel
ready” if they are struggling economically. Others associate it with a repudiation
of their homeland and do not want to take this step.

In short, a concerted public policy to encourage naturalization would, at a
minimum, have to lower costs; make processes more user-friendly, such as
adopting Canadian practices such as an affirmative preference for naturalization,
outreach campaigns and recruitment of immigration personnel who favor
immigration and do not abuse applicants for permanent residence; and possibly
remove vestiges, such as the oath, of former attitudes, which equated naturaliza-
tion with renunciation of other national affiliations (although none of our
respondents referred to the oath). It is possible that reforms of this type might
suffice to reduce perception of the naturalization process as one that demands
rejection of a deeply held identity. Such reforms would surely increase naturaliza-
tion, though we cannot say how much.

However, there is a deeper problem with the very concept of citizenship that
might call for a deeper rethinking. The current era of globalization and
transnational ties raises deeper questions about why citizenship should endure
as an institution (Kostakopoulou, 2003). In other words, the problem of
naturalization is really a problem in the concept of citizenship.

US immigration law retains a naïve view of citizenship, embedded in the
sociological concepts of an earlier era, in which immigrants quickly assimilated,
ergo naturalized. This way of thinking is certainly not dead (see discussion in
Motomura, 2006). The reality may always have been more complex; that is,
today’s immigrants may not be so different from earlier generations, in “transna-
tionalism” or other respects; commitment to America has often coexisted with
significant transnational ties (Foner, 2005).

Much about the legal and social concept of citizenship will have to be
rethought for today’s immigrants whose lives may involve significant transna-
tional ties (see, for example, Smith and Bakker, 2008). “[N]either popular nor
academic thought in this country [US] has come to terms with the difference
between being a land of immigrants and being one node in a postnational
network of diasporas” (Appadurai, 1996, 171). Dominicans are not the only
migrants to the United States who maintain extensive ties to their country of origin
or plan, in significant numbers, to return. Their psychology may not be so far from
nomads working in high technology (Aneesh, 2006; Saxenian, 2006). In other
words, it is possible that we have not studied an anomalous group of outliers
distinguished by exceptionally low rates of naturalization. We may have studied an
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early emergence of an increasing problem, the redefinition of citizenship to meet the
needs of people who are genuinely part of more than one country.

While dual nationality is part of this rethinking, it is only part. Our
respondents’ anxieties of identity cannot all be interpreted as if they were seeking
dual Dominican-US citizenship that would thereafter solve all their problems. It is
not easy to say what else they are seeking besides cheaper availability of dual
nationality, but we think it is our job to listen to what they are saying, and
imagine a very different law of citizenship and nationality. There should be some
way of extending political rights, and freedom from discrimination and deporta-
tion, to long-term residents of the United States, without requiring them to
undergo what they experience as wrenching assaults on their identity.
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Appendix

Legal advantages to US cit izenship status

This appendix documents the legal generalizations mentioned in note 7.
As compared with lawful permanent residents, US citizens have at least the
following five legal privileges:

They may sponsor more relatives for immigration. Non-citizens who are
permanent resident aliens may sponsor only spouses or children admitted with
them, INA Sec.203(d), 8 USC Sec 1153(d), and after-acquired spouses and
unmarried sons or daughters, 203(a)(2), 8 USC Sec 1153(a)(2), and only as
permitted by global and country quotas. They have no access to the favored
“immediate relative” category, which permits admission without regard to
quotas, 201(b)(2)(A)(i), 8 USC Sec 1151(b)(2)(A)(i), and have no ability at all to
sponsor parents or siblings. Several of our respondents were well aware of this,
mentioning getting a visa for their mothers as a reason to naturalize.

They have access to a greater range of public employment and benefits. The
federal civil service is limited to US citizens and nationals, Exec. Order No 11935.
States may bar non-citizens from teaching, Ambach v. Norwick, 441 US 68
(1979), or law enforcement, Cabell v. Chavez-Salido, 454 US 432 (1982), though
the states where most Dominicans live have not done so. Lawful permanent
residents who do not naturalize within 7 years are cut off from federal
supplemental Social Security and state payments to the aged, blind and disabled,
Khrapunskiy v. Doar, 909 N.E.2d 70 (NY 2009).
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They have greater access to private employment, because, in general, employers
are often permitted to discriminate in favor of US citizens. Most public and
private employers are prohibited from discriminating in favor of citizens against
lawful permanent residents, but this protection extends only to lawful permanent
residents who apply for naturalization within 6 months of the date when they first
become eligible to do so. INA Sec. 274B(a), 8 USC Sec. 1324b(a). Most of our
respondents – like most Dominicans in the United States, permanent residents
who have not naturalized – are thus not protected and may lose job opportunities
to citizens. Several respondents believed that such lawful discrimination occurs –
several mentioned jobs to which unions control access – but we have been unable
to locate reliable data.

They may come and go as they please. A lawful permanent resident who has
been absent from the United States for over 180 days is treated on return as if he
or she were seeking “admission” to the United States, subject to any of the many
bars on admissibility. INA Sec 101(a)(13)(C)(ii), 8 USC Sec 1101(a)(13)(C)(ii).

They may not be deported. See generally Kanstroom (2007). Over 400,000
non-citizens were deported from the United States in 2012, a record high (www
.ice.gov/removal-statistics/). In a typical year, over a million additional non-
citizens are permitted to depart “voluntarily” in lieu of formal removal. As
recently as 1986, there were only 2000 deportations annually. Over 3000
Dominican residents of the New York City area are involuntarily deported
annually (Brotherton, 2008, 161).
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