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Immigration and Democracy

In scholarly and popular discussions about the state of modern democracy, one issue that looms particularly large concerns the conditions of productive political debate or, in other words, the conditions necessary for citizens to reach agreement on the pressing moral and political controversies of the day. This concern with how to best achieve political consensus or, at least, compromise is grounded in a basic sociological fact of life in modern, complex societies: citizens possess a stunningly wide range of values, many of which conflict with one another. In the face of such value pluralism, how to deliberate in a productive manner becomes a pressing matter. Urgency is further added to the issue by the widespread perception that value pluralism and the disagreement it engenders make it increasingly difficult to maintain a civic culture and a vibrant public realm supportive or more or less rational, democratic debate. As the authors of a recent study on moral disagreement noted, 

The sound of moral argument in American democracy may be familiar, but the very familiarity has bred neglect, if not contempt. In the practice of our democratic politics, communicating by sound bite, competing by character assassination, and resolving political conflicts through self-seeking bargaining too often substitute for deliberation on the merits of controversial issues.
 

Noting this concern with the conditions of democratic debate helps to place immigration and its effect on the political discourse about democracy into context and to specify what particular issues immigration raises for democratic politics. Like value pluralism, the increased movement of people across national borders is also a fact of life, not only in such traditional immigration countries like the United States and Canada, but also in the countries of Western Europe, all much more recent additions to the list of immigrant destinations. Yet unlike cultural pluralism, the growth in international migration challenges us to consider not so much the conditions as the pre-conditions of democratic debate. Unlike travel, whose terminus is sojourn, immigration’s endpoint is more often than not settlement. Moreover, although non-citizens upon arrival, immigrants will potentially shift their political horizons, re-orient their political loyalties to their new home, and, as a result, join the political community as naturalized citizens. This is to say that much of the political force of immigration derives from its potential to alter the basic composition of the political community. In countries of immigration, citizens can no longer assume that the parameters of the political community are set before debate begins. Instead, they must self-consciously reflect on the community’s composition. Immigration, in other words, forces the citizenry to take a step back from the practice of democratic politics itself and ask the more fundamental question of inclusion, which, paraphrasing Robert Dahl, is, who has a legitimate claim to be included as a member of the political community?
 Related to the question of inclusion is the question of incorporation, namely, if citizens decide that immigrants have a legitimate claim to be members, how should their transition from being political outsiders to citizenship be structured? In the contemporary debates about immigration, the answers to these questions are most often framed in terms of citizenship and naturalization. 


On the one hand, citizenship is a juridical status of legal personhood that carriers with it a set of specific rights. Individuals acquire this status at birth and/or through naturalization. Consequently, much of the debate about immigration and the ethics of citizenship has focused on the relative merits of attributing citizenship based on the territorial or descent principle and on the task of specifying normatively acceptable conditions of naturalization. But citizenship is more than a formal legal status. It also implies participation in the process of deliberation in the public realm about issues of common concern. Such participation is governed not only by legal relationships, but is also regulated by a system of social and cultural norms prescribing certain types of political behavior and by a catalogue of public virtues. In this dimension of citizenship we face different ethical questions. Here one of the key questions is, what types of attitudes, values, and modes of behavior can citizens legitimately demand of political newcomers as a condition of their recognition as equal participants in public debate? 


One of the dominant approaches to this question defines the successful political incorporation of immigrants as a function of their coming to share in a set of common beliefs, values, and norms that defines the national identity. Insofar as immigrants demonstrate their allegiance to this set of values, they should be acknowledged as political actors worthy of recognition and inclusion in the public realm. Thick and thin versions of this approach exist. In the thick version, immigrants are expected to abandon the cultural and ethnic traditions of their homeland and adopt the ethnic identity of their new homes. Immigrants need to become habituated to the “way life, the practices, and customs of the local culture.”
 (Habermas) In the American context, Michael Lind has defined such thick integration as indexed by the command of American English and the adoption of American ‘folkways’ including 

particular ways of acting and dressing; conventions of masculinity and femininity; ways of celebrating major events like births, marriages, and funerals; particular kinds of sports and recreations; and conceptions of the proper boundaries between the secular and religious spheres. And there is also a body of material ranging from historical events that everyone is expected to know about to widely shared but ephemeral knowledge of sports and cinema and music – that might be called common knowledge.
 

By contrast, the thin version, in an effort to avoid the potentially oppressive and illiberal demands placed upon immigrants by thick incorporation, only calls upon immigrants to assent to the political principles and values of the national community as institutionalized in the constitution and the national political culture. These principles and values constitute the legitimate core of a liberal nation-state’s identity; in asking immigrants to assent to them, the thin version seeks to preserve social cohesion and the foundation of cultural disposition upon which liberal democracy depends, while avoiding the injustice of demanding ethno-cultural conformity of the political community’s newest members. Immigrants need only be constitutional patriots, not ethno-cultural patriots. While offering a more generous and potentially flexible model of incorporation, proponents of the second version still face a number of vexing question, including how the allegiance of immigrants to the nation’s political culture is to be determined and who will possess the authority to determine such allegiance. 

The Ethics of Recognition 


I would like to offer an alternative to this ‘ethics of allegiance’, an alternative I will call the ‘ethics of recognition.’ This alternative builds upon legal scholar Ruth Rubio Marin’s recent work on naturalization and citizenship.
 Rubio-Marin offers an alternative to the normal practice of naturalization in which principles of national self-determination guide the inclusion of new citizens. Instead, she defends a practice of automatic incorporation of permanent resident aliens and undocumented immigrants, in which these individuals would automatically receive citizenship after a set period of residence. Marin justifies the practice of automatic inclusion with reference to the principle that people have a moral right to be citizens of any society in which they are members. Permanent resident aliens and undocumented immigrants should be considered members, so Marin, based on the fact that they are, on the one hand, subject to the host society’s laws and because, on the other, their life plans are deeply intertwined with society’s social and cultural institutions. Insofar as both conditions apply, immigrants are much like citizens and should be automatically included as such. 


 What interests me about this position is that it rests, in part, on a presumption of membership. After a specific time, individuals are presumed to be members regardless of whether they declare themselves to be so by, for example, initiating the naturalization process. This presumption can be defended, although, given the time constraints, I won’t do so here. Instead I want to address a more directly ethical question: can we translate the ideal of automatic incorporation and the presumption of membership upon which it rests from the realm of naturalization and citizenship policy into the realm of public politics? I think this is possible and, furthermore, that such a move yields an ideal not of automatic incorporation, but of automatic public recognition. 


What would such a norm look like? A norm of automatic recognition would call upon citizens to recognize automatically immigrants  as worthy of inclusion and participation in public debate. Such a norm would rest on a presumption of legitimacy insofar as citizens would presume that immigrants were legitimate actors who should be recognized as such. How would such a norm affect the moral deliberations of citizens? Most importantly, it would significantly lessen the weight citizens would place on the assimilation of immigrants into the national culture as a marker of political membership and legitimacy. When confronted with immigrants seeking to make claims in the public sphere, citizens would not ask whether this group had internalized the values of the civic or national culture before recognizing them as fellow participants in the process of decision making. Instead, recognizing them as legitimate participants, citizens would ideally ask how their access to public debate could be facilitated and their concerns given a fair hearing. In adopting such a norm, citizens would give priority, in other words, to the principle of fair and equal participation over that of cultural allegiance, whether of the thick or thin variety.


How can such a norm be justified? Here, by way of conclusion, I would like to mention two ways. First, the norm can be justified with reference to the inability of the ethics of allegiance to escape the possibility of a coercive incorporation process and, secondly, with reference to the role played by a readily accessible public realm in supporting democratic politics. 

In 1995, Congresswomen Barbara Jordon, then chair of the U.S. Commission on Immigration Reform, advocated a renewed program of Americanization to facilitate the integration of immigrants into US society, famously arguing that it was time for Americans to repossess the concept from those racists and xenophobes of the 1920s who had tarnished the concept’s reputation.
 Although specifically concerned with U.S. case, Jordon’s advocacy of a non-xenophobic process of Americanization expresses a goal of the ethics of allegiance in general, namely, that of constructing a non-coercive and just process of immigrant incorporation based on allegiance to constitutional principles. In such a process, the allegiance to such principles would provide a non-arbitrary measure of non-citizens’ political integration and, moreover, specify the duties and obligations citizens and immigrants would owe one another. Unlike markers of ethno-cultural belonging which are difficult to define with any precision and are often open to dispute and thus not of much use as a neutral measure of incorporation, constitutional political principles are specifically part of the public domain. Articulated in a country’s central political texts, they are accessible and knowable to all, citizen and immigrant alike. In order to understand the meaning of these principles and put them in practice, immigrants need not adopt a particular ethnic identity or practice particular cultural habits. In this sense, asking immigrants to assent to these principles would be non-arbitrary. As a measure, allegiance to political principles also gives citizens and immigrants a clearer understanding of their mutual obligations. Those immigrants who demonstrated their allegiance could legitimately expect to be treated as political equals, while citizens to whom they owed recognition as fellow members of the polity. 

That, at least, is the idea. But how feasible is such a normative model of incorporation? The very nature of democratic politics suggests a certain degree of skepticism here. Even if we assume with the constitutional patriots that in most liberal democracies there is a widely shared belief in the value of the society’s central political principles, we also have to note that in most liberal democracies there is also deep disagreement with regard to the interpretation of these principles, both on their own and in relation to one another.  It is also often difficult to reach a consensus regarding the nature of allegiance and how it might be demonstrated. This is normal, of course, and most people would consider such disagreement the sign of a healthy democracy. But it also suggests two basic difficulties in employing such principles and allegiance to them as a measure of political membership. 

The first such difficulty arises with regard to constructing a meaningful indicator of political incorporation and by extension political legitimacy. By meaningful indicator, I mean a measure that is substantive enough to allow citizens to determine the loyalty of immigrants with reasonable certainty and to give immigrants a clear idea of what is expected of them, but flexible enough to allow for a diversity of viewpoints and freedom of thought and thus avoid the harm of oppressive conformity. Yet if citizens cannot agree on how to best interpret their foundational political principles, it is unlikely that they will readily arrive at a consensus regarding how to define a standard of incorporation based on these same contested principles and values. Instead, it is more likely that any definition of political membership would have to be vague enough to satisfy a number of contending positions. Yet a vague and imprecise definition of membership is exactly what the proponents of the ethics of allegiance want to avoid in the first place, because such a definition would be of little use in drawing a practical distinction between those immigrants who should be acknowledged as fellow participants in democratic deliberation and those who can legitimately be ignored. We do not seem to have an adequate answer yet to the questions of inclusion and incorporation. 

The second difficulty concerns the ethic of allegiance’s goal of creating a non-arbitrary, non-coercive standard of incorporation. Lacking a consensus on how to interpret a nation’s political principles and define allegiance, it is hard to ground a model of incorporation based on such principles that is itself not open to interpretation. There is thus no guarantee that the demands placed on immigrants would not simply reflect the interpretation of some dominant group who may or may not be predisposed to instituting a fair process of incorporation. In other words, the process of incorporation would remain haunted by the problem of arbitrariness and the threat of a coercive process of assimilation.


The ethics of recognition attempts to avoid this particular difficulty not by offering a more refined measure of political incorporation, but by dispensing with the standard based on allegiance to political principles as a condition of inclusion into the public realm altogether. Instead, this position advocates acknowledging immigrants as worthy of automatic inclusion into public debate as equal participants. The ethics of recognition does not mandate obligatory solidarity with immigrants or the positive valuation of their claims. Instead it mandates that, as a matter of course, citizens extend to immigrants the same basic political recognition they bestow to each other. In advocating such a practice, the ethics of recognition attempts to relieve immigrants of the burden of demonstrating their allegiance and to shield them from the suspicion of disloyalty. The intuition here is that political solidarity – one of the goals of the ethics of allegiance and a guarantor of social cohesion – is as much a product of political participation as it is a product of official inculcation. Thus, the norm of automatic incorporation attempts to facilitate the integration of immigrants into public debate where they can have the opportunity to forge bonds of solidarity with other participants. 


Besides its justification as a means of avoiding a coercive standard of allegiance, the ethics of recognition can also be justified with reference to the democratic function of the public sphere. One of the public sphere’s significant contributions to democratic politics is to serve as an arena for the discovery and thematization of social problems. In modern societies there is no shortage of information, but the supply of facts, perspectives, rumors does not necessarily translate into heightened political consciousness and an awareness of pressing issues of common concern. The public realm offers a site where citizens can mobilize in an effort to focus the attention of their fellow citizens on a set of concerns that has previously been neglected but is nonetheless in need of action. The public sphere is simultaneously more than just an informational clearinghouse for social ills. Citizens mobilize in the public sphere with the expectation that something should and will be down about the issue they are thematizing; they mobilize, in other words, with the expectation of influencing the process of democratic decision making. They expect that politicians will take up the issue as part of the formal legislative and policy process. 


Maintaining an effective public realm, that is, one that functions to generate publicity about important issues and to motivate decision makers to do something about them, is contingent, in large part, on a widely accessible public realm and political communication marked by the civil, but otherwise unregulated, exchange of ideas. In conducting political debate under such conditions, citizens, because they can draw on a diverse array of viewpoints and have the freedom to participate themselves, are better placed to discover the precise nature of the problems they wish to address and, moreover, to determine whether they can agree on an appropriate course of action to address them. 


Again, the ethics of recognition seeks to support this democratic function of the public sphere by lowering the barriers to participation for immigrants. Recognized as legitimate public actors from the start, immigrants would have the communicative freedom to offer their perspectives on the issue at hand without having to reassure their fellow participants of their allegiance to society’s central political values and beliefs. Public debate could then proceed to address the issues at hand, instead of being sidetracked by the quest to define the loyalty and political dispositions of various participants. Here the ethics of recognition is grounded in the intuition that immigrants have insights into their host society’s political issues whose value is independent of their citizenship status. As such, they deserve to be treated in the same way as the opinions of citizens. 
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