ANALYSIS

Trump’s Push to Redefine Who
Counts as American

Threats of denaturalization are the latest attack on immigrants — but they

won't stand up in court.
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You might think that when you are a
U.S. citizen, you cannot have that
status taken away. You would be
wrong, it turns out. And behind that

fact is a long and often ugly history.

On Sunday, President Trump said
that he would “absolutely”
denaturalize American citizens if he
could. It comes after a wave of
harsh rhetoric directed toward
immigrants after the tragic
shooting of two National Guard

members last week.

Yes, the words that the president

says have been discounted. But
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there'’s policy behind the rhetorical

provocation.

Denaturalization is the process of
stripping citizenship from someone
who obtained it illegally, such as by
not meeting the requirements or by
committing fraud or lying during
the application process. At first,
government interpreted that
standard loosely, leading to years of

abuse.

As my colleagues Faiza Patel, Margy
O’'Herron, and Kendall Verhovek

explain [ink-21:

More than 22,000 Americans
lost their citizenship between
1907 and 1967 based on

political affiliations, race, and

gender, according to

Weil [link-31president
Woodrow Wilson's
administration began
denaturalizing German- and

Asian-born citizens during

denaturalization scholar Patrick

World War I, along with
anarchists and people who
spoke out against the war.
During World War I, a push for
denaturalization of naturalized
citizens from Germany, Italy,
and Japan intensified. A
primary target included
members of the pro-Nazi

German-American

Bund [nk-41 for disloyalty and

insufficient attachment [link-5]

to the principles of the

Constitution.

After the war, the Second Red
Scare took hold of a country
fearful of domestic communism
amid its emergence abroad.
Sen. Joseph McCarthy of
Wisconsin led witch hunts, with
denaturalization often used as
a tool against accused
communists or sympathizers.

Among those targets was Harry
Bridges ["nk-61 an Australian-

born, nationally known labor
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leader accused of being a
communist, who faced an

ultimately unsuccessful [nk-7]

campaign to revoke his
citizenship. The Supreme Court
ruled in his favor, not once, but

twice.

As Weil puts it [ink-8]1 3 process
that was intended to redress fraud
and illegality in the naturalization
process became used to “expel
from the body politic ‘un-American’
citizens.” But even during wartime,
the Supreme Court responded,

limiting its use.

Throughout the 20th century, the
Court issued several rulings setting

a high bar for denaturalization. In

1943, the Court struck down [ink-9]

a move to denaturalize Russian-

born William Schneiderman over
ties to the Communist Party,
requiring a “heavy burden” for

rescinding citizenship. And in 1946,

the Court warned ["k10] ao3inst

the use of denaturalization as a

“ready instrument for political
persecutions.” It's why in recent
decades, denaturalization attempts
have been appropriately rare . ..

until now.

Over the summer, Trump directed
Justice Department lawyers to
“maximally pursue denaturalization
proceedings.” At the time, a
spokesperson said that
“denaturalization proceedings will
only be pursued as permitted by
law and supported by evidence
against individuals who illegally
procured or misrepresented facts in
the naturalization process.” Trump’s
parameters seem to be much
broader. In his Thanksgiving Truth
Social post, he said he would
“denaturalize migrants who

undermine domestic tranquility.”

Among his targets? Trump has
repeatedly suggested that he is
open to denaturalizing New York
City Mayor-elect Zohran Mamdani
and Rep. [lhan Omar (D-MN). When
asked about Elon Musk, he told the
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press Link-11] “\we'|| have to take a
look.” It appears that crime isn’t so
much a motivation as disloyalty; the
law isn't so much a motivation as

impulse.

But we shouldn’t mistake impulse

for foolishness.

It's all part of a broader effort to
target the rights of immigrants and
redefine who is an American. That
started on Inauguration Day with
the effort to eliminate birthright
citizenship, a right that is explicitly
in the Constitution. And it's part of
efforts to reverse what top
administration officials have called
a conspiracy to alter the makeup of

the electorate. In an

interview [nk-121 the director of
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services, Joseph Edlow, accused
previous administrations of
admitting immigrants to “make
them all citizens and then spread

them out to try to change

demographics elsewhere in the
country.” And on the campaign trail

last year, Trump adviser Stephen

Miller declared [Ink-131 “America is

for Americans and Americans only.”

Stripping citizens of their
citizenship in the name of making
the electorate more “American” is
arguably one of the most un-
American acts imaginable. More

than a century ago, the Supreme

Court held [ink-14] that naturalized
citizens are on the same footing as
those born in the country, and for

decades, the Supreme Court has

made clear k151 that stripping
citizens of their citizenship due to
their views or expressions “would

run counter to our traditions.”

We are a nation of immigrants and
also a nation of laws. The courts
must continue to ensure that those
laws protect naturalized citizens
from being punished for speaking

out.
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