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Abstract This paper examines the politics of noncitizen voting in the United States.
It is not widely known that noncitizens currently vote in local elections in Maryland
and in Chicago; nor that over the past decade campaigns to expand the franchise to
noncitizens have been launched in at least a dozen other jurisdictions from coast to coast.
These practices have their roots in another little known fact: for most of the country’s
history—from the founding until the 1920s—noncitizens voted in 22 states and federal
territories in local, state and even federal elections, and also held public office such as
alderman, coroner, and school board member. This paper presents arguments for (and
against) noncitizen voting rights, and examines contemporary political organizations
and actors who fought for and won (or lost) campaigns to reinstate noncitizen voting.
The paper explores the politics of recent campaigns that successfully reestablished
noncitizen voting, that are currently underway, and other campaigns that failed. The
paper argues that an expansion of immigrant voting rights could boost possibilities for
working-class electoral coalitions and progressive politics.

The cornerstone of democracy is the right of voters to elect the decision-making
bodies of political assemblies at regular intervals. If the right to vote is to be truly
universal, it must be granted to all residents of the territory con-
cerned … Universality, in the original sense of the word, would imply that all
residents, irrespective of nationality, are included in the electorate. (The European
Commission to the European Parliament, October 1986 Report)

The global push to confer local voting rights on all municipal inhabitants under-
scores the significance of similar efforts in the United States. As the world grows
closer in terms of population mobility, capital investment, labor markets, cultural
production, and high technology, it is imperative that we create political norms to
make these processes of integration consistent with democratic values. The
possibilities for exploiting displaced persons are too great if we make capital and
labor mobile but political rights immobile. We cannot treat the world as a global
economic village but define it as a collection of remote islands for the purposes of
political participation. Eventually we may define a human right to democratic
participation. (Jamin Raskin, 1993)

Introduction

The acquisition of political rights—including voting rights—has been a vital tool
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for every disempowered group in America’s history to achieve economic, social
and civil rights and equality.1 Because legislative bodies confer rights and make
public policy, it is critical to possess the capacity to influence and/or select
representatives. Legal barriers to political participation, however, have histori-
cally hampered the attainment of such rights by distinct classes of citizens,
including African Americans, women, and youth.

Previously excluded groups have gained access to the franchise principally
through political struggle. They fought their way into the polity through
political agitation, sometimes with the support of factions within political parties
or via third parties, or through social movements and independent organiza-
tions, or by using the courts as a tool. Ultimately they needed the support of
other sectors in society to win political rights. The agitation of the property-less
encouraged sectors of the propertied to extend the franchise; the abolitionist
movement and civil rights movements led whites to enfranchise blacks; the
suffragettes compelled men to include women among the voting citizenry; and
younger adults, who participated in the social movements of the 1960s and
1970s, were also granted voting rights by older adults.

Why not for immigrants too?
Although noncitizen immigrants behave in much the same ways as citizens,

they possess fewer rights and benefits.2 Immigrants are subject to all laws and
pay taxes, work in and/or own businesses, send their children to schools, can be
drafted and serve in the military, and participate in all aspects of daily social life.
Yet, noncitizen immigrants are excluded from selecting representatives at every
level of governance who fashion public policy that affects them on a daily basis.
These issues cut to the heart of citizenship and democratic participation.

Drawing upon the work of other scholars and immigrants rights advocates,
this paper examines campaigns to reinstate noncitizen voting rights.3 Given

1 Chilton Williamson, American Suffrage from Property to Democracy, 1760–1860 (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1960).

2 The terms “immigrants,” “foreign-born,” and “aliens” refer to the same persons and
are used interchangeably in this paper. There are, however, several distinct categories of
immigrants, the main distinction being “legal” versus “illegal” or undocumented immi-
grants. Legal permanent residents are those who obtain immigrant visas or “green cards”
because they are either: (1) related to a US citizen or permanent resident; (2) because they
posses a needed or desirable job skill or ability; or (3) are spouses or children of green
card holders. Other categories of legal immigrants include asylees, refugees, and
“nonimmigrant” foreigners (such as students, tourists, diplomats, and temporary work-
ers).

3 Scholars that have explored this terrain include Jamin Raskin, “Legal Aliens, Local
Citizens: The Historical, Constitutional, and Theoretical Meanings of Alien Suffrage,”
University of Pennsylvania Law Review 141 (1993); Gerald Rosberg, “Aliens and Equal
Protection: Why Not the Right to Vote?” Michigan Law Review 75 (1977), pp. 1092–1136);
Wendy Aviva Shimmelman, “Local Voting Rights for Non-U.S. Citizen Immigrants in
New York City,” unpublished monograph (New York: The Center for Immigrants Rights,
1992); Jennifer Gordon, “Let Them Vote,” in Owen M. Fiss, Joshua Cohen, Joel Rogers
and Edwidge Danticat (eds), A Community of Equals: The Constitutional Protection of New
Americans (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999); Virginia Harper-Ho, “Noncitizen Voting Rights:
The History, the Law and Current Prospects for Change,” Law and Inequality Journal 18
(2000); Elise Brozovich, “Prospects for Democratic Change: Non-Citizen Suffrage in
America,” Hamline Journal of Public Law & Policy 23 (2002), pp. 403–453; Alexander T.
Aleinikoff and Douglas Klusmeyer, Citizenship Policies for an Age of Migration (Washing-
ton, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 2002). In addition, advocates in
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significant anti-immigrant sentiment in the US, particularly after September 11th
and the war in Iraq, the notion of allowing noncitizens to vote might appear
outlandish at first blush. But upon reflection, however, a compelling case can be
made for noncitizen voting.

1. It’s legal. The Constitution does not preclude it and the courts have upheld
voting by noncitizens. In fact, noncitizens enjoyed voting rights for most of
our country’s history—from the founding until the 1920s—in much of the
country. Twenty-two states and federal territories permitted noncitizen vot-
ing in local, state and even federal elections and noncitizens have held public
offices.

2. It’s rational. There are good reasons for the enfranchisement of immigrants—
both moral and practical—including notions of equal rights and treatment (as
articulated in the American Revolution, the abolitionist movement, the suf-
frage movement, and the civil rights tradition).

3. It’s feasible. Noncitizen voting is making a comeback. Immigrant voting
rights have been restored in several municipalities in the US Chicago permits
noncitizens to vote in local school board elections (as New York City did from
1970 to 2003, when school boards were eliminated); noncitizens currently vote
in six municipalities in Maryland; and two cities in Massachusetts have
extended the right to vote for local offices to noncitizens (though state action
is needed to implement these local laws). In addition, nearly a dozen other
jurisdictions have considered or are currently moving to establish noncitizen
voting.4 Globally, over 20 countries on nearly every continent permit voting
by resident immigrants.5

This essay examines each in turn. First, I present information about one of the
driving forces behind these efforts: widespread and rapid migration.

Why Campaigns for Noncitizen Voting Rights?

Immigrants have re-emerged as pivotal players in contemporary American
politics. The last three decades of mass migration have produced the largest
immigrant population in the United States since the turn of the last century.
Over one in 10 individuals is foreign-born (11.05%), the highest level since 1910

(Footnote continued)
states and locales that successfully pressed for immigrant voting rights or are currently
working to pass such legislation have developed arguments for the reinstitution of
noncitizen voting (described below), which have informed this research. I owe a great
debt to them all. Although there is no central location where information exists about all
such campaigns, organizations and individuals, the Immigrant Voting Project—which I
co-direct with Michele Wucker of the World Policy Institute—has a website that contains
much of the available information: www.immigrantvoting.org.

4 These jurisdictions include: Washington, DC, San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York
City, Denver, Connecticut, New Jersey, and Texas. For more information, see the
Immigrant Voting Project website: www.immigrantvoting.org.

5 Aleinikoff and Klusmeyer, op. cit.; David Earnest, “Voting Rights for Resident Aliens:
Nationalism, Postnationalism and Sovereignty in an Era of Mass Migration,” PhD
dissertation, George Washington University, May 2004; Immigrant Voting Project,
www.immigrantvoting.org.
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when over 14% were foreign-born.6 Most of the new arrivals have come from
Latin America, Asia and the Caribbean, changing the ethnic and racial compo-
sition of the US population. Moreover, an increasing proportion of immigrants
are noncitizens: over 18 million of the 31 million immigrants were noncitizens in
2000.7 Nearly one in 10 families in the US is a “mixed” family, having one or
more parent(s) that is a noncitizen and one or more child(ren) that is a citizen.8

These demographic changes hold significant political implications, especially
in the states and metropolitan areas where immigrants are concentrated. Six
states are the home for the overwhelming majority of new immigrants—Califor-
nia, New York, Florida, Texas, Illinois and New Jersey (in that order)—and
within these states immigrants are concentrated in eight metropolitan regions:
Los Angeles, New York City, Miami, Anaheim, Chicago, Washington, DC,
Houston and San Francisco. These immigrant-receiving states and locales, sev-
eral of which now have “majority minority” populations, play an important role
in choosing representatives for Congress—affecting the apportionment of seats
in the House of Representatives—and hold critical electoral votes for the
presidency. At the state and local level, where they make up a larger proportion
of the potential electorate, immigrants can have an even greater impact. Immi-
grants are dispersing, making their way into every part of the country. Nearly
every census tract in the US now contains immigrants.9 As immigrants natural-
ize and native-born children of immigrants come of age, their growing numbers
increasingly make them potentially decisive players in politics.10

These changes have prompted heated debate about the newcomers. Contro-
versy swirls about the impacts of immigrants on everything from labor markets
and wages, crime and public morals, electoral outcomes and public spending, to
awareness about race, ethnic, and national identity and basic questions about
what is America and who is an American. Nativistic responses have led to
proposals that restrict immigration and foster sharp debate about where to draw
lines between “aliens” and “citizens” across a broad range of social policies.11

6 Unless otherwise noted all data on immigrants are from the US Bureau of the Census
and the US Citizenship and Immigration Services [(USCIS), formerly the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS)].

7 In 1970, only three of the nine million immigrants were noncitizens (six million were
naturalized immigrant citizens); in 1980, approximately five of the 13 million immigrants
were noncitizens; in 1990, the number of noncitizens jumped to a majority of all
immigrants—12 of the nearly 20 million immigrants were noncitizens; and in 2000, over
18 out of the 31 million immigrants were noncitizens.

8 The number of individuals referred to as “Immigrant Stock,” defined by the US
Census Bureau as “Immigrants and their children born here,” was 55.9 million in 2000,
or one out of five US residents (20.4%). See also Michael E. Fix and Wendy Zimmerman,
All Under One Roof: Mixed-Status Families in an Era of Reform (Washington, DC: Urban
Institute, 1999).

9 Ibid.
10 John Mollenkopf and John Logan, People and Politics in America’s Big Cities: The

Challenges to Urban Democracy (New York: The Drum Major Institute for Public Policy,
2003).

11 Several landmark pieces of legislation concerning immigrants have been enacted at
the national level, including the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986; the Illegal
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996; the Personal Responsi-
bility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996; and recent anti-terrorism
legislation—including the USA Patriot Act—are but a few examples. Similarly, states and
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Consequently, conflict over US immigration and immigrant policy12 has in-
tensified, heightening tensions between contending social and political groups.
Emerging patterns of immigration are again reshaping group relations, creating
new political fault lines with the potential to alter the balance of social and
political power. Immigration is changing the political arithmetic, propelling
parties and politicians who jockey for advantage to adjust campaign strategies to
reflect evolving electoral conditions.

Even while anti-immigrant sentiments have reigned in public discourse and
policy, particularly after September 11th and the war in Iraq, a mobilization
among immigrant groups and their political allies is evident. We see a burgeon-
ing immigrant rights movement which is increasing political savvy. Witness the
proliferation of immigrant rights organizations that engage in a broad range of
advocacy and activism and who build alliances with other groups on a range of
issues, including labor, housing, education, health, welfare and foreign policy.
Immigrants walk picket lines and lobby legislatures with greater frequency and
force. Indeed, labor unions, housing organizations, and welfare rights groups
have reached out to immigrants where they have common ground and shared
interests. For example, many such groups—spearheaded by labor unions—
mounted an Immigrant Workers Freedom Ride in 2003 that sent bus loads of
immigrants from nine cities which converged on Washington, DC and ended up
with 100,000 marching in New York City. Inspired by the “freedom rides”
during the civil rights movement, the planners hoped to focus public attention
on immigrants’ rights—particularly as workers—and show immigrant strength.
Immigrant groups have also mobilized voter registration and get-out-the-vote
efforts. In 2002, for example, Arab American groups registered 250,000 new
voters and ran 40 candidates (26 of whom won).13 Such activity reveals a
growing sense among new immigrants they possess legitimate claims on the
American polity, and they are commanding greater attention.

Yet, immigrant political power lags behind their numbers. Although immi-
grants increasingly make up a greater proportion of the population, of the 31
million foreign-born people that currently live in the US, there are over 12
million legal permanent residents who remain noncitizens and are barred from
voting, over one-third. If we include “illegal” or “undocumented” immigrants,
the number rises to 18 million or nearly 60% of all foreign-born immigrants as

(Footnote continued)
locales have passed dozens of pieces of legislation affecting the economic, social and
political status of immigrants.

12 A useful distinction can be made between “immigration policy” and “immigrant
policy,” which analysts sometimes employ. “Immigration policy” determines which
immigrant groups are permitted to enter the US and in what proportions and numbers.
A distinct but related set of “immigrant policies” refers to federal, state, and local laws
and policies that influence the integration and the treatment of immigrants after they
have arrived. The federal government sets US immigration policy. US immigrant policy
is comprised primarily of various state and local provisions and programs, which are less
consistent and coherent than federal policy. Immigrant voting rights, for the most part,
fall into the latter category of immigrant policy. Of course, both immigration policy and
immigrant policy flow from the larger formal and informal rules and processes that shape
governance and operate in economic and social life more generally.

13 Michele Wucker, “Civics Lessons From Immigrants: What Happens to the Working-
Class Political Voice when Many of its Speakers Aren’t Citizens?” The American Prospect
14:7 (2003).
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noncitizens. While immigrant influence in electoral politics is growing, in the
1996 elections, for example, the US Census Bureau reported that 15.5% of the
people who did not vote said they were noncitizens. Of those individuals, 53%
were Hispanic; 13.5% were white; 9% were black (there was no category for
Asians). In the 2000 elections in New York City, nearly 40% of the 2.2 million
total votes cast were by naturalized immigrants.14 Yet, another 1.5 million
residents remain noncitizens, 19.9%, of New York City’s total population of eight
million.15 In California, nearly 19% of the state’s total population is comprised of
noncitizens.16 Locally, over 25% of the adult population in California are noncit-
izens in at least 85 cities; 18 municipalities have noncitizen adult populations of
between 40 and 49%; and noncitizens comprise a majority of the adult popu-
lation (50–63%) of another 12 municipalities.17 The noncitizen population in Los
Angeles is approximately one-third of the total.18

Despite increases in the number of immigrants who have naturalized in
recent years—largely due to a host of anti-immigrant legislation—the average
time it takes to obtain citizenship is nearly 10 years (and frequently longer). In
fact, the time it takes to become a “permanent resident,” a prerequisite to apply
for citizenship, can take even longer. In addition, the number of naturalization
applications that are denied has risen and many others are deterred from
applying altogether.19 Backlogs in processing applications and increased require-
ments, among other things, produce a cumbersome naturalization process that
is significantly more difficult and time consuming than it was in earlier times in
the US.

Even when immigrants do naturalize, they tend to vote at lower rates than
native-born citizens.20 Variation exists, however, among different immigrant
groups. For example, in the 1996 presidential elections, Latino immigrants
generally take longer to naturalize than Asian immigrants, but register and vote
at higher rates than Asians. Foreign-born whites and Asians voted at lower rates

14 The New York City Immigration Coalition: www.thenyic.org, 2000.
15 The 2000 Census shows that New York City had 1,592,345 noncitizens out of

8,008,278. In fact, there were over 300,000 more noncitizens residents (1,592,345) than
naturalized citizen immigrants (1,278,687). Figures are from the New York City Planning
Department (which draws its data from the US Bureau of the Census).

16 Joaquin Avila, “Political Apartheid in California: Consequences of Excluding a
Growing Noncitizen Population,” Latino Policy and Issues Brief, 9 (Los Angeles: UCLA,
Chicano Studies Research Center, 2003).

17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Peter J. Spiro, “Questioning Barriers to Naturalization,” Georgetown Immigration Law

Journal 13 (1999), p. 479.
20 John Mollenkopf, David Olsen and Timothy Ross, “Immigrant Political Participation

in New York and Los Angeles,” in Michael Jones-Correa (ed.), Governing Cities (New
York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001); Mollenkopf and Logan, 2003, op. cit.; Lorraine
Minnite, Jennifer Holdaway and Ronald Hayduk, “The Political Participation of Immi-
grants in New York,” in In Defense of the Alien, Vol. 23 (New York: Center for Migration
Studies, 2001); Louis DeSipio, “Building America, One Person at a Time: Naturalization
and Political Behavior of the Naturalized in Contemporary American Politics,” in Gary
Gerstle and John Mollenkopf (eds), E Plurabus Unum?: Contemporary and Historical
Perspectives on Immigrant Political Incorporation (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001).
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than their native stock counterparts, but foreign-born naturalized black and
Latino citizens voted at higher rates than native-born counterparts.21

Equally important, the number of Latinos and Asian elected officials lags far
behind other groups (particularly whites and African Americans). This
“representation gap” is nowhere more apparent than in the nation’s largest
metropolitan areas, the very places where new immigrant groups comprise
significant and increasing proportions of the population.22

These trends and dynamics have generated efforts by immigrant rights
groups to explore paths to political power. The restoration of voting rights for
noncitizens is seen as one pathway to political power. This small but growing
mobilization to restore immigrant voting rights also grows out of past experi-
ence.

Noncitizen Voting in US History

Even though federal law does not preclude voting by noncitizens, it was
eliminated from American political practice and has been eviscerated from
national memory. “Aliens” voted in local, state and even national elections in 22
states and federal territories from the founding until the 1920s, and noncitizen
immigrants held public offices, such as alderman, coroner and school board
member.23 Writing for the American Political Science Review in 1931, Leon Ay-
lsworth noted: “For the first time in over a hundred years, a national election
was held in 1928 in which no alien in any state had a right to cast a vote for a
candidate for any office—national, state, or local.”24 The legacy of this change
has had significant implications for public policy and American political devel-
opment throughout the 20th century.25

Early in our country’s history, emerging republicanism and liberalism em-
bodied in slogans such as “no taxation without representation” made noncitizen
voting a logical democratic practice tied to notions of “inhabitants” and difficult
to challenge. Voting rights were generally limited to whites with property.26 In
fact, alien suffrage was compatible with exclusion of other categories of residents

21 Mollenkopf et al., 2001, op. cit.; DeSipio, 2001, op. cit.
22 “Whites hold political office in both cities (LA and NYC) at far higher rates than

their population share and Blacks hold offices at about parity with their population or a
little more, but Latinos and Asians hold much less representation than their population
share. Indeed, their current level of representation matches their much smaller population
share twenty years ago.” Mollenkopf and Logan, 2003, op. cit. p. 5.

23 Raskin, 1993, op cit.
24 Leon Aylsworth, American Political Science Review 25:1 (1931), p. 114.
25 Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the United

States (New York: Basic Books, 2000). See also Ronald Hayduk, “The Weight of History:
Election Reform during the Progressive Era and Today,” in Hayduk and Mattson (eds),
Democracy’s Moment: Reforming the American Political System for the 21st Century (Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002); and Ronald Hayduk, “Noncitizen Voting Rights: Shifts
in Immigrant Political Status During the Progressive Era,” paper presented at the 2002
Annual Meeting of the American Political Science Association, Boston, August 29–Sep-
tember 1, 2002.

26 Tolerance of alien suffrage was compatible with exclusion of other categories of
residents (women, men without property, and blacks/slaves), showing that alien voting
rights actually buttressed the privileging of propertied white male Christians. Raskin,
1993, op. cit., p. 1401.
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(women, men without property, and blacks/slaves), and actually buttressed the
privileging of propertied white male Christians.27 Voting rights were not tied to
citizenship.

During the antebellum period and westward expansion, however, the issue
increasingly became more contentious. The War of 1812 slowed and even
reversed the spread of alien suffrage in part by raising the specter of foreign
“enemies.” For example, Connecticut (1818) made US citizenship a requirement
for voting instead of residency. In contrast, most Northern states generally held
that alien suffrage fell in line with basic rights of the Republic while Southern
states saw immigrants as a threat because of the newcomers’ general hostility to
slavery. Alien suffrage was a major issue in the Civil War, as reflected in debates
in Congress and in the Confederacy. In fact, when the South seceded and wrote
the Confederate Constitution the first plank explicitly stated that only citizens of
the Confederacy would have voting rights, precluding noncitizen voting.28

Nevertheless, alien suffrage spread in the South and West with the growing
need for new labor, particularly after the Civil War and during Reconstruction.
Many new states and territories used alien suffrage as an incentive to attract
settlers and as a pathway to citizenship (though not as a substitute). The general
practice was to require residency from six months to one year before voting
rights were granted. Wisconsin, which was admitted to the Union in 1848,
revived and transformed noncitizen voting. Wisconsin’s constitution extended
full voting rights (in local, state and national elections) to “declarent aliens”—
foreign-born white persons who declare their intention to become citizens.29 In
this formulation, alien suffrage was seen as a pathway to citizenship. Wiscon-
sin’s model for enfranchising aliens proved popular; Congress passed a law with
similar provisions for the Territories of Oregon, Minnesota, Washington, Kansas,
Nebraska, Nevada, Dakota, Wyoming and Oklahoma. After achieving statehood
many of these states kept the practice of allowing declarent aliens voting rights.
Thus, at least 13 new states adopted alien suffrage. Noncitizen voting reached its
zenith around 1875. By the close of the 19th century, nearly one-half of all the
states and territories had some experience with voting by aliens; most of them
lasted for more than half a century.30

Meanwhile, with the massive increase of darker Mediterranean and politi-
cally suspect immigrants (socialists, anarchist, etc.) during the decades sur-
rounding the turn of the 20th century, anti-alien passions flourished which
halted and reversed these practices. The loss of noncitizen voting rights—cou-
pled with the malaportionment of cities—came at the same time that the
population of urban America rivaled the populations in much of the rural and
suburban parts of the country. In fact, by 1920, 51% of the population in the US

27 Ibid.; see also Christopher Collier, “The American People as Christian White Men of
Property: Suffrage and Elections in Colonial and Early National America,” in Donald W.
Rogers (eds), Voting and the Spirit of American Democracy (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1992).

28 Ibid.; Jamin B. Raskin, Overruling Democracy: The Supreme Court vs. the American
People (New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 238.

29 Raskin, 1993, op. cit., pp. 1406–1407.
30 Aylsworth, op. cit., p. 115.
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resided in cities, according to the US Census. Moreover, 70% of total government
spending was done at the state and local levels before 1929.31

The timing of immigrant disenfranchisement—and other poor and minority
groups through means such as literacy tests, poll taxes, restrictive voter regis-
tration procedures and the like—may not have been coincidental.32 Such disen-
franchising measures were promoted and enacted by powerful economic and
political elites just when the electoral potential for working-class constituencies
and powerful third party movements was growing.33 Beneath the nativist
invective and assault on voting rights were raw political interests that were
jeopardized by the influx of immigrants and their political incorporation. Addi-
tional federal legislation drastically reduced the flow of immigrants into the US,
and limited the proportion of non-Western European immigrants.34 Taken
together, these developments limited democratic politics and progressive possi-
bilities in the United States.

Arguments for Noncitizen Voting

Aside from legal arguments and historical practice, there are moral and political
claims that immigrant rights advocates utilize to press for noncitizen voting
rights. Interestingly, advocates often employ many of the same arguments used
in past struggles to expand the franchise to previously excluded groups, includ-
ing blacks, women, and youth. There are three primary arguments.

The Social Contract

A basic tenet of democratic theory is found in the notion of the social contract.
The legitimacy of government rests on the consent of the governed. Members of
legitimate democratic communities are rightfully obliged to obey the laws they
are subject to if they possess a means to participate in governance, such as by
voting. Citizens consent to be governed by possessing power to select their
representatives and hold them accountable. The Founding Fathers enshrined this
notion in the phrase “no taxation without representation,” which provided a
rallying cry for the American Revolution. This argument emphasizes the rights
of immigrants themselves as members of democratic communities.

31 Philip J. Ethington, “Progressive Era Political Participation,” in Studies in American
Political Development, 7 (Fall 1993), p. 307.

32 Hayduk, 2002, op. cit.
33 Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward, Why Americans Still Don’t Vote (Boston,

MA: Beacon Press, 2000); Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of
Democracy in the United States (New York: Basic Books, 2000); Walter Dean Burnham,
Critical Elections and the Mainsprings of American Politics (New York: Norton, 1970); E. E.
Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People (New York: Holt, Rinhart & Winston, 1960).

34 The National Origins Act of 1924 imposed quantitative restrictions on immigrants,
placing a ceiling of 150,000 per year on European immigration while completely barring
Japanese immigration. It provided for the admission of immigrants based on the pro-
portion of national origin groups that were present in the United States according to the
census of 1890. Because this census preceded the large-scale immigrations from southern
and eastern Europe, this provision represented an explicit effort to ensure that future
immigration flows would be largely composed of immigrants from northern and Western
Europe.
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As Salvador Hernandez, a 40-year-old immigrant from El Salvador and a
member of an organization called Centro Presente in Cambridge, Massachusetts
that promotes and supports immigrant civic activism, argued, “My children
attend the public schools, so I should have a say in choosing those people who
oversee how the [sic] school system is run. Similarly, I have the responsibility to
pay taxes, so why can’t I have the privilege of contributing to how those taxes
are spent?”35 Increasingly, we hear similar voices across the country. Margaret
Fung, Executive Director of the Asian American Legal Defense and Education
Fund, contends, “These people should not be disenfranchised. If you’re paying
taxes, you should be able to vote … They should have a voice about how
decisions are made, especially on the neighborhood level where issues affect
them directly.”36 Some academics also concur, such as Michael Jones-Correa,
who stated: “It’s problematic for any democratic society to have a large portion
of its population outside of political participation. It undermines democracy.”37

Federal, state and local governments already treat noncitizens—both legal
permanent residents and undocumented people—like other community mem-
bers. The most obvious example is that all residents must pay income taxes
regardless of their immigration status. In fact, the overwhelming proportion of
immigrants pay more in taxes than they receive in benefits (except refugees), and
more than the average American, while contributing positively to the nation’s
economy on the whole.38

In short, noncitizens have the same stake and interest in a community’s
political decisions and civic responsibility as that of any citizen. Like other
citizens, immigrants tend to become involved and invested in their communities
and the nation when given a voice and means of participating in social and
political processes. Indeed, voting is an important means of becoming incorpor-
ated and engaged in a polity, not merely the outcome of becoming assimilated.
According to this line of reasoning, the proper measure of membership in
democratic communities is residency, not nationality per se.

The main point—one that runs through all three arguments—is fairness.
Vladimir Morales, a member of the local governing body and a leader of the
campaign in Amherst, Massachusetts, argued “Resident aliens own houses and
businesses in Amherst, pay property taxes and send their children to school, but
they cannot participate in the democratic process.”39 “We have a lot of citizens
who pay taxes who make decisions for other people who pay taxes … It’s about
expanding democracy.”40

Similar arguments made in Cambridge, Massachusetts led its City Council to
extend voting rights to resident aliens in 1999 and again in 2003, first for School
Committee Elections and then for all local elections.

35 Sarah McNaught, “A Novel Idea in Cambridge: Give Noncitizen Immigrants the
Vote,” The Phoenix (February 18, 1999).

36 Michael Huang, Citizenship and Voting (New York: GothamGazzette.com, 2003).
37 Ibid.
38 Nancy Foner, Ruben Rumbaut and Steven Gold, Immigration Research for a New

Century (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001).
39 Cheryl B. Wilson, “Amherst Town Meeting Says Yes to Allowing Resident Aliens to

Vote,” Daily Hampshire Gazette (October 27, 1998).
40 Jeff Donn, “Mass. Town Considers Granting Vote to Non-citizens,” Associated Press

(October 21, 1998).
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The true values of citizenship are not measured by a piece of paper but by actions
that speak of personal responsibility. The vast majority of immigrants work, pay
taxes, send their children to school, and worship in churches. They even die in
wars defending a country that too often rejects and ignores them. In the recent
U.S. conflict in Iraq the first casualty was a Guatemalan immigrant who was not
yet a U.S. citizen, who could not vote yet was willing to give his life to this
country.41

A 16-year-old daughter of an immigrant told the Cambridge City Council:

It’s simply not fair that people who have lived here for so long, who have paid
taxes and contribute to the community do not have a right to speak about their
own children’s education [speaking about her mother]. These people are con-
stantly being affected by all the various laws that are being passed but are not
allowed to voice their opinions at all. These are people who are part of the society
and are influenced by changes made, whether in housing, taxes, or security.
Therefore, they should be included in the process of making change. They live in
the society and look upon it as their home. They certainly deserve a voice in how
it is run.42

Kathy Coll, a Harvard University professor, stated: “This is not something that
is asking anyone to stick their neck out for. What we’re doing is something that
has a long tradition of inclusion and expansion of the franchise for all people
that live in this country.”43

In fact, some contend, immigrants strengthen communities. Immigrants not
only contribute materially but they also enhance the quality of life in communi-
ties and add richness to neighborhoods. “Immigrants are very much a part of the
fabric of [Cambridge, Mass.] and make it strong and healthy and wonderful
place to live … who attend school meetings, who care about affordable housing,
who care about strengthening our economy, who in fact participate in strength-
ening the economy … who want to play an active role. We need to do every-
thing we can to encourage their participation in the electoral process.”44

Cambridge City Councillor Simmons addressed a concern incumbent politi-
cians of all stripes may have: “One could say, ‘why would you vote … [to] give
people the opportunity to run against you?’ Because taxation without represen-
tation is not fair. These individuals [immigrants] who have entrusted us to
educate their children, not so well I might add in a lot of instances, and this
[passing the bill to extend the franchise to noncitizens] will increase their rights
and responsibilities and contributions.”45

These themes have been articulated by advocates in other jurisdictions where
voting rights were extended to noncitizens (such as Maryland and in Chicago

41 Elena Latona, Executive Director of Centro Presente, Public meeting of the Cam-
bridge City Council, May 5, 2003. Ms. Latona was referring to Jose Gutierrez, a US Marine
Lance Corporal, who was killed on March 21st, 2003. Jose Gutierrez was once an illegal
immigrant who earned his permanent residency. An estimated 1,500 Guatemalans serve
in the US armed forces (Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights, prepared packet for
Cambridge City Council, May 5, 2003).

42 Cambridge City Council Public Meeting, May 5, 2003.
43 Ibid.
44 City Councillor Decker, Public Meeting of the Cambridge City Council, May 5, 2003.
45 Ibid.
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and New York) and in places which are considering following suit (including
Washington, DC, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and New York).

Bias

A second argument refers to issues of discrimination and bias. Noncitizens are
at risk of bias in majoritarian electoral systems because they lack voting rights
and politicians can ignore their interests. Discriminatory public policy and
private practices—in employment, housing, education, healthcare, welfare, and
criminal justice—are the inevitable byproducts of immigrant political exclusion,
not to mention xenophobic political campaigning and racial profiling. Foreign-
born workers, for example, earned about 76 cents for every dollar earned by
US-born workers in 2000.46 One in five children in the US and one in four
low-income children is the child of an immigrant; one in four low-wage workers
are foreign-born.47

Again, advocates of immigrant enfranchisement marshal standard demo-
cratic and civil rights principles for their cause. Noncitizens have legitimate
interests in a community’s political processes and need protections within it. As
Jamin Raskin, a law professor at American University who led the successful
campaign to enact noncitizen voting in Tacoma Park, Maryland, stated, “If you
can’t vote, you tend to be disregarded politically. It [voting rights] has extended
real visibility to a formerly invisible population.”48 In short, the problem is not
merely that immigrants pay taxes and don’t have the vote; the problem is that
the US is undergoing another nativist period that threatens immigrant rights and
civil liberties.

Drawing a parallel between the plight of women and African Americans
pre-suffrage and the plight of immigrants today, one advocate for noncitizen
voting rights in Cambridge, Massachusetts argued, “We should think of voting
rights as being connected to being free.”49 That is, groups can be more easily
subordinated by depriving them of the vote, and conversely, can attain greater
freedoms when they posses the right to vote. The Campaign for Immigrant
Voting Rights in Cambridge, Massachusetts effectively used such arguments
with politicians on the City Council and in the state legislature to win their
support for noncitizen voting rights. In their advocacy materials they often
included documents such as the Nineteenth Amendment to the US Constitution,
which granted women the right to vote, and statements by various suffragettes.
They also point to similarities between the historic struggles for voting rights of
African Americans (and other minorities) and those of immigrants.

Advocates for noncitizen voting also point to the Twenty-Sixth Amendment,
which lowered the voting age from 21 to 18: “A key argument on behalf of this
amendment, ratified during the heyday of youth protest against the Vietnam
War, was … that those who were old enough to fight were old enough to

46 Wucker, op. cit.
47 Randolph Capps, Michael E. Fix and Jeffrey S. Passel, The Dispersal of Immigrants in

the 1990s (Washington, DC: The Urban Institute, 2002).
48 Donn, op. cit.
49 Cambridge City Council Public Meeting, May 5, 2003.
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vote …”50 “This time-honored argument about enfranchising classes of people
asked to serve in the military should apply equally as well to ‘aliens, who have
been subject, in various degrees to military conscription ever since it began
during the Civil War.’”51 Such tactics have been employed in nearly every
campaign for noncitizen voting across the country.

In San Francisco, immigrant rights advocates launched an initiative in 1996
that would have allowed noncitizens to vote in local elections, partly based on
the discrimination argument. The “Immigrant Rights Movement” hoped to place
a measure on the ballot that would “create a movement around the real issues
concerning immigrants: the need to include them and make them participatory
of our society rather than the scapegoats.”52 This initiative grew out of an effort
to fight the immigrant backlash and Proposition 187 in California. However, it
met strong opposition and was never allowed to come to a vote. Then Secretary
of State Bill Jones fought the proposal on the grounds of constitutionality,
arguing that “voting is a privilege open only to legal citizens, and that this
initiative will increase incidences of voting fraud.”53 (This latter concern, fraud,
is addressed below.) San Francisco Registrar of Voters, Germaine Q. Wong, also
opposed to the initiative and filed a motion to block the Initiative from getting
on the ballot. More recently, however, Matt Gonzalez, President of the San
Francisco Board of Supervisors, promoted the idea of immigrant voting when he
ran for mayor in 2003 and in 2004 introduced a ballot proposal that would
amend the city charter to allow immigrant parents of children in the public
school system to vote in school board elections.

Mutual Benefits

A third argument stresses the benefits that would accrue to other community
members who have common interests. Working-class individuals and people of
color—particularly in metropolitan regions—face many of the same problems
that immigrants do, including discrimination in employment, housing, edu-
cation and so on. Common interests can forge common ground, reduce compe-
tition and strife, and enhance mutual understanding and cooperation. On the
other hand, the struggle for scarce economic resources, cultural differences and
prejudice can breed inter-group conflict. Universal voting rights can provide a
buffer against potential social strife or segmented assimilation. Alliances among
competing minority groups in struggles for fair employment practices, living
wage campaigns, access to affordable housing, and quality education have
formed the basis of such effective coalitions. Noncitizen political participation
could help strengthen potential alliances in electoral contests and public policy

50 The Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights also noted that “The Senate Judiciary
Committee Report issued with the proposed amendment stated, inter alia, that young
people had earned the right to vote by bearing the responsibilities of citizenship.” S.REP.
No. 26, 92nd Congress, 1st Session 7 (1971), reprinted in 1971 U.S.C.C.A.N. 931,936
(Enclosure #6, Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights packet presented to the Cambridge
City Council in 2003).

51 Ibid., citing Raskin, 1993, p. 1451.
52 El Andar, June 1996 (www.elandar.com).
53 Ibid.
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formation. Indeed, an enlarged electorate might have changed the outcome of
some close elections.54

A related development—globalization—opens new possibilities for immi-
grant organizing and coalition-making. Globalization is redefining relationships
between local communities and global actors and processes, as well as notions
of citizenship. As Raskin notes, “While nationalism prevailed in defining citizen-
ship for voting purposes in the earlier part of the twentieth century, the
unification of national economies into a global market system at the end of this
century undermines the salience of national identity and increases the historical
importance of defining a citizenship of place and locality … Wherever human
beings find themselves living, they face the consequences” of globalization.55

Globalization has unleashed new forces that push and pull people across
boarders, just as capital now flows more readily and rapidly, which in turn also
creates new possibilities for cross-border activism.56

Noncitizens voting rights advocates (and other activists) contend these
changes propel localities to respond to forces they are increasingly affected by,
such as pressing for basic democratic rights including voting rights for nonciti-
zens.

While the globalizing process is fraught with danger for local communities, a
great many cities have taken the offensive by asserting their right to be involved
in the conduct of foreign policy and govern the local effects of international
relations … One important example of such action in the United States is the grass
roots movement to offer sanctuary to refugees from war-torn countries like El
Salvador and Guatemala. The move towards local citizen voting can be seen as
part of the trend of communities accepting responsibility for participating in the
enforcement of global human rights norms. In this regard, Takoma Park Mary-
land, which enacted noncitizen voting in 1992, was only following up on its earlier
decision to make itself a sanctuary city. After securing Salvadoran and
Guatemalan immigrants to live free from political persecution, it extended to them
the right to participate in the political life of their hometown.57

54 One obvious example is the 2000 presidential election. In state elections, New York
provides ample evidence. For example, George Pataki (R) defeated Mario Cuomo (D) in
the 1994 gubernatorial election by a mere 173,798 votes out of more than five million
votes cast; Alphonse D’Amato sank Bob Abrams by only 124,838 votes in 1992; and in
New York City, Rudolph Giuliani defeated David Dinkins by approximately 50,000 votes
out of nearly two million cast in 1993, with over five million voting age adults residing
in the city. Similarly, Michael Bloomberg defeated Mark Green by 40,000 votes out of one
and a half million votes cast (and Mark Green defeated Fernando Ferrer in the Demo-
cratic Party Primary Run-Off election by 15,000 votes). These 1–2% margins of victory
could quickly vanish if noncitizens were more than potential voters. Today, over 1.5
million New Yorkers are noncitizens, or approximately 18%. Similarly, many close races
in the states with large immigrant populations (California, New York, Texas, Florida,
Illinois, New Jersey and Massachusetts) and metropolitan regions (Los Angeles, Miami,
Chicago, Washington, DC, Houston, San Francisco and Boston) could have changed if
noncitizens were enfranchised.

55 Raskin, op. cit., p. 1457.
56 Ronald Hayduk, “From Anti-Globalization to Global Justice: A Twenty-First Cen-

tury Movement,” in Teamsters and Turtles?: U.S. Progressive Political Movements in the 21st
Century (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003); Benjamin Shepard and Ronald
Hayduk (eds), From ACT UP to the WTO: Urban Protest and Community Building in the Era
of Globalization (New York: Verso, 2002).

57 Raskin, op. cit., pp. 1457–1458.
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Cambridge, Massachusetts also made itself a sanctuary city before enacting
noncitizen voting legislation. It had previously passed legislation declaring their
city a sanctuary for refugees (particularly from Central America). Elena Latona,
Executive Director of Centro Presente in Cambridge, Massachusetts, stated at a
public meeting of the Cambridge City Council: “Cambridge has a proud
tradition of protecting immigrants as evidenced by the fact that Cambridge is a
sanctuary city and has already pronounced itself against the U.S. Patriot Act.”58

These examples highlight several characteristics of cities that have cam-
paigned for noncitizen voting: an influx of immigrants; active interest groups
that can exert influence; and regimes that are dominated by Democrats who are
“liberal” in ideology and orientation. In some cases, grassroots mobilizations
have raised the specter of potential challengers to incumbent politicians of all
political stripes. In each case, granting voting rights to noncitizens was seen as
an extension of active efforts to foster an inclusive and participatory democratic
polity. The politics of these cases (and others) is discussed further below.

Arguments Against Noncitizen Voting and Counter Arguments

Argument 1: Citizenship First, Voting Rights Second

Opponents to noncitizen voting raise several objections. The most common
objection is that immigrants already have a means of obtaining voting rights: by
becoming citizens. Rodolfo de la Garza of Columbia University and the Tomas
Rivera Institute put it in typical fashion: “It’s a relatively easy process [to become
a citizen]. Immigrants should become citizens and then vote. Otherwise you
create the possibility of people voting who have no stake in society … I don’t
think it’s a good thing to have immigrants voting immediately.”59 Daniel Stein,
Executive Director of the Federation of American Immigrant Reform, a Washing-
ton, DC based organization that supports stricter immigration controls, put it in
stronger terms: “No one should be given the franchise without taking the Pledge
of Allegiance. If you divorce citizenship and voting, citizenship stops having any
meaning at all.”60

Such sentiments are routinely heard by advocates of noncitizen voting.
Cambridge City Councillor Gallucio opposed passage of a bill to extend voting
rights to noncitizens on the ground that it would “diminish citizenship princi-
ples.”61 The American Legion and the Hudson Institute formed “an alliance”
called the “Citizenship Roundtable” to halt “attacks on the citizenship process,”
which include “changing laws to encourage noncitizen voting.”62 In 2002, San

58 Cambridge City Council Public Meeting, May 5, 2003. At least 152 communities in
the US have passed resolutions opposing the Patriot Act. Eric Lichtblau, “Administration
Plans Defense of Terror Law,” New York Times (August 19, 2003). See also the National
Coalition to Repeal the USA Patriot Act (www.repealnow.com).

59 Chaleampon Ritthichai, “Should Non-Citizens Be Allowed to Vote?”
Gothamgazzette.com, 2003, available online at: � http://www.gothamgazette.com/immi-
grants/sep.02.shtml � .

60 Deborah Sontag, “Noncitizens and Right to Vote,” New York Times (July 31, 1992),
p. A1.

61 Cambridge City Council Public Meeting, May 5, 2003.
62 F. R. Duplantier, “Behind the Headlines,” March 4, 2001, available online at:

� www.politickles.com � .
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Franciscans voted on a related issue: whether to allow noncitizens to be
appointed to city boards, commissions and agencies (known as Proposition C).
The measure lost. Some contend voters “believed it would remove any incentive
for immigrants to become citizens.”63

Noncitizen voting rights advocates counter by arguing most immigrants do,
in fact, intend to become US citizens but that the naturalization process has
become so cumbersome it acts as a barrier. Some analysts contend that the
naturalization process has become so complicated that it is “a real instrument of
exclusion and subordination.”64 Elena Latona, Executive Director of Centro
Presente in Cambridge, Massachusetts, presented the case of Jose Perez to the
Cambridge City Council. It took “Jose Perez almost twenty years to become a
U.S. ‘permanent resident,’ a prerequisite to apply for citizenship. Now, Jose
must wait another four years to become a U.S. naturalized citizen. He is not the
only one. At Centro Presente, we have at least 300 constituents that face the
same fate.”65 Cambridge City Councillor Davis said such facts proved decisive
in her decision to support legislation allowing noncitizens to vote in local
elections.66 The backlog of naturalization applications at the USCIS has been
more than two years in recent times. In fact, such delays have increased post
September 11 given increased security and anti-terrorism measures that have
been taken.67

Advocates maintain that noncitizen voting is a pathway to citizenship, not a
substitute. What noncitizen voting does, advocates contend, is to help promote
civic education and participation among incipient Americans. This logic is
similar to 19th century practices when it was widely believed that noncitizen
immigrants who declared their intent to naturalize should be allowed voting
rights because it would encourage acquisition of knowledge about the US and
hasten integration and assimilation. As Michelle Wucker has argued, “Voting in
local elections gives immigrants an unbeatable education in the American
political system. There’s no better preparation for eventual citizenship. We all
benefit when new Americans think of themselves as full members of civil
society.”68 Most campaigns for noncitizen voting rights deploy this line of
reasoning. For example, Angelo Ancheta, of the Asian Law Caucus and one of
the members of San Francisco’s “Immigrant Rights Movement,” launched in
1996, argued that allowing noncitizens to vote “would actually encourage people
to naturalize and eventually vote in federal elections.”69

Since 1968, New York City granted noncitizens who are parents of school
children the right to vote in community school board elections and to hold office
on school boards.70 Guillermo Linares, the first Dominican ever elected in the US

63 Wucker, op. cit.
64 Spiro, op. cit., p. 480.
65 City Council public meeting, May 5, 2003.
66 Ibid.
67 The National Immigration Forum (http://www.immigrationforum.org).
68 Op. cit.
69 Alethea Yip, “San Francisco Initiative Seeks Vote for Noncitizens,” Asian Week (May

3–9, 1996).
70 New York eliminated the community school boards—and thus noncitizen voting—

when it reorganized the public school system in 2003. New York now has a Department
of Education that falls more firmly under mayoral control, which was the driving force
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initially as a New York City community school board president and then New
York City Councilman, argued: “The parent voter provision facilitates parents’
ability to assist their children’s education, strengthens families’ ties to the U.S.
and speeds integration of immigrants into the larger society.” Such actions, he
continued, “benefit the city” and “celebrate and assist the newest wave of
immigrants, who are as vital to New York City’s future as their predecessors.”71

Moreover, New York’s School Boards have been the most “representative”
governmental bodies in New York City, in terms of race and ethnicity.72

Argument 2: Noncitizens Do Not Have American Interests at Heart

Another objection opponents raise is that since noncitizens have not sworn a
loyalty oath to the US, they cannot be trusted to vote in the best interests of this
country. Opponents contend immigrants will vote their own interests or those of
their country of origin. Ostensible proof of an immigrant’s commitment and
loyalty to the US would be their naturalization. Again, voting rights should not
be granted without citizenship.

Proponents of this argument ignore the fact that people born in the United
States are not required to swear allegiance to the Constitution.73 Not only is it
flawed to assume that native-born residents are “loyal,” but it is equally untrue
that noncitizens are not “loyal.” In addition, this argument overlooks that
immigrants are, in fact, already community members. A measure of noncitizen
commitment and loyalty is evident in their choice of coming to the United States,
and perhaps more tellingly, in their continued presence here. Noncitizens
demonstrate their commitment and loyalty daily, such as in participating in
voluntary organizations or opening a small business. To make their right to
participate in the management of public affairs dependent upon renouncing
citizenship to their home country—which might preclude their right to return or
to hold property in their country of origin—amounts to denial of the latter
rights. Given the magnitude of such consequences, including not seeing family
and loved ones, many immigrants don’t naturalize yet live in the US for
decades.

Argument 3: Dual Citizenship is Good for No one

A related concern opponents raise is that dual citizenship provisions—which
allow immigrants to vote in the US and in their home countries—undermines
“integration,” “cultural coherence,” and “loyalty.”74 Approximately 100 nations

(Footnote continued)
and rationale behind the elimination of the community school boards, not the disenfran-
chisement of immigrants. That is, Mayor Bloomberg—and former Mayor Giuliani before
him—successfully sought to consolidate power over New York City’s public schools,
which the state legislature granted in 2003.

71 Immigration and World Cities Project, 2002 (http://interplan.org/immig/
im03003.html).

72 Glenn Magpantay, “Asian American Voting Rights: A Perspective form the North-
east,” Fordham Urban Law Review 28 (2001), p. 739.

73 Gordon, op. cit.
74 Stanley Renshon, “Dual Citizenship and American Democracy” (Washington, DC:

Center for Immigrant Studies, 2001).
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allow dual citizenship, with some allowing migrants the right to vote from
abroad. Critics of dual citizenship argue it diminishes loyalty to the US.

Proponents of noncitizen voting counter that “migrant workers are able to
earn more money and better protect their rights if they are citizens of both their
native land and their newly adopted homeland. A good citizen is one who
participates in civic life, not one who merely feels patriotic affinity.”75 Ashira
Pelman Ostrow notes that “dual residents are subject to local taxes and ordi-
nances and are profoundly affected by policies that concern their second-home
communities. Yet, in most states, individuals are prohibited from voting in more
than one location through voting statutes that equate residence with domicile.”76

Ostrow argues that dual citizens should have dual resident voting rights, from
both an “equal protection” legal standpoint as well as “normative arguments
arising from the democratic tradition of government by the consent of the
governed and against taxation without representation.”77

Argument 4: Noncitizens Lack Sufficient Knowledge to Make Informed Decisions

Another argument opponents make is that noncitizens lack sufficient knowledge
of and feeling for American political institutions and issues to make informed
voting decisions. But specific knowledge is not a prerequisite for political
participation. If it were, many native-born citizens would fail tests of even basic
political knowledge, as survey research has consistently shown. Moreover, such
notions come dangerously close to those previously used to impose literacy
tests, or to exclude or expel people on the basis of ideological beliefs. In addition,
most “education” on campaign issues often occurs in the few weeks and months
before an election, not years prior, and is all too often done by the media and
candidates anyway. Even conceding that political education has long-term
components it is not safe to assume that large differences would exist between
the two populations. In fact, because noncitizens have chosen this country rather
than being born into it, and are in the process of learning English and about its
culture, they often pay more attention to the events around them than many
disaffected citizens do. Foreign-language television, radio, and newspapers in
many immigrant communities keep people up to date on politics here as well as
abroad. If it is the politics of immigrants that opponents dislike or fear, that is
a different matter, and one that deserves to be publicly debated.

Natalie Smith of the Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights presented
Cambridge City Councilors copies of a US naturalization form and citizenship
test to illustrate how the federal government “holds immigrants to standards
that most U.S. citizens are not held to … Some say, ‘you need to be here [in the
US] a while to see how it works.’ But someone can come here [Cambridge] from
Arizona and not be civically engaged, but someone can come from France and
be very civically engaged, so that doesn’t hold very much water. Some immi-

75 Wucker, op. cit.
76 Ashira Pelman Ostrow, “Dual Resident Voting: Traditional Disenfranchisement and

Prospects for Change,” Columbia Law Review 102 (2002), p. 1954.
77 Ibid.
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grants are better informed, educated, and care [more] about public affairs [than
native-born Americans].”78

Argument 5: Noncitizens Could Influence Outcomes of Contentious Policy Debates

Opponents of noncitizen voting also argue that noncitizens would tip the
political balance in a state or community by voting in their own interest. For
example, noncitizens could vote to grant state public assistance to undocu-
mented people, or permit bilingual instruction in the public schools.

While it may be true that many noncitizen immigrants might vote for such
policies, native-born citizens also vote their own interests. Neither group,
however, is homogeneous. It is not exactly clear how noncitizens would actually
vote and what impacts they would actually have on the political balance of
power. Indeed, this is an area that requires more research. There is some
evidence that what little is known about the voting patterns of newly natural-
ized US citizens—as well as noncitizen voting in Europe—suggests only modest
shifts, if any, would occur.79 However, newly naturalized immigrants do tend to
be more sympathetic toward other noncitizen immigrants than native-born
citizens.80

Moreover, the enfranchisement of immigrant voters could invigorate elec-
toral dynamics and produce a general increase in democratic participation of all
classes of voters. Indeed, social and political conflicts might be able to be worked
out at the ballot box instead of on the streets. This was one of the arguments
used in the Washington, DC campaign for noncitizen voting, which began
following riots in 1991 in the neighborhoods of Adams Morgan and Mount
Pleasant, majority Latino neighborhoods.81 City Councilman Frank Smith Jr.,
who represented Mount Pleasant, introduced a bill that would have allowed
noncitizens to vote in municipal elections.82 Similarly, New York’s campaign to
extend voting rights to noncitizens in the early 1990s came at a time when
protests and rioting swept through Washington Heights, a largely Dominican
community. These events propelled a 24 member Task Force on New Americans
in the Democratic dominated New York State Assembly to introduce legislation
that would have enabled municipalities to extend voting rights to noncitizens.83

In the case of New York, a multi-racial coalition of legislators and advocates
sponsored the legislation. But inter-racial competition mired an effort to extend
noncitizen voting rights in Los Angeles in 1992. In this instance, Leticia
Quezada, the first Latina president of the school board in Los Angeles, proposed
a bill that would have allowed noncitizen parents to vote in school board
elections. Some African Americans opposed the measure, seeing it a veiled
attempt to expand her base. When a school board meeting was postponed,

78 Public meeting of the Cambridge City Council, May 5, 2003.
79 Desipio, op. cit.; Minnite et al., op. cit.
80 Minnite et al., op. cit.
81 Raskin, op. cit.
82 After some community leaders objected to the bill, Councilman Smith amended his

proposed bill to apply only to immigrants who formally apply for citizenship, a relatively
smaller number. Sontag, 1992, op. cit. Interestingly, many of those who objected were
African American, as was Councilman Smith. The bill failed.

83 Ibid.
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Latino parents threatened to pull their children out of school in protest.84 The
measure lost.

Argument 6: Granting Noncitizens Voting Rights Would Increase Election Fraud

Opponents of noncitizen voting raise another objection: they contend that
allowing immigrants to vote would open doors to electoral fraud. Critics argue
that unethical immigrants or dishonest politicians might use corrupt voting
practices to compromise the integrity of the ballot. Logically, however, immi-
grants are no more likely to be bought or sold than citizens. Moreover, there is
little hard evidence of voter fraud, both historically and contemporarily.85

Furthermore, strong anti-fraud measures are already in place that can detect and
deter fraud.

To be sure, there are practical administrative problems of managing the
simultaneous registration and voting of different classes of electors while pre-
venting potential double voting or other fraud. Jurisdictions will have to
determine whether voters must provide identification at poll sites and/or during
the registration process. Decisions will also need to be made about whether to
restrict voting to legally admitted noncitizens who have been residing in a
jurisdiction for a certain period of time (such as Amherst, Massachusetts did as
opposed to Cambridge and towns in Maryland which extended voting rights to
all noncitizens). In order to reduce the potential for erecting cumbersome
barriers to participation—as well as costs and confusion—the fewer the distinc-
tions made between classes of voters and procedures that are required, the
better.

Thankfully, existing systems that allow noncitizens to vote illustrate the
viability of such reforms. For example, Takoma Park, Maryland allows all
noncitizens—legal permanent residents and undocumented immigrants—to vote
in local elections. Maryland’s election administrators keep two separate lists: one
for both citizens and noncitizen voters to vote in local elections; and a separate
list for citizens to vote in state and national elections. Election administrators
have developed two types of voter registration forms and use them to draw up
the two different lists. For local elections—where both citizens and noncitizens
vote—the clerks merge the two lists. In this way, the only people who know
citizens from noncitizen voters are the election clerks. From the vantage point of
an observer all voters look the same. After a local election, however, noncitizen
voter cards are removed from the voter lists and kept separately. Only citizens
will appear on the voter lists for elections of state and federal offices. In
Massachusetts, the city of Cambridge conducts an annual census. The city
census form contains a box that asks whether the resident is a citizen or not.
Advocates argued that the Elections Commission could draw up a list of
noncitizen voters from this existing process.86 They also argued such a mechan-
ism would impose few additional costs. The Election Commission did not

84 Ibid.
85 Hayduk, 2002, op. cit.; Lorraine Minitte and David Calahan, “Securing the Vote: An

Analysis of Election Fraud,” Demos: A Network for Ideas and Action, 2003, available online
at: � www.demos-usa.org � .

86 Communication with Kathy Coll, Harvard University and member of the Campaign
for Immigrant Voting Rights, July 30, 2003.
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oppose this proposal and it was approved by the Cambridge City Council on
May 5, 2003. Voters would still have to register to vote—both citizens and
noncitizens. To guard against possible fraud, the Elections Commission sends a
non-forwardable mail check to registered voters to verify residency. If the form
is returned to the Elections Commission as undeliverable, registered voters are
removed from the voter rolls (within certain prescribed procedures and proper
follow-up verification). Such mechanisms could be implemented in nearly all
communities in the US because election officials routinely send mail notifications
to registered voters during an election year, which municipalities could expand
to all residents with appropriate language and procedural changes. Europe also
provides viable examples.87

Noncitizen Voting Practices and Campaigns: Case Studies

In this section I present information about a few exemplary cases where
noncitizen voting was enacted. In this way, I hope the reader gains a greater
appreciation of the politics of noncitizen voting rights campaigns, including
which groups and political actors fought for and against such efforts, and what
factors contributed to distinct outcomes.

As alluded to above, several key characteristics stand out in nearly every
campaign: demographic shifts propelled immigrant mobilization; proponents of
noncitizen voting engaged in effective grassroots organizing, coalition building,
and lobbying; and sympathetic politicians, mostly liberal Democrats, enacted or
supported legislation. Opponents of noncitizen voting have been more conserva-
tive Democrats and Republicans; representatives of all political stripes who view
noncitizen voters as a potential threat to their incumbency; community residents
and groups that feel threatened by the influx of new comers; and others who
object on grounds described above. In almost every case campaigns were
contentious, as was debate that accompanied the passage of legislation.

Success Stories: Maryland and Massachusetts

Over the past decade, several localities passed legislation enabling noncitizens to
vote in local elections: five in Maryland and two in Massachusetts. Leaders in
these efforts have been liberal and/or progressive immigrants. Advocates are
usually based in non-for-profit community based organizations or civic groups.
These cities and towns have a history of progressive grassroots organizing. For
example, Takoma Park, Maryland and Cambridge, Massachusetts previously
passed legislation declaring their cities a sanctuary for refugees (particularly
from Central America, including El Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua). Their
governing bodies (City Councils and Town Assemblies) are comprised primarily
of liberal Democrats, people that advocates forged ties with and made political
alliances. Some such legislators saw their own political destinies as linked to

87 Jan Rath, “Voting Rights,” in Henry Zig Layton (ed.), The Political Rights of Migrant
Workers in Western Europe (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1990); Aleinikoff and Klusmeyer, op.
cit.; David Earnest, “Noncitizen Voting Rights: A Survey of an Emerging Democratic
Norm,” paper prepared for delivery at the 2003 annual convention of the American
Political Science Association, Philadelphia Pennsylvania, August 28–31, 2003.
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plight of new immigrants, or at least felt a need to be responsive to mobilizations
of immigrants that engulfed them. Many of the legislators that supported
noncitizen voting framed it as an extension of a politics of inclusion and
protection of civil rights. Noncitizens in these jurisdictions are predominantly
Latino, but include substantial numbers of immigrants from nearly every conti-
nent.

The Case of Takoma Park, Maryland

Advocates of noncitizen voting successfully placed a non-binding referendum
on the ballot, which was voted on by the citizens of Takoma Park in November
1991, asking if resident noncitizens should be allowed to vote in local elections.
The referendum was meant to gauge the sentiments of the voters in Takoma
Park. This “advisory” referendum passed by 92 votes (out of just under 3,000
cast). During the following several months, two public hearings were held by the
City Council to solicit commentary and to debate the issue. While debate was
often heated, ultimately the City Council voted to amend Takoma Park’s Charter
to allow noncitizens (both documented and undocumented immigrants) to vote
in local elections on February 10, 1992.

But opponents sought to block the law—and also to reverse similar laws in
four other Maryland cities and towns—by getting the state legislature to change
the state law that allows localities to define citizenship and permit noncitizen
voting. Opponents found a sympathetic legislator to introduce a measure (HB
665), Delegate Morgan, who proposed the bill before Takoma Park passed its
law. But HB 665 was defeated on March 17, 1992. Similarly, opponents sought
to reverse the Charter change at the local level by trying to place a referendum
on the ballot. But they failed to obtain the necessary number of petition
signatures (only 468 out of the required 1,417). Thus, the Takoma Park law took
effect on March 31, 1992. Takoma Park joined five other municipalities in
Maryland that also permit noncitizen voting in local elections (including
Barnesville, Martin’s Additions, Somerset, Garrett Park, and Chevy Chase sec-
tion 3).

In practice, Takoma Park’s noncitizens have exercised their voting rights in
local elections, although immigrant voters are relatively small in number (sev-
eral hundred are registered to vote but fewer actually vote) compared to US
citizen voters (several thousand are registered and 1–2,000 actually turn out).88

Over the past four municipal elections (1995, 1997, 1999, 2001) noncitizen
immigrants tend to vote at lower rates than US citizens on average. Variation,
however, exists between certain “wards.” (There are six wards in Takoma Park.)
In some wards, immigrants and citizens vote at comparable rates (as a percent-
age of registered votes). For example, in Ward Two, 22% of the registered US
citizens turned out to vote compared with 21% of the registered noncitizen
voters in the 2001 municipal elections; in the 1997 elections, noncitizen immi-
grants voted at higher rates compared to US citizen voters in three of the six
wards. However, in 1999 immigrants voted at lower rates than in all six wards.
Immigrants can help determine electoral outcomes, particularly in close contests.

88 All figures are from the Takoma Park City Clerk’s Office.
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The Cases of Cambridge and Amherst, Massachusetts

Both cities passed legislation to permit noncitizens to vote in local elections in
the mid-1990s and again in 2003. But both cities now await enabling legislation
(a home rule petition) from the state legislature; noncitizen voting cannot take
place until such state action occurs. In Cambridge, the campaign for noncitizen
voting grew out of struggles to protect and defend housing and other basic
services for immigrants. The Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights launched
an initiative that was spearheaded in 1993 by the “Eviction Free Zone,” a
non-profit organization dedicated to protect affordable housing for low-income
residents. Other immigrant rights and civic groups also become endorsers/
members of the coalition. Immigrants comprise a sizable portion of the popu-
lation in Cambridge: in 1990, the Census showed there were 21,350 foreign-born
residents, 14,754 of whom were noncitizens (the total population was just under
100,000). Thus, almost 15% of Cambridge’s residents were noncitizens. This
number grew to over 18% by 2000.

In 1999, the Cambridge City Council passed legislation allowing documented
(legal) noncitizens to vote in school board elections, so long as they declare their
intent to become citizens. (The Campaign for Immigrant Voting Rights had
originally petitioned the City Council to permit noncitizens to vote in both
school board and city council elections.) After intensive and sustained organizing
and lobbying, the Cambridge City Council voted in 2003 to expand noncitizen
voting to all municipal elections (i.e. both city council and school board elec-
tions). Moreover, Cambridge’s legislation makes no distinction between docu-
mented and undocumented noncitizen residents, though it did retain the
provision that such voters must declare their intent to become citizens.

In Amherst, the legislation that passed would allow legal permanent resident
noncitizens to vote in local elections. Vladimir Morales, a native of Puerto Rico
and a School Committee member since 1985 (and member of the Town As-
sembly), has led the fight for noncitizen voting in Amherst. Morales has built a
cadre of activists and allies, who together have persuaded the town to pass local
legislation three times.

Other towns in Massachusetts have launched similar campaigns, including
Somerville, Chelsea, and Everett. Several state legislators have championed the
legislation (Representatives Alice Wolf and Jarrett Barrios for Cambridge and
Ellen Story for Amherst) but the state legislature has yet to pass home rule
petitions that would enable the localities to implement these local laws. If the
state of Massachusetts does pass enabling legislation, these jurisdictions would
join the five municipalities in Maryland which already allow noncitizens to vote
in local elections, and Chicago, which permits noncitizen parents to vote in
school board elections.

Globally

Europe provides a compelling case for noncitizen voting rights. The Maastricht
Treaty granted all Europeans the right to vote in European countries other than
their own (i.e. in the European Union), expanding what has been practiced for
years in Sweden (1975), Ireland (1975), the Netherlands (1975), Denmark (1977),
and Norway (1978); in the 1980s, the Netherlands, Venezuela, Ireland, Spain,
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and Iceland enacted legislation enfranchising resident aliens; several Swiss
cantons (Neufchatel and Jura) permit noncitizen voting; Finland and Iceland
allow Nordic citizens voting rights; and Estonia allows noncitizen voting at the
local level.89 In fact, noncitizens vote on nearly every continent, including in
Latin America, the Caribbean, the Middle East, and New Zealand.90

Conclusion: Potential for Progressive Politics

As successful efforts to establish—or restore—noncitizen voting rights demon-
strate, campaigns based upon democratic and moral claims can mobilize noncit-
izens and their progressive allies. Such campaigns provide immigrants with an
important means to defend themselves against nativist attacks and advance a
progressive agenda. In addition, immigrant voting can give other minority
groups greater means to forge winning voting blocks that can advance their
mutual interests. Historically, immigrant votes often accounted for the difference
between the winners and the losers in elections.91 Noncitizen political partici-
pation could help strengthen progressive alliances in electoral contests and
public policy formation. Immigrants’ taxation without representation not only
challenges the legitimacy of America’s mantle of democratic governance, it also
provides a rationale and foundation on which to organize progressive politics.

Just as the civil rights movement sought to extend the franchise to African
Americans and others who had been barred from voting, a renewed movement
for human rights would further extend the franchise to new Americans. As the
US population becomes more diverse, forging electoral coalitions beyond a
“politics of black and white” and “black versus brown” will be necessary to
achieve a progressive majority. To the extent this might be accomplished along
working-class lines, racial and ethnic conflict could be mitigated. A crucial step
in forging such progressive alliances is the establishment of a truly universal
franchise, which would provide for noncitizen voting.92 Benefits would accrue to
all community members, particularly to communities of color, poor and work-
ing-class communities, and urban and metropolitan residents more generally.
Underscoring the common social and economic interests that exist between such
groups suggests a political agenda that could unite them, especially in the face
of the present conservative reaction, growing economic, social and political
polarization, and declining standards of living that an alarming and growing

89 For information on policies and practices in Europe and elsewhere, see Rath, op. cit.;
Raskin, op. cit.; Harper-Ho, op. cit.; Aleinikoff and Klusmeyer, op. cit.; Ernest, op. cit.; and
Immigrant Voting Project, op. cit.

90 These countries include: Barbados, Belize, Canada, Chile, Israel, Uruguay, and
Venezuela.

91 Steven P. Erie, Rainbow’s End: Irish Americans and the Dilemmas of Urban Machine
Politics, 1840–1985 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988); and Martin Shefter,
Political Parties and the State: The American Historical Experience (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1994).

92 Of course, other electoral reforms are crucial to rectify the bias of the electorate and
the nature of the political parties, such as election day voter registration, effective
campaign finance reform, ballot access reform, and the inauguration of alternative
representational schemes (such as proportional representation or instant run-off voting),
if more democratic electoral politics and outcomes are to be achieved. Hayduk and
Mattson, 2002, op. cit.
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number of Americans face. Making common cause among immigrants—and
with other people of color, particularly African Americans—is crucial to forge a
progressive agenda. Together they are, after all, the emerging working-class
majority. Of course, invoking the need for working-class solidarity across racial
and ethnic lines will not alone overcome the multiple and significant challenges
progressives face in forging and sustaining such alliances. Still, it is a start.

The creation of a truly universal suffrage could foster conditions conducive
to forming progressive coalitions. Political parties and candidates—not to men-
tion insurgent parties, factions, and contenders—would have greater pressure to
be responsive to these new voters and their issues and interests. Imagine the
progressive political possibilities in jurisdictions with high numbers of immi-
grants such as New York City, Los Angeles, Washington, DC and Chicago—as
well as in such states—if noncitizens were re-enfranchised. Just as labor has
made overtures to organize immigrants, dominant political parties and candi-
dates are increasingly turning their attention towards immigrants. It would be
desirable for progressives to lead the way. As Jamin Raskin, the intellectual guru
of the contemporary movement for noncitizen voting rights in the US, aptly put
it, “immigrant rights are the civil rights” of the day and “by that logic,
noncitizen voting is the suffrage movement” of our time.93

93 Sontag, 1992, op. cit.






