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Introduction

In March 2013, my two children and I walked into the German consul-
ate on the East Side of Manhattan without an appointment. We were 
there to collect our German citizenship. We took a number, deli style, 
and sat in airport- mode black- plastic seating in the small, spare waiting 
area of the services department on the consulate’s fourth floor, accessible 
through a separate entrance on 49th Street. It was mid- morning and not 
very crowded. In turn a cordial consular officer behind thick security 
glass, a woman with shoulder- length blond hair, located our file, called 
out the surname, checked our IDs, and had us sign some papers. We left 
with naturalization certificates. We were German citizens now.

My kids have never been to Germany and don’t speak a word of Ger-
man. I haven’t been there in years. All three of us are native- born U.S. 
citizens. We were eligible for German citizenship through my father, 
who had fled his hometown, Hamburg, as a boy in November 1939. He 
had lost his German citizenship in 1941 pursuant to the Eleventh De-
cree to the Law on the Citizenship of the Reich, which stripped all Jews 
of their German nationality. Decades later, Germany made it possible 
for those targeted by the law— and their immediate descendants— to 
have their German citizenship “restored.” My father never got around to 
claiming his before he died in 2010.

The process was simple, a matter of establishing the lineage on a two- 
page form. I had most of the birth certificates, marriage licenses, and 
U.S. naturalization certificates that were required as documentation, and 
I suspect famously efficient German record keeping filled in any gaps, 
going back to my grandparents and other ancestors who had lived in 
Hamburg since the eighteenth century. (The name Spiro derives from 
the medieval Jewish community in Speyer— Spira in Latin.) Notarizing 
copies of historical documents in a foreign language had proven a chal-
lenge; three notaries refused flat- out to have anything to do with them. 
It took me a couple of years to complete the file and submit it.
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There was no rush. I had long known of the eligibility without acting 
on it. The immediate impetus for applying came out of a teaching stint 
in Rome in the summer of 2008. Museums in Italy can be expensive, and 
there is no discount for children— at least not for non- EU- citizen chil-
dren. Never again was I going to dig so deeply into my wallet with my 
German- passport- toting son and daughter. I was also beginning to have 
some vague sense that my children might be able to exploit EU citizen-
ship in less trivial ways, on bigger ticket items like graduate school. With 
an EU passport, you can work anywhere in the European Union. That 
might come in handy for them some day.

So my motivation was instrumental. That jibed with my academic 
take on dual citizenship, a subject I had been studying for almost twenty 
years. Picking up the issue on the first wave of globalization, I had been 
an early exponent of the view that dual citizenship isn’t really a problem 
anymore, in part because citizenship itself had been degraded. Academ-
ics who find themselves alone in a position— especially a normative 
one— often take it up with the fervor of an evangelist. That was me on 
the subject of dual citizenship. Naturalizing as a German took on an 
analytical element, an exercise I could use to prove the rectitude of my 
scholarly theorizing.

It turned out a little more complicated than that. In the process of 
gathering documentation, the prospect of becoming German took on an 
emotional valence. It generated a family riff, a running joke the punch 
line of which would be along the lines of “like the good German you 
are.” My father, not uniquely among German Jewish refugees, had been 
a Germanophile. Robbed of his future, a comfortable, assimilated, bour-
geois life in a cosmopolitan European port, he had returned to Ger-
many later in life, as a political scientist at the Free University of Berlin. 
Though it didn’t turn out to his liking, he blamed that not on Germany 
but on Berlin. One of his last trips to Europe was for a reunion at his pri-
vate elementary school, a Gymnasium, several classmates from which he 
had stayed in regular contact over the decades. I had stayed in his Berlin 
apartment during a sabbatical of his in the early 1980s, during which I 
had taken an introductory language course at the Goethe Institute.

In other words, I had some German in my blood, of a kind. It is part 
of my identity. Tying the citizenship knot accented the relationship. I 
have some idea of picking up the language from the rudimentary level 
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at which I left it thirty years ago, and to make it part of a family vacation, 
someday.

But I can hardly call myself a German in any real way. My mother is 
a Main Line WASP, so no help there. I can locate only a handful of cit-
ies on the map. Beyond the prime minister, I don’t know the name of a 
single government official. I have the outlines of German history only 
because I studied European history in college, but I have none of the 
national myths to back it up (the German equivalent of George Wash-
ington chopping down the cherry tree). I know little of German social 
customs, though some might feel familiar in an attenuated kind of way. 
(For the record, I am extremely punctual.) I would never identify myself 
as German, or even as German American, though now I am German 
and American.

* * *

This kind of story is an increasingly common one. Though no one keeps 
a master list, there are millions of U.S. citizens who also hold the citizen-
ship of another country. Some, like me, have acquired the nationality of 
their ancestors— Irish, Greek, Italian. Many others have retained their 
birth citizenship at the same time that they have naturalized as Ameri-
cans, and will pass that other citizenship on to their U.S.- born children. 
The progeny of “mixed marriages”— spouses of different nationalities— 
will also have dual citizenship at birth. Dual citizenship has become a 
commonplace of globalization.

The rise of dual citizenship could hardly have been imaginable to a 
time traveler from a hundred or even fifty years ago. Dual nationality 
was once considered an offense to nature, an abomination on the order 
of bigamy. It was the stuff of titanic battles between the United States 
and European sovereigns. As those conflicts dissipated, dual citizenship 
continued to be an oddity, a condition that, if not quite freakish, was 
nonetheless vaguely disreputable, a status one could hold but not adver-
tise. The mantle of loyalty and allegiance that has historically hung so 
heavily over citizenship continued to cloud popular perceptions of the 
status. Even today, some Americans mistakenly understand dual citi-
zenship to somehow be “illegal,” when in fact it is completely tolerated. 
Only recently has the status largely shed the opprobrium to which it was 
once attached.
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This book charts this history from strong disfavor to general ac-
ceptance. It is a story the broad sweep of which no one else has told. 
There have been millions of dual citizens through decades in which it 
was considered offensive, then ill- advised, and now benign. The status 
has touched many; there are few Americans who do not have someone 
in their past or present who has held the status, if only unknowingly. 
The history reflects on the course of the state as an institution at the 
level of the individual. The state was once a jealous institution, justifi-
ably demanding an exclusive relationship with its members. Today, the 
state lacks both the capacity and the incentive to suppress the status as 
citizenship becomes more like other forms of membership. This book 
explains why dual citizenship was once so reviled and why it should be 
embraced today.

The history necessarily focuses on the United States. Dual national-
ity is a byproduct of migration. The United States was by far the most 
important immigrant destination during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries; most dual nationals shared another nationality with U.S. na-
tionality. Chapter 1 describes how the feudal approach to nationality 
set the stage for major diplomatic disputes between the United States 
and European governments. In the medieval world most people were 
born and died in the same place; the incidence of dual nationality was 
near zero, to the point that it was not understood even as a concept. 
Before modern migration, nationality itself was epiphenomenal. The 
great international law commentators of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries devoted few pages to the subject because there were few dis-
putes relating to nationality. Consistent with the sedentary context— 
and with the prevailing view of the natural order of things, a hierarchy 
that put all in their place, from God to peasant— individuals were con-
sidered bound to the sovereign in whose lands they were born on a 
permanent basis.

This regime of “perpetual allegiance” was a poor match for American 
independence and the emerging era of trans- Atlantic migration. At the 
same time that large numbers resettled in the United States, European 
sovereigns refused to recognize any transfer of allegiance. Those who 
naturalized as U.S. citizens were saddled with their birth allegiance, with 
dual nationality the result. States clashed in their claims over people. 
These claims sparked public outcry when European states treated natu-
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ralized Americans on return visits home for various purposes as if they 
had never left, including for purposes of military service. In the face of 
sustained U.S. pressure, important European states moved to recognize 
transfers of nationality through the mechanism of expatriation, extin-
guishing original nationality upon naturalization in the United States.

But that hardly took care of the problem. Chapter 2 describes how 
individuals attempted to exploit dual nationality to their advantage, 
playing one state of nationality off the other. This was tolerable to U.S. 
authorities where an individual remained a genuine American; the 
United States was willing to defend those who were its own in name and 
in fact against European overreach. But the price was unacceptably high 
where a citizen had relocated permanently to another country, often 
the country of birth, in which he also held nationality. In those cases, 
the United States sought to shed nominal citizens by forcing an election 
between the two. The policy emerged through the accumulated, some-
times inconsistent practice of State Department officials. After a series 
of presidential- level entreaties, Congress finally enacted an expatriation 
measure in 1907 to address cases in which naturalized citizens moved 
back home— the surprisingly common phenomenon, even in steamship 
days, of circular migration. Where official policies left off, social norms 
kicked in; it was during this period that virulent condemnations of the 
status were internalized. As Teddy Roosevelt asserted, dual nationality 
was a “self- evident absurdity.”

But it wasn’t until the mid- twentieth century that Congress took a 
hard line on dual nationality. As detailed in chapter 3, the nationality acts 
of 1940 and 1952 made it almost impossible under U.S. law to actively 
maintain another nationality without forfeiting one’s U.S. citizenship. 
Many were born in the United States with dual nationality, inheriting 
the nationality of immigrant parents while acquiring U.S. citizenship 
under the Fourteenth Amendment. As state competition reached the 
bloody zenith of the world wars, it became imperative to keep lines 
neatly drawn among them. Hair- trigger expatriation rules were the re-
sult, under which individuals were stripped of their citizenship for any 
conduct evidencing ongoing ties to another state. These rules were con-
sistently upheld by the Supreme Court against constitutional challenges 
so long as the expatriating conduct was undertaken voluntarily, for in-
stance, the mere act of voting in a foreign political election.
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Chapter 4 documents the shift toward toleration of the status, begin-
ning with the Supreme Court’s 1967 decision in Afroyim v. Rusk. The 
Warren Court came to see citizenship as a right, raising the bar for its 
dispossession. Justice Black’s categorical rejection of Congress’s power to 
“take away an American citizen’s citizenship without his assent” was not 
meant to protect dual citizenship, but it set in motion a series of judicial 
and administrative decisions that reached that destination. These moves 
were enabled by a shift in global relations. It was no longer imperative 
to maintain clear boundaries of human community. Competing claims 
became less incendiary as the human rights revolution constrained the 
ways in which states could mistreat any individual, regardless of nation-
ality. Manpower became less important to establishing state power in the 
wake of military mechanization. The ideological and bipolar orientation 
of the Cold War helped break down old- world notions of loyalty to the 
sovereign.

The international community, meanwhile, attempted to manage dual 
nationality and the threat it posed to peaceful relations between states. 
Although ambitious undertakings to eradicate the status fell short as 
states refused to cede discretion over their nationality practices, inter-
national tribunals adopted their own kind of election mechanism under 
which only the more dominant nationality would be effective for pur-
poses of international disputes as well as for military service obligations. 
Dual citizenship was accepted as international fact but also understood 
to be an international problem, avoided where possible, managed where 
not. By the end of the twentieth century, U.S. citizenship could not be 
terminated without an individual’s cooperation; Americans were free 
to keep other citizenships acquired at birth or by naturalization. An in-
creasing number of those who naturalized in the United States were able 
to keep their original citizenship through changes in home country law 
and U.S. practice.

Mexico’s acceptance of dual citizenship in 1998 put a punctuation 
mark on the new indifference to dual citizenship, at least from a U.S. 
perspective. The change in Mexican law meant that almost all of the 
more than a million Mexican nationals who have naturalized after 1998 
are dual Mexican- U.S. citizens. Notwithstanding the heavy political 
contestation surrounding Mexicans and immigration policy, there was 
hardly a murmur about the emergence of this large population of dual 
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citizens. Dual citizenship is an issue that has cut across powerful po-
litical constituencies— it implicates not just Mexicans and other recent 
immigrants, but also Irish, Italian, and Jewish communities, all of which 
have a high incidence of dual citizenship on the basis of ancestry. Dual 
citizenship is here to stay. That’s a matter of political fact.

As described in chapter 5, dual citizenship serves the American na-
tional interest. Dual citizenship presents no significant societal costs. 
The trope of dual citizens as a fifth column never conformed with re-
alities on the ground. The non- state nature of contemporary conflict 
makes the security threat more implausible still. Dual citizens are ca-
pable of political engagement in more than one polity, and they are no 
more likely than non- citizens to do the bidding of their home country 
governments. There is an upside to the status, from the state’s perspec-
tive. Dual citizenship facilitates naturalization, which facilitates immi-
grant integration. In the American context, dual citizens are positioned 
to put newly assimilated political knowledge to work back home.

Dual citizenship also serves the interests of other states. Chapter 6 
describes the dramatic change in global attitudes toward the status. Dur-
ing the late twentieth century, other countries also relaxed their position 
on dual citizenship. Developing states once equated emigration with 
abandonment, forsaking those who left by terminating their national-
ity. Today, developing countries seek to harness emigrant communities 
as diasporas for economic and other purposes. Citizenship is part of 
the toolbox for keeping diasporas connected to the homeland. These 
“sending” states have moved from merely tolerating dual citizenship to 
actively embracing it. This is partly in response to the demands of the 
diaspora members themselves, who have used their economic and po-
litical muscle to win acceptance of the status by their countries of ori-
gin. Other countries, including most European states, have also come 
to appreciate ethnic kin outside the homeland. Because citizenship no 
longer provokes turf battles between states, many states have abandoned 
previous restrictions on the status. With a few major holdouts, a clear 
majority of countries now permits dual citizenship, and the trend is uni-
directional. The more pressing question today is not so much whether 
dual citizenship is acceptable but rather how citizens residing outside 
the homeland should be politically accommodated, especially with re-
spect to voting rights. This chapter addresses novel issues of diaspora 
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citizenship rights, arguing for the extension of full political rights to 
external citizens. Those who have relocated elsewhere and acquired an-
other citizenship will still have interests in homeland governance that 
should be reflected in institutionalized voice.

Chapter 7 builds on the growing global acceptance of dual citizenship 
to suggest that it may rise to the level of a right. Where an individual is 
eligible for dual citizenship (that is, where an individual would other-
wise qualify for citizenship in each of two or more states), states should 
be constrained from standing in the way. Dual citizenship is often a mat-
ter of actuating individual identity and reflects associational urges. This 
is clear in the case of the child who inherits citizenship from each of two 
parents. Why should the child be forced to choose between the two? 
Other associational memberships are protected, absent a compelling 
interest on the government’s part to intervene. There were once good 
reasons to limit multiple state memberships, which explains the histori-
cal disfavor attached to the status. Now that dual citizenship no longer 
threatens world order in any concrete way, an individual’s interest in 
retaining or acquiring the status should be vindicated as a human right.

Dual citizenship also advances political rights insofar as rejecting 
the status denies an individual the capacity to participate politically in 
one or the other of states in which she has political interests. Sacrific-
ing citizenship in one state shouldn’t be the price of full political rights 
in another. Protecting dual citizenship would bar states from requiring 
new citizens to renounce their original citizenship, terminating the citi-
zenship of those who naturalize elsewhere, or forcing those born with 
dual citizenship to choose one at majority. Recent developments point 
to emerging norms protective of the status. When Germany recently 
backed down from a principled stance against dual citizenship, for ex-
ample, international rights– framed pressure was an important part of 
the story. An emerging right to dual citizenship is also suggested by an 
increasingly critical perspective on policies that discriminate against 
dual citizens.

Chapter 8 describes how dual citizenship will over the long term 
nonetheless undermine solidarities located in the state. States may try 
to put dual citizenship to work as a strategy for cementing diaspora 
ties, but that doesn’t mean the strategy will be successful. On the con-
trary, dual citizenship will tend to undermine the intensity of national 
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identities defined by citizenship status. Exclusive memberships extract 
a higher membership price. Institutions that demand exclusive mem-
bership are inherently more jealous and intensely felt. Allowing dual or 
even multiple citizenship lowers the barriers to entry. In the U.S. con-
text, it has spawned a population of “second choicers.” If one can add 
a citizenship without giving up another, the cost of retaining each is 
reduced. In a world that frowned on dual citizenship, individuals had a 
strong incentive to opt for the citizenship of the country to which they 
had the strongest attachment.

Many dual citizens maintain citizenship in countries with which they 
have nominal socio- cultural connections. That inevitably dilutes citi-
zenship as a proxy for social solidarity. This chapter describes two new 
forms of instrumental citizenship: Olympic citizenship and investor 
citizenship. Individuals are gaming citizenship rules to secure eligibil-
ity in international sporting competitions. Others are simply buying it. 
In both cases, formal membership is detached from social connection. 
Neither would exist without broadened acceptance of dual citizenship. 
Dual citizenship tends to hollow out citizenship as defining meaningful 
community on the ground. That has led some to call for policing the 
status. But it is too late to reverse the material forces that have resulted 
in its growing frequency and acceptance. Dual citizenship has become a 
fact of globalization.

There is a clear arc to this story. The place of dual citizenship in 
world society has been dramatically transformed. It was once the bane 
of statesmen, a threat to international stability. In some countries it re-
mains an important policy concern, in battles that have a legacy feel to 
them as the status comes to be recognized as innocuous, even beneficial. 
As its acceptance among states has grown, it has become more impor-
tant to individuals as so many more look to acquire and hold the status. 
As a sociological fact, dual citizenship has never been as important as 
it is today.

The shift reflects on changed meanings of citizenship itself. As Rainer 
Bauböck observes, “The rules which govern individual entries or exits 
and the transmission of citizenship from one generation to the next are 
themselves deeply embedded in specific concepts of political commu-
nity.”1 A change in even one element of these rules signifies a fundamen-
tal shift in the nature of the relationship of the individual to the state. 
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Nationality first established a kind of parent- child relationship between 
sovereign and subject, a product of nature and hence indissoluble. The 
succeeding regime of exclusivity more resembled marriage— voluntary 
and terminable, but also singular. We may be moving toward a paradigm 
in which citizenship is more like membership in a club or civic associa-
tion, in a class of affiliation that does not necessarily constrain other at-
tachments, a part of our identity but not the sort of trumping presence 
that it once enjoyed. Dual citizenship vindicates individual autonomy at 
the same time that it demotes the state from its historical primacy. Dual 
citizenship shows the continuing salience of the state at the same time 
that it suggests new dimensions of how humans organize themselves on 
a changing global landscape.
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