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Issue: American Civics

This essay is part of RealClearPublicAffairs's 1776 Series, which
explains the major themes that define the American mind.

ur politics is currently overwhelmed with identity. Rights, votes,
participation, all understanding of one’s place in the country is said t
be based on one’s “identity.” The one identity that people shy away

from is that of the American citizen. Who precisely is this person?

The American Constitut
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The American
Constitution speaks in
the voice of “We the
People,” but never
defines who that
people might be, even
if they already existed
in 1787, even before
the establishment of a
“more perfect Union.”
Who are these
Americans? Who, as
an individual, is an
American?

speaks in the voice of “W
the People,” but never
defines who that people
might be, even if they
already existed in 1787,
even before the
establishment of a “more
perfect Union.” Who are
these Americans? Who,
an individual, is an
American? On the one
hand, this is a simple
question to answer. The
is a legal definition of
citizenship based on birt
or naturalization, and so
people simply are
Americans and others a
not. It is a matter of
paperwork.

On the other hand, it is not so easy to answer, as we can see from the histor
of this country. Whether someone is a citizen and how that might be defined
has been the source of the most contentious controversies. For instance, Dr
Scott appealed to his status as a citizen of Missouri to argue for his freedom
from slavery. Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Taney, in his infamous
decision, denied the possibility of citizenship to Scott and all those whose
descendants were forcefully brought to this country – a denial Abraham Linc
would ferociously challenge.

The Civil War resolved this question in favor of Dred Scott, who died before 
started. Yet the problem of what citizenship entails continued. American wom
were not universally permitted to vote until the passage of the 19th Amendm
in 1920. And the question of the civil rights of former slaves and their
descendants came to a head a full century after the Civil War. The “legal”
citizenship of neither group was contested. American women, for instance,
were American citizens, but they were citizens who could not vote in most
states and were often not even issued their own passports when travelling.
What makes someone a citizen?

Two competing answers to that question have been offered since the beginn
of the American republic. In the first of the Federalist Papers, Alexander
Hamilton proposed that the opportunity before the people of the various state
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In the words of G.K.
Chesterton, the great
English author of the
early 20th century,
“America is the only
nation in the world
that is founded on a
creed.” America,
Chesterton though,
was a “nation with the
soul of a church.”

was “to decide the important question, whether societies of men are really
capable or not of establishing good government from reflection and choice, o
whether they are forever destined to depend for their political constitutions o
accident and force.” In the words of G.K. Chesterton, the great English autho
of the early 20th century, “America is the only nation in the world that is
founded on a creed.” America, Chesterton though, was a “nation with the so
of a church.”

John Jay, in the second 
the Federalist Papers,
offered a competing idea
which we might describe
as “America as a clan.” 
attributed to divine
providence the creation 
“a people descended fro
the same ancestors,
speaking the same
language, professing the
same religion, attached 
the same principles of
government, very simila
their manners and
customs, and who, by th
joint counsels, arms, an

efforts, fighting side by side throughout a long and bloody war, have nobly
established general liberty and independence.” From this perspective,
Americans are a people because of their common history.

The notion that Americans form something like a clan is there in Jay’s
contribution to the Federalist Papers, and it forms the central idea of Justice
Taney’s decision (although most slaves, by Dred Scott’s time, had been born
here, too, because of the constitutional ban on importation). The most
compelling argument that America is a clan is that most Americans were bor
that way. Despite falling birthrates, Americans make more Americans than
anyone else does. This is one job that has not been sent offshore. For the va
majority of the population of the country, citizenship is the result of birth and
nothing else. It is almost as if the country were an extended family. Yes, it ha
its branches, but being born to citizenship binds people to one another. 

One of the finest reflections upon this idea of an inherited place in the countr
can be found in Frederick Douglass’ speech, “What to the Slave Is the Fourt
of July?” Douglass began his remarks with praise for the leaders of the
American Revolution but carefully called them “your fathers ” as he spoke to
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But here is the
problem with the idea
that a nation can be
based upon an idea or
creed: a creed can be
accepted anywhere.
Can a specific nation
be defined by nothing
but an aspiration to

American Revolution, but carefully called them your fathers,  as he spoke to
the white audience. He referred to himself and his listeners as “fellow-citizen
however. A different paternity did not cut him off from citizenship, but it gave
Douglass, a former slave, a different lineage. 

Douglass’ central charge against America was its hypocrisy: “You glory in yo
refinement and your universal education yet you maintain a system as
barbarous and dreadful as ever strained the character of a nation.” On the
Fourth, Americans were celebrating a rebellion inspired by “a threepenny tax
on tea; and yet wring the last hard-earned farthing from the grasp of the blac
laborers of your country.” Americans were enslaving the people they lived
beside, the people who should have been – and eventually would become –
members of their clan.

The problem with the clan idea of citizenship is that it is too exclusive, too
familial to account for the reality of the country. Americans are not all one
happy family, or even an unhappy one.  At the time John Jay wrote Federalis
2, there were already deep divisions. There were already many Americans
from very different backgrounds; they were not related, and they did not act 
they were.

Other countries really are extended families, with most or all sharing some
familial or ethnic background. Italians have always lived in Italy, Chinese in
China, and so on. The only Americans whose families did not arrive within th
last 500 years were here long before – and they were moved aside, often
violently, by those whose descendants live here now. Most Americans do no
have a legacy of living in this country longer than that. For Hamilton and man
like him, the American experiment was and is a matter of “reflection and
choice.”   

Chesterton thought that
the creed upon which
America was founded w
equality. It says so in the
Declaration of
Independence. Alexis de
Tocqueville also thought
that the love of equality
was important to the
country, and to the whol
new “age of equality” he
foresaw taking root
everywhere. But here is
th bl ith th id
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universality? 

Is there something
between the creed and
the clan that can
explain what makes
someone an
American? Yes: that
mediating

the problem with the ide
that a nation can be bas
upon an idea or creed: a

creed can be accepted anywhere. Can a specific nation be defined by nothin
but an aspiration to universality? Wouldn’t that nation be coextensive with th
world?

Is anyone who accepts the American creed, whatever it may be, an America
Does the belief in equality make one American? That cannot be true. Million
people believe in equality but have no connection to this country. Some even
proclaimed the truths of the Declaration, however cynically or opportunistica
– such as Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam – and still fought a war against America.
Whole countries are as committed to equality as is America – even more
committed to it – and yet, they are certainly not America. Belief itself does no
and cannot make one an American.

The fact is, one cannot simply make oneself an American. To some extent o
another, through birth or naturalization, one becomes an American because
someone else did the work. This, more than anything else, gives durability to
the clan idea of citizenship. You must be born into it or allowed in by those w
already hold membership. It is an exclusive if generous club. As Abraham
Lincoln put it in his First Inaugural Address, “This country, with its institutions
belongs to the people who inhabit it.”

At the same time, though, we cannot say that belief in some sort of American
creed is unimportant. To begin with, tens of thousands of people who did not
believe in the American Revolution left or were forced to leave. Even the ide
of being “un-American,” which is based on ideas and actions rather than
heritage, suggests that there really is something important about what one
thinks when it comes to being American. Just ask the Boston Celtics’ player
who changed his last name to “Freedom” after becoming an American citize
this month.

Is there something
between the creed and t
clan that can explain wh
makes someone an
American? Yes: that
mediating “something” is
the Constitution of 1787
Elected officials and
military personnel swea
protect the Constitution,

t id
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mediating
“something” is the
Constitution of 1787.

The Constitution of
the United States is
not merely an idea; it
is a way to practice
politics, or, to use
Aristotle’s expression,
to administer justice
and offices. 

not vague ideas or a
particular set of human
beings.

Hamilton and Jay were both right at the time they were writing. There was a
unique opportunity to form a new government by a people united by heritage
and experience. But that lasted only a short time and was not unanimously
agreed. For instance, a referendum on ratification in Rhode Island rejected t
Constitution in March of 1788; New York’s ratifying convention passed it in J
of that same year by only three votes. Even as “We the People of the United
States” decided to form that more perfect union, they were not all in agreeme

Once the Constitution was ratified and this new people started to live by it an
under it, however, the Constitution gave meaning to the people – and to
citizenship. Americans thus became a constitutional people, a self-governing
people under our fundamental or foundational law.

Aristotle observed something like this process over 2,000 years ago. As he
explained in the Politics, a political community is a collection of people who
share in a constitution, if not necessarily a written one. And in an argument t
seemed to surprise even himself, he concluded that a citizen is anyone who
participated in the administration of justice and in offices.  In other words, a
citizen is someone who can take part in the public affairs of the state. 

The Constitution of the
United States is not mer
an idea; it is a way to
practice politics, or, to us
Aristotle’s expression, to
administer justice and
offices. American citizen
are those who participat
(or can participate) in th
This is why “citizens” wh
cannot participate are no
really citizens. The
contradiction of having
groups of people who w

clearly citizens but who weren’t allowed to act as citizens inspired the 19th
Amendment and the Civil Rights Movement; and the possible resolution of th
contradiction led Frederick Douglass to conclude in his speech that “the
Constitution is a GLORIOUS LIBERTY DOCUMENT.”
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American identity
comes from living
through the political
institutions of the
Constitution. 

Douglass was right: the Constitution is a glorious liberty document, but only 
people will live by its rules. Living by the Constitution means administering
justice and offices, and engaging in the give and take, victory and defeat, of
politics as laid out in the Constitution.

An earlier contribution to the 1776 Series makes the point this way: “Wherea
in most countries, political argument turns on what citizens demand, in the
United States citizens’ demands must be filtered through the sieve of the
Constitution. It is not enough to want something; it is necessary to show why
that something is also constitutionally proper.”

To say that something is
constitutionally proper is
more than saying the ru
are being followed. The
Constitution is a set of
rules for the game of
politics, but it is more tha
that. It is a set of rules b
on an understanding of
human nature, one that

accepts that men are not angels and that angels do not govern us, as James
Madison put it in Federalist 51. To be constitutionally proper, then, is to be tru
to our nature as Americans understand it.

Being an American is not simply admiring the Constitution as an idea; nor ca
be reduced to choosing one’s parents. American identity comes from living
through the political institutions of the Constitution. This should be recognize
as the primary political identity of Americans – and a most gratifying and
humanizing one.

Geoffrey M. Vaughan teaches Political Science at Assumption University and
completing a book on the ideas behind American citizenship, written from the
perspective of someone who is, himself, an immigrant.

This essay may be republished for free with attribution. (These terms do not apply to outs
articles linked on the site.) Images and photos that appear with this essay are not availab
for republishing.
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