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Will US revoke the right of American
citizenship to foreigners born here?
A bill in the House of Representatives would change the 14th amendment to the US
Constitution that grants anyone who is born on US soil the right of American
citizenship. Efforts to revoke birthright citizenship could make it the new flashpoint in
the debate over immigration.

By Matt Rocheleau,  Correspondent / June 2, 2010

Boston

Anyone born on American soil is an American.

That’s an unconditional right, according to the 14th

Amendment of the US Constitution.

It’s not an exclusively American practice. Worldwide,
about 30 nations (mostly in the Western Hemisphere)
have similar birthright citizenship policy. Citizenship
based on where a person is born, is called jus soli

which is Latin for “right of the soil."

But jus soli s primarily a New World right. Today, there are no European nations that grant jus soli.
Most countries in Europe use a jus sanguinis policy, which determines citizenship based on having
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an ancestor who is a citizen.

A bill making its way through Congress, if passed, would bring the US more into line with current
European birthright policies. But in the wake of the controversy over Arizona's new immigration
policy, any changes to the 14th amendment would likely become another flashpoint in the debate
over illegal immigrants.

"Many countries do not grant birthright citizenship because they have older histories and see
themselves as individual nations with individual identities," explains John Skrentny, Director of the
Center for Comparative Immigration Studies and sociology professor at the University of California
at San Diego. “Whereas the United States, like many other countries in the Western Hemisphere,
began as, and has always seen itself as, a melting pot,” he says.

In recent years, other nations, even if they seem themselves as open to legal immigrants, have
taken steps limit the size of any demographic boost based on births to foreigners.

In 1983, for example, England amended its jus soli policy (pdf download) so that children born in
the United Kingdom were only granted citizenship if one of their parents was either a citizen or
could prove some sort of permanent residency in the country.

And India moved away (pdf download) from granting birthright citizenship in late 2004 to only
allowing those born in the country to gain citizenship if both parents are citizens or if one parent is
a citizen of India and the other is not an illegal immigrant.

In the US, those opposed to this form of granting citizenship would like to revise the 14th

amendment, which says, in part:

All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction
thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside ….

The14th amendment was passed after the Civil War with the intent of clarifying that former slaves
were citizens and entitled to Constitutional rights. Since then, the Supreme Court has consistently
upheld that birthright of children born to foreigners in the US, including a 1898 challenge
concerning children of non-citizen Chinese immigrants.

How many children of illegal immigrants are born in the US each year?

No one really knows.
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