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For Lisa Snyder, and for all like her, who loved this country enough to give their lives—
and for the silent majority who sense what has gone wrong, yet still believe citizenship must mean more.


Author’s Note

Why I Wrote this Book

This book was born out of discomfort—a growing sense that something fundamental about American citizenship has been quietly unraveling. I see a nation where the meaning of allegiance, once a sacred civic ideal, has become fragmented—split between sacrifice and self-interest, obligation and opportunity.

At one end of the spectrum stand those who give their lives for the republic: young Americans, many of them immigrants, who wear the uniform and swear allegiance not as ceremony but as commitment. These Americans are often the first to serve, and too often the last to be acknowledged. Their loyalty is total. Their burden is real. Their contribution is immeasurable.

At the other end are those who treat American citizenship as a passport of convenience— a hedge, an asset, a transactional tool—securing U.S. birthright through birth tourism, golden visa programs, or legal loopholes. They flaunt their wealth in New York, Miami or Los Angeles, maintain loyalties elsewhere, and treat citizenship as a commodity, not an identity. Their relationship to the country is strategic, not civic. Their contribution, if any, is negligible.

In between are millions of American-born and naturalized dual citizens who must navigate the civic ambiguity and ethical tension of divided allegiance—holding rights in one nation while exercising influence in another. Alongside them stand the institutions that have permitted this drift: federal agencies and courts that have blurred the line between pluralism and divided loyalty. And at the helm are legislators and elected officials who, at times, struggle to define or promote—let alone embody—what allegiance actually means.

We have built a system where some citizens die for the republic—and others merely purchase their way into it. And we have done so without debate, without clarity, and without the honesty this moment demands.

This book is my attempt to confront that silence. It is a call to reclaim what citizenship was always meant to be: not a convenience, but a commitment.

It also marks the beginning of a broader inquiry. The Allegiance Paradox is the first volume in The Collapse of Trust Series, a four-part exploration of how public belief in institutions falters—from the erosion of allegiance and the rise of conspiratorial thinking, to the performative nature of legitimacy and the quiet replacement of human judgment by systems and code (see page xi).

Sebastian Saviano

September 17, 2025

Released on Citizenship Day
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Prelude

A Paradoxical Allegiance

Over 1.3 million Americans have given their lives in service to the republic and the ideals for which it stands.1 Their service was never transactional. It rested on the belief that citizenship bound people together through shared obligations as well as rights.

Today, the meaning of that bond is less certain. For some, citizenship functions more as a global credential than as a shared civic identity—detached from the mutual duties that once defined it.


This is the Allegiance Paradox:

The American system demands unity while permitting division.

It relies on allegiance it no longer ensures.



From its founding, the United States envisioned itself not as an ethnic nation, but a civic one—bound not by bloodlines, but by shared commitment to a constitutional republic. And for much of its history, that vision included a serious expectation: that citizenship be chosen freely, and that allegiance be exclusive.

From the Naturalization Act of 1790 to the Expatriation Act of 1868, American law insisted that to become a citizen was to renounce former loyalties and commit wholly to the new. This vision of undivided allegiance helped forge a common identity in a pluralistic republic. But a gradual erosion of that expectation has been underway for decades—and it has culminated in the 21st century.

Dual citizenship, legal ambiguity, and commodified paths to nationality have created a system in which individuals may hold multiple allegiances without ever being asked to reconcile them. The state no longer actively safeguards the expectations of citizenship, even as it depends on loyalty, sacrifice, and participation to sustain democratic life.


If the civic bond of allegiance no longer defines American citizenship, what does?



This book begins with that question. It is not a call for cultural uniformity or political exclusion. It is a reckoning with the civic contradictions we’ve allowed to fester. It is an argument for restoring clarity, responsibility, and ethical coherence to the meaning of American citizenship.

_______________

1 Based on figures compiled by the U.S. Department of Defense, the Congressional Research Service, and the National Archives, more than 1.3 million Americans have died in military service since the founding of the republic. This includes approximately 4,400 in the Revolutionary War; 2,200 in the War of 1812; over 13,000 in the Mexican-American War; between 620,000 and 750,000 in the Civil War; 2,400 in the Spanish-American War; 116,500 in World War I; 405,000 in World War II; 36,500 in Korea; 58,000 in Vietnam; 294 in the Gulf War; over 6,800 in Iraq and Afghanistan; and thousands more in post-9/11 operations. These numbers represent uniformed personnel killed in action or service-related death and do not include civilian contractors or post-service fatalities due to injury or suicide.


Introduction

The Meaning of Citizenship in Crisis


“The most deadly adversaries of republican government may naturally be expected to spring from the desire in foreign powers to gain an improper ascendant in our councils.”

— Alexander Hamilton, Federalist No. 68 (1788)



In 2025, President Trump’s proposed “Gold Card” investor visa reignited a long-dormant debate: can U.S. citizenship be bought? Almost simultaneously, indictments of Senators Menendez and Cuellar cast new light on the legal and ethical murk of dual loyalties in public office. And halfway across the world, Estonia’s e-governance model and Silicon Valley’s experiments with “network states” have begun to redefine what it even means to belong to a nation.

American citizenship, once a sacred bond between the individual and the nation, has quietly become negotiable. Today, it is possible—common, even—to hold two passports, swear allegiance to two sovereigns, vote in multiple elections, and enjoy the full rights and protections of U.S. citizenship while maintaining active loyalty to another state.

This is not a theoretical concern. It is the political and legal reality of our time. And yet, despite its far-reaching implications, the rise of dual citizenship in the United States has gone largely unexamined. There has been no national commission, no sustained debate, no public reckoning with its effects on trust, accountability, or democratic legitimacy.


What was once an unthinkable contradiction—divided allegiance—has become a tolerated norm.



This book begins with a paradox: The United States, a nation founded on the idea of exclusive civic loyalty, now permits—and in many cases promotes—divided allegiance as a matter of routine. While some see this as a sign of openness or cosmopolitan progress, it comes at a cost: the erosion of civic meaning, the weakening of institutional trust, and the unraveling of the democratic contract.

The Civic Fabric, Unraveling

This is not merely a legal problem. It is a moral and cultural one. In a democratic republic, citizenship is not just a legal status—it is a public commitment. It entails both rights and responsibilities. Allegiance is what binds a diverse population into a coherent political community. When that allegiance becomes optional, diluted, or secondary, the democratic fabric begins to fray.

Can a republic function when some of its citizens vote in foreign elections, serve in foreign militaries, or shield themselves from American law with a second passport? Can it survive when others access its benefits without sharing in its burdens? When allegiance is severed from citizenship, democracy does not expand—it fractures.

A Nation That Forgot to Ask

Unlike many peer democracies—Germany, India, France, even Canada—the United States has no coherent dual citizenship policy. It is neither fully authorized nor fully prohibited. It exists in a legal gray zone: permitted by precedent, ignored by statute, and left to drift by courts and bureaucracies. Congress has remained silent. The result is confusion, inconsistency, and civic incoherence.

This silence is not neutrality. It is abandonment.

What This Book Argues

This book makes a simple but urgent claim: that allegiance must be reimagined not as mere loyalty or legal formality, but as ethical infrastructure—the foundational framework that sustains civic trust, institutional integrity, and democratic accountability. In a time of strategic dualism and mobility, restoring allegiance means reconstructing the very terms of political belonging—not to exclude, but to embed responsibility in status, and reciprocity in rights.

The Allegiance Paradox is not a call to wall off America. It is a call to rebuild its civic foundation—through principled reforms to naturalization, diplomatic law, dual allegiance in high-trust roles, and constitutional clarity. Beneath each policy stands a core idea: that citizenship without allegiance is not inclusion. It is dissolution.

How This Book Is Structured

• Chapter 1 traces the historical foundations of exclusive allegiance in American citizenship law and political culture.

• Chapter 2 examines how bureaucratic drift and judicial ambiguity allowed dual citizenship to expand unchallenged.

• Chapter 3 compares how other nations address dual allegiance—and reveals America’s lack of clarity as a global outlier.

• Chapter 4 explores the ethical foundations of allegiance, drawing from political philosophy and democratic theory.

• Chapter 5 shows how the erosion of allegiance disrupts key institutions: voting, the military, taxation, and public trust.

• Chapter 6 explores birth tourism, investor visas, and the commodification of citizenship as forms of civic distortion.

• Chapter 7 lays out a civic renewal framework—reconnecting status with responsibility through legal and educational reforms.

• Chapter 8 examines the digital transformation of citizenship and the rise of algorithmic and network-based identities.

• Chapter 9 concludes with a forward-looking blueprint: restoring the coherence of American citizenship through institutional, constitutional, and cultural renewal.

A Time for Civic Reckoning

In a fragmented world, it is tempting to treat allegiance as outdated—an impediment to global citizenship. But this book contends the opposite: that allegiance is the ethical architecture of democracy. It is what turns paper rights into living obligations. It is what transforms a nation of strangers into a republic of shared fate.


We cannot legislate allegiance—but we can restore its place in law, in education, and in civic expectation. The future of American citizenship depends on whether we choose to do so.




Chapter 1

Undivided by Design
Allegiance in a Nation of Immigrants

America has always been a nation of immigrants. From the Puritans to political refugees, and from laborers to entrepreneurs, the United States was forged not by a singular ethnic identity but by the ambitions and allegiances of those who arrived to build a new life. Yet this openness to newcomers was never unconditional. What made the American experiment unique was not just its welcome, but the nature of the civic bond it demanded in return.

Unlike Old World monarchies and empires, which gave citizenship through bloodlines and bound subjects to lifelong allegiance, the American republic rested on a radical idea: political belonging should be chosen. Citizenship was not inherited by ancestry or imposed by accident of birth. It was to be entered into willingly, through acts of consent, allegiance, and commitment to a shared constitutional project.

This chapter follows the rise of the idea that national allegiance should be exclusive. From the thinkers who influenced the Founders, to the early laws of naturalization, to the public rituals that welcomed new Americans, the message was consistent: national identity was meant to be singular. To become American was to be American—fully, intentionally, and exclusively.

The Founders feared divided loyalties. Their writings reveal deep anxieties about foreign influence, inherited fealty, and the destabilizing effects of dual allegiances. In a diverse and pluralistic republic, what bound citizens together was not language or ancestry, but a shared civic identity anchored in undivided loyalty to the nation and its principles.

This expectation shaped not only immigration policy but the broader political culture. Oaths of allegiance, Americanization campaigns, and public rituals—from flag salutes to naturalization ceremonies—reflected a belief that democratic citizenship required more than legal status. It required emotional, ethical, and political belonging.

Yet in recent decades, this ethic has come under strain. The rise of dual citizenship, birth tourism, investor migration, and strategic naturalization reflects a profound shift in how citizenship is understood and practiced. What was once a solemn act of allegiance is increasingly treated as a convenience, a contingency, or an asset.

To understand how we arrived at this moment—and why it matters—we must begin where the American story of belonging begins: with a bold claim that citizenship is not a birthright of geography, nor an inheritance of blood, but a choice of allegiance.

I. Citizenship as Allegiance, Not Inheritance

The Revolutionary Reimagining of Belonging

In the summer of 1776, the American founders did something radical. They didn’t just declare independence from Britain; they reimagined what it meant to belong to a nation. While European societies defined citizenship through bloodlines, aristocratic privilege, and inherited status, the nascent United States proposed a revolutionary alternative: citizenship as a deliberate choice, not an accident of birth.


Hamilton’s Paradox: The Foreign-Born Nationalist

Few figures embody the paradox of allegiance and identity in American history more vividly than Alexander Hamilton. Born on the Caribbean island of Nevis, Hamilton was the only major Founding Father not born in the American colonies. Orphaned as a child, he emigrated to New York in his teens and rose—through intellect, ambition, and military service—to become a principal architect of the U.S. Constitution and the nation’s first Secretary of the Treasury.

Despite being foreign-born, Hamilton was also one of the most forceful voices for national unity, centralized authority, and unambiguous civic allegiance. He distrusted divided loyalties and believed the survival of the Republic depended on clarity of commitment. Writing in Federalist No. 68 (1788), Hamilton warned:

“The most deadly adversaries of republican government may naturally be expected to spring from the desire in foreign powers to gain an improper ascendant in our councils.”2

Five years later, in the Pacificus essays (1793), Hamilton returned to this theme while defending Washington’s Proclamation of Neutrality. There he stressed the dangers of factional attachments to foreign nations and the need to keep America free from imported rivalries.

This tension—between Hamilton’s immigrant background and his fierce insistence on undivided loyalty—mirrors the very debates this book seeks to explore: What does it mean to belong to a nation? Can plural identity coexist with civic obligation? And where, in a republic, must the line be drawn?

Hamilton’s story doesn’t offer easy answers—but it does remind us that allegiance, while inclusive, must be rooted in responsibility and clarity.



Drawing from Enlightenment philosophers like John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, as we shall see later, they conceived of national belonging as a social contract—a reciprocal relationship built on mutual consent, shared democratic ideals, and collective responsibility.

Against the backdrop of hereditary monarchies in 18th-century Europe, the American experiment offered a radical alternative: national identity based on consent, not birth.

Voices of a New Civic Identity

The writings of the founders reveal the depth of this transformative vision. Thomas Jefferson, in his characteristic intellectual boldness, argued that “the earth belongs in usufruct to the living”—a radical statement suggesting that no generation could bind future generations to perpetual political allegiances. This was more than a legal concept; it was a philosophical declaration of human agency and potential.

James Madison viewed citizenship as a nuanced social contract. In his perspective, allegiance was not a one-sided submission but a dynamic relationship of trust and shared purpose between individuals and their political community. Alexander Hamilton, as pointed out, took an even more pointed stance, warning repeatedly about the dangers of divided loyalties and foreign influences that could undermine the republic’s unity.

The Practical Revolution: Consent over Inheritance

The Declaration of Independence’s assertion that governments derive “their just powers from the consent of the governed” was revolutionary in its simplicity and profound in its implications. This was a fundamental reimagining of political legitimacy.

For immigrants and newcomers, this model meant citizenship was not a passive reception of status, but an active, intentional transformation. To become American was not a matter of paperwork, but a deliberate act of civic alignment—a choice to adopt shared values, engage in public life, and contribute to the democratic project.

Crucially, this vision of citizenship was exclusive. To become American meant fully embracing a new political identity, which necessitated renouncing previous allegiances. The republic could not sustain itself if citizens maintained competing political loyalties or treated citizenship as a mere convenience.

A Living Legacy

This founding principle—that citizenship is chosen, not inherited—to this day remains a powerful, if contested, ideal. It challenged the old world’s hierarchical systems and proposed a radical notion: that political belonging could be based on shared values, mutual commitment, and collective aspiration, rather than accidents of birth.

As we navigate the complexities of 21st-century global mobility and transnational identities, the founders’ vision continues to provoke critical questions about nationalism, belonging, and what it truly means to be a citizen.

II. Naturalization and the Immigrant Ideal

A Radical Legal Experiment

In the summer of 1790, the young United States Congress passed a law that would become a cornerstone of American identity—the Naturalization Act. At first glance, the act might seem unremarkable. But beneath its legal language lay a revolutionary concept that would reshape understanding of national belonging.

The law was undeniably flawed by modern standards. It explicitly limited citizenship to “free white persons,” reflecting the deeply racist assumptions of its time. This racial exclusivity reveals a tension at the heart of the early republic: a universalist civic ideal constrained by a discriminatory legal framework.3

The Oath: A Symbolic Transformation

Imagine standing before a federal judge, raising your hand, and publicly declaring your commitment to a new nation. The Oath of Allegiance was more than a legal formality—it was a ritual of transformation. Immigrants were required to “absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty.”

This was radical. In an era dominated by monarchies and imperial powers, the United States proposed a different model of political belonging. Citizenship was not a gift bestowed by a ruler, but a commitment voluntarily undertaken. The oath symbolized a profound personal and political metamorphosis.

Scholars like Rogers Brubaker have since analyzed this process as a unique form of “civic nationalism”—where national identity is defined by shared political values rather than ethnic or racial characteristics. Even as the specific racial limitations were deeply problematic, the underlying principle of voluntary allegiance was transformative.

Integration as Transformation

Early American society viewed naturalization as a holistic process of cultural and political integration. It wasn’t enough to simply take an oath. Immigrants were expected to learn English, adopt American customs, participate actively in civic life, and raise children who identified as fully American.

The cultural mantra “One flag, one nation” captured this expectation. It wasn’t mere jingoism, but a vision of unity through voluntary commitment. In a republic built on pluralism, allegiance—not ancestry—was the binding force.

Comparative Perspectives

To understand the uniqueness of this approach, consider the global context. While many countries in that era rooted citizenship in lineage, royal authority, or ethnic identity, the United States offered a different vision: citizenship as an earned status and national identity as an act of choice.

This didn’t mean erasing one’s cultural heritage. Instead, it meant adding a layer of political commitment that transcended previous identities. The naturalized citizen wasn’t expected to forget their origins but to embrace a new, additional identity with full conviction.

A Continuing Conversation

The Naturalization Act of 1790 was not an endpoint, but the beginning of an ongoing negotiation about what it means to belong. Its racist limitations would be challenged and gradually dismantled, but its core idea—that citizenship is a deliberate, transformative commitment—remains a powerful ideal.

As global migration increases and national boundaries become more fluid, the questions first posed by this early law remain urgent: What does it mean to truly belong to a nation? How do we balance respect for diverse origins with a shared commitment to collective ideals?

III. The 19th Century: Migration and Suspicion

The Great Demographic Upheaval

Between 1820 and 1900, nearly 19 million immigrants arrived in the United States, transforming its social fabric and reshaping national identity. Irish, German, and later Southern and Eastern European newcomers brought cultural traditions that would challenge—and ultimately redefine—what it meant to be “American.”

Contested Belonging: The Immigrant Experience

Each wave of immigration triggered a complex social drama of inclusion and suspicion. The Irish, overwhelmingly Catholic, faced particularly intense scrutiny. Protestant America viewed them with deep suspicion, questioning their ultimate loyalty. Could a Catholic immigrant truly pledge allegiance to the U.S. Constitution when the Vatican was perceived as a foreign power seeking influence in American civic life?

German immigrants encountered similar challenges. Their commitment to preserving language and cultural institutions—maintaining German-language schools and cultural societies—was interpreted not as cultural preservation, but as potential subversion. They were viewed with suspicion for seemingly maintaining Old World identities rather than fully embracing American life.

Italian immigrants, arriving later in the century, faced their own set of challenges. They were often associated with anarchist movements or secret societies like the Black Hand,4 further fueling nativist anxieties about divided loyalties and potential social disruption.

The Anatomy of Nativist Fear

These tensions weren’t mere xenophobic panic—they exposed fundamental questions about national identity and civic cohesion. Could a republic built on voluntary allegiance absorb such diverse populations without diluting its core political identity?

The rise of the Know-Nothing Party5 in the 1850s represented a political manifestation of these anxieties. With a platform focused on restricting immigrant rights and enforcing stricter naturalization requirements, the party captured the deep-seated fears of a changing national landscape. Even Abraham Lincoln, while defending immigration, acknowledged the delicate balance: a diverse republic could only survive through a shared political loyalty.

Despite the nativist backlash, the federal government’s response was nuanced. Rather than closing its doors, it sought to reinforce the terms of national membership. The underlying message was clear: allegiance to the United States must be singular, overt, and demonstrable. The price of inclusion was undivided loyalty.

The Expatriation Act of 1868: A Statement of Civic Sovereignty

The Expatriation Act of 1868 emerged as a pivotal moment in this ongoing negotiation of belonging. Passed in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, the law declared that “the right of expatriation is a natural and inherent right of all people”—a deceptively simple statement with profound implications.

This was a direct challenge to European monarchies—particularly Britain, Prussia, and Austria—that maintained the doctrine of perpetual allegiance. These powers routinely harassed naturalized American citizens, claiming that once a subject, always a subject. In some cases, U.S. citizens were conscripted or imprisoned abroad, based on the claim that they could not legally renounce their former loyalties.

By declaring expatriation a natural right, the United States sent an unambiguous signal: American citizenship was voluntary and exclusive. The law affirmed that Americans could renounce their citizenship, but more crucially, that new Americans were expected to abandon all prior political allegiances. Citizenship was not a layered identity, but a binary civic condition—one could be American, or something else, but not both.

This principle was soon exported through a series of bilateral agreements—known as the Bancroft Treaties—which secured international recognition of the American view that allegiance could be renounced and citizenship voluntarily chosen.6

The Civil War: Allegiance Tested in Practice

No event more forcefully tested the idea of exclusive national loyalty than the Civil War. The conflict exposed the fragility of political allegiance and raised fundamental questions: Who counts as a citizen? What do they owe the nation? Can allegiance be split between competing sovereignties?

The Union’s response was unambiguous. Naturalization became a precondition for immigrants wishing to fight, transforming the act of becoming a citizen into a moral and legal imperative. By the war’s end, more than 200,000 foreign-born soldiers had served in the Union Army—many naturalized just prior to or during their military service.

This was far more than a procedural formality. Naturalization and military service became intertwined acts of civic affirmation. To take up arms for the Union was to declare oneself American—and only American.

The Reconstruction Amendments7 extended the concept of civic allegiance by redefining American citizenship in more inclusive and egalitarian terms. The 14th Amendment, in particular, marked a transformative moment: it granted citizenship to all persons born or naturalized in the United States, thereby overturning Dred Scott v. Sandford8 and affirming the principle of national belonging beyond race or prior servitude. Yet even in this expanded vision, allegiance was conceived as singular and indivisible. The clause “subject to the jurisdiction thereof” underscored that citizenship entailed not just legal recognition, but a binding civic relationship9—one rooted in exclusive loyalty to the United States and its constitutional order.

Institutionalizing Allegiance

By the 19th century’s end, the legal and cultural architecture of American citizenship was firmly established. The United States welcomed immigrants—but on the condition that they integrate into the civic
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