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Asian Americans as ‘Forever Foreign’ 

The historical institutionalization of race-based exclusion made it difficult for Asian American immigrants to gain citizenship in the United States. Indeed, in the early 20th century, Asian immigrants and their Mexican counterparts were undesirable foreigners who faced legal racialization. The race-based immigration exclusion of Asian Americans began in 1882 with the passage of the "Chinese Exclusion Act" that put a suspension of immigration of Chinese laborers (Walter, 2007). Consequently, Asian immigrants became the first “illegal aliens in the United States through a raft of both immigration and citizenship law that denied them recognition for decades. The position of Asian Americans in the American society still shows the racial triangulation under which they have not achieved parity with whites. Despite the rising number of Asian immigrants that have since gained documentation and made significant inroads in the American economy and education sector to become the model minority, they still maintain the forever foreign tag. 
As observed, racial exclusion was the predominant factor to shaping the acquisition of the legal status of citizenship in the United States through both birth and naturalization. Racialization in the American society of Asian Americans led to them occupying a lower social stratification by denying them essential citizenship rights. The process of racialization led to a collective racial identification of the Asian Americans which led to discrimination and social inequality that positioned the groups hierarchically below the Whites (Lee, 2015).  The United States defined racial groups and dictated the race with a culmination in a process to exclude Chinese from entering the country and attaining U.S. citizenship. The U.S. Constitution provided parameters for naturalization only to “free, white persons” and although the Civil Rights Act later extended this right to African natives, it still declined citizenship rights to Asians (Tran, 2016). Instead Asians gained the definition of Asians ‘making them ineligible to enjoying citizenship and the rights that came with it. 
The initial federal citizenship statute that was passed by Congress in 1790 limited naturalization to "free white" citizens. Over time, Congress further enacted a series of legislation that aimed to bar Asians from entering the United States. Although the larger Asian group was excluded from immigration legislation targeting the Chinese, Japan and the Philippines enjoyed a period of relative acceptance by the United States (Walter, 2007). However, the fusion of Asians into one unassimilable race that was foreign to American national identity played a critical role to making all of them feel unwelcome. Following the Civil War, Congress considered the implications of striking the pervasive racial restrictions to naturalization that would grant citizenship to people of other races. 
However, concerns on granting the privileges of citizenship to Chinese immigrants who came to the United States as laborers prohibited the shift that would give citizenship rights to the would be Asian Americans. A major argument against granting citizenship to these foreigners was that the Chinese immigrants lacked the capacity to engage in the American form of government due to their Maoist ideologies (Walter, 2007). Consequently, granting them citizenship would threaten the survival of the young American democracy. Another argument was that the Chinese did not have a known religious ideology and their monarchial tendencies made them only answerable to their government. For this reason, the inability by the Chinese immigrants to make their decisions independent of their Chinese masters could sway the political destiny of America. Consequently, one of the primary provisions of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act explicitly barred any state or federal court from permitting the Chinese to naturalize as U.S. citizens. Additionally, The United States deviated from the common law rules regarding birthright citizenship based on territory, since not all persons born in the United States were deemed citizens.
The exclusion from gaining citizenship through naturalization also laid the foundation for establishing laws disenfranchising Asian immigrants by denying them the right to own, rent, or devise agricultural property.  Conversely, according to Varzally (2017), the inability to naturalize, and own any forms of property created aliens in the American society who were ineligible to citizenship who could not engage in the basic functions of citizenship or enjoy the rights associated with it. The underlying issue of race extensively shaped the ability of Asian Americans to access citizenship. Although Asian Americans enjoyed birthright citizenship after 1898, the racial bar on naturalization was in place until 1952. Lee (2015), added that the long delay in allowing all Asians to naturalize as U.S. citizens was hinged upon the perception of Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners. However, the move only denied them a chance of participating in the mainstream American democratic processes and gaining the privileges of republican citizenship. 
The lack of formal citizenship status meant that many Asian Americans could not vote, or engage in other responsibilities of citizenship. Thus, the lack of formal citizenship status severely constrained the ability of Asian Americans to engage in both political and social activities as their White counterparts. The exclusion of Asians started with the Chinese from the American society and took the form of immigration restriction and racism that also socially defined the life of Asians within America’s borders (Lee, 2015). Eventually, the other Asian groups got exclusion from the mainstream of U.S. society and faced confinement to ethnic enclaves. The Asian ethnic enclaves encouraged both racial and nationality discrimination. Anti-Asian hostility and riots, combined with exclusion, forced the Asian peoples to band together into enclaves such as Chinatown that is distinct from the American society. 
Moreover, due to the delayed process in recognizing all Asian Americans as citizens, the Asian Americans who enjoyed the formal status of citizenship only did so as an immigration status, but did not have the American identity (Walter, 2007). As such, Asian Americans have been perpetually suspected of maintaining dual loyalties and earmarked as "alien citizens" in times of war. During World War 1I, there was a nullification of the citizenship of 80,000 U.S. citizens. During that period, American citizens of Japanese ancestry became "non-aliens," and not citizens following orders from the U.S. military that targeted persons of Japanese ancestry (Gee, 2017). Meanwhile, Asian Americans lacked full citizenship in the form of rights as evident by the segregation of Asian American students in public schools and the practice of operating separate schools for Asians that continued until the 1940’s in California. Asian Americans though citizens could not enjoy American citizenship as a matter of identity. The racism against Asian Americans that permeated key areas of public life, banning them from public recreational facilities or forcing them to sit at the back of movie theaters despite their citizenship status further cultivated the foreigner tag. 
Although these racial restrictions on naturalization were lifted over time, the deep rooted racial discrimination in the United States continues to hang upon Asian Americans as foreigners.  The interaction between gender, citizenship, and the racial bars to immigration also shows how Americans of Asian descent remained to be foreign. Men and women got different treatment by the immigration laws, which followed the logic of coverture (Lee, 2015). As a result, male citizens and resident aliens had control over the immigration status of their alien wives and while a wife's immigration status depended on her husband's, the converse did not hold. The element of independent citizenship that considered the immigration status of a wife as separate from their husbands rendered Asian women more vulnerable to exclusion and deportation (Walter, 20007). 
The Immigration laws at the advent of Chinese immigration also laid the foundation for stereotypes that prevented the assimilation of American and the new foreign culture. For instance, the racial characteristics ascribed to the Chinese American women posited them as immoral because of their association with prostitution (Walter, 2007). Therefore, the Chinese women were antithetical to the United States because of their moral corruption and engagement in prostitution. The federal legislation to restrict the movement of Chinese to the United States, the Page Law, required the consul general to determine the moral conduct for any person before granting them admission into the United States. The depiction of the Chinese women as immoral could therefore malign them from full integration into the American society. 

The ideas of morality have historically played a critical role in the American perception of rights to citizenship. For instance, in 1917, Congress precluded from naturalization Chinese women who married U.S. citizens soon after their arrest for prostitution. The provision was established to stop Chinese women from taking advantage of the U.S. citizenship to immunize them from deportation following their deviant foreign ways. However, the provision was used to preclude Asian women from naturalization without confirming about their work as prostitutes (Walter, 2007).  The concerns about Chinese women were partly used to deny the Chinese citizenship because it would hurt the normal American family structure. Consequently, accepting the Chinese as citizens could erode the American culture of moral citizens with normatively heterosexual families. These stereotypes about the Chinese male immigrants as being sexually deviant and the Chinese female immigrant as a presumptive prostitute continue to mark differences between White Americans and Asian Americans. 
Arguably, the historical alienation of the Asian Americans due to restrictive immigration laws and denial of their citizenship rights continues to push the foreigner forever perception. Additionally, the minority position by Asian Americans has led them to accepting their identity as foreigners because they have not been fully accepted as Americans (Tsuda, 2014). Consequently, some of the Asian Americans show resistance to the American identity and a heightened sensitivity of race and ethnicity due to continued encounters with American cultural and political processes that racialize them and discriminate against them. Asian Americans still equate ‘American’ with ‘white’, despite sharing the same neighborhoods and being relatively acculturated with the White middle-class (Tran, 2016). 
Moreover, the phenotypical characteristics of Asians often reinforces the stereotype of the ‘forever foreigner’ with Asian Americans still associating with the nation of their parents or grandparents. Asian Americans still face stereotypes on the intonation of their skin, the size of their eyes, or their accent. These distinguishing physical characteristics remind them that they are not American despite spending their whole life in the country. As a result there is a preference for hyphenated or national identities that plays out as a reactive response to the need to identify themselves with their native origin (Tran, 2016). The identification often appears as bi-modal such as Indian-American or show the national origin such as Korean. 
The choice of ethnic identification indicates an established social identity in the American society because of the importance of the chosen identity. Tsuda (2014), noted that the ethnic self-image and identity choice is often situational and could indicate reactive ethnic consciousness. In other instances, the ethnic identification as a foreigner could signify a sense of empowerment for the minority group or symbolic to advance an agenda. Ethnic identification can also persist because of group members’ ancestry, history, and current experiences. Asian Americans’ encounters with questions about their origin due to their physical characteristics or accent reminds them of being the ‘forever foreigner’ and invoke reactive ethnicity to maintain or rediscover their identity. Although the 1965 immigration act and subsequent legislation on immigration made it easier for the Asian Americans to acquire citizenship, they have further reinforced the class trends resulting from the years of exclusion. Walter (2007), added that the rise in immigration since 1965 has led to an overriding foreign-born majority with strong national/ethnic consciousness coming into the United States. 

Due to the restrictive immigration laws, there was limited immigration before 1965 and the large majority of male Chinese laborers could not start families in the United States (Walter, 2007). Additionally, the residential segregation and cultural differentiation prolonged assimilation into the American culture leading to the prevailing perception of Asians as foreigners. The Amendment to the Immigration and Nationality Act discarded the quota system and established a system for the unification of families and the immigration of professionals. Consequently, approximately 60% of the current Asian American population in the United States comprises of foreign-born citizens while most first generation immigrants have never undergone assimilation into the American society due to years of exclusion. Although there are some successful Asian Americans, the proportion of Asian Americans that have never been assimilated into the American culture is higher (Varzally, 2017). 

In conclusion, the centuries of broken immigration and naturalization policies and laws safeguarded those in power, perpetuated racial stratification, and stripped Asian Americans fundamental human rights. The biased naturalization and immigration policies against Asian Americans were mutually dependent and created a racial society that could not let prospective immigrants to smoothly integrate into the American society. Consequently, although Asian Americans would have wished to participate in the social and cultural processes of America, the historical injustices secluded them and forced them to maintain the cultural practices of their origin nations. The naturalization process in the United States for a long time did not support citizenship for Asian immigrants and laid the foundation for political inequality between Asian Americans and white Americans. Consequently, the American society did not provide the conditions for Asian immigrants to assimilate into the American culture and excluded them from participation and instead propagated marginalization that strengthened the forever foreign perception. 
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