
Semi-Citizenship in Democratic Politics

In every democratic polity there exist individuals and groups who hold 
some but not all of the essential elements of citizenship. Scholars who 
study citizenship routinely reach for shared concepts and language to 
identify forms of political membership held by migrants, children, the 
disabled, and other groups of individuals who, for various reasons, are 
neither full citizens nor non-citizens.

This book introduces the concept of semi-citizenship as a means 
of dramatically advancing debates about individuals who hold some, 
but not all, elements of full democratic citizenship. By analytically 
classifying the rights of citizenship and their various combinations, 
scholars can typologize semi-citizens and produce comparisons of dif-
ferent kinds of semi-citizenships and of semi-citizenships in different 
states. The book uses theoretical analysis, historical examples, and 
contemporary cases of semi-citizenship to illustrate how normative 
and governmental doctrines of citizenship converge and conflict, mak-
ing semi-citizenship an enduring and inevitable part of democratic 
politics.

Elizabeth F. Cohen is Assistant Professor of Political Science at 
the Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs at Syracuse 
University. She holds a Ph.D. from Yale University. Her research inter-
ests focus on contemporary political theory, citizenship studies, and 
the politics of immigration. She has published articles in Citizenship 
Studies and the Journal of Medicine and Philosophy. Her articles and 
essays address children’s citizenship, immigration, asylum, migration 
policy, same-sex marriage, the civil disabilities of felons and ex-felons, 
and citizenship in the European Union.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76899-3 - Semi-Citizenship in Democratic Politics
Elizabeth F. Cohen
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521768993
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Semi-Citizenship in Democratic  
Politics

ELIZABETH F. COHEN
Syracuse University

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76899-3 - Semi-Citizenship in Democratic Politics
Elizabeth F. Cohen
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521768993
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


cambridge university press
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town, Singapore,  
São Paulo, Delhi, Dubai, Tokyo

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, ny 10013-2473, usa

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9780521768993

© Elizabeth F. Cohen 2009

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2009

Printed in the United States of America

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data
Cohen, Elizabeth F., 1973–
 Semi-citizenship in democratic politics / Elizabeth F. Cohen.
  p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references.
 isbn 978-0-521-76899-3 (hardback)
 1. Citizenship. 2. Nationalism. I. Title.
 jf801.c593 2009
 323.6–dc22   2008053484

isbn 978-0-521-76899-3 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or  
accuracy of urls for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in  
this publication and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is,  
or will remain, accurate or appropriate. 

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-76899-3 - Semi-Citizenship in Democratic Politics
Elizabeth F. Cohen
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521768993
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


For Reggie Feiner Cohen and Ira J. Cohen,  

who bequeathed to me the ideas that families can be democratic,  

children are citizens, and acting like grown-ups isn’t necessarily 

the best way to live.
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The motivation for this book lies squarely in the biography of Chaim 
Feiner. My family’s citizenship is the enduring legacy of his determi-
nation, courage, and intelligence. I permanently record his name here, 
before all others, in triumphant defiance of anyone who has ever or will 
ever attempt to erase a human life. He persevered through the darkest 
years of modernity, resolutely confronting depravity and indifference. 
He transcended both with unwavering personal honor and cosmopoli-
tanism, each of which he brought to bear on his political convictions and 
his relationships. I am in awe of his life and cherish his memory.

For their role in helping me achieve my professional citizenship, I thank 
the members of my dissertation committee at Yale University: Rogers M. 
Smith, Ian Shapiro, John P. McCormick, and Bruce Ackerman. They 
instilled in me an appreciation for academic autonomy that I will carry 
with me well past the publication of this book. While I was at Yale, 
Robert Dahl, David Cameron, David Mayhew, and Peter Schuck also 
shared helpful feedback and congenial support.

Mary Dietz read a section of the dissertation and provided incisive and 
constructive critiques that took the work on its own terms before those 
terms were easy to discern. Carol Swain offered intellectual engagement 
and stalwart professional encouragement early and often. Linda Bosniak 
and Jennifer Hochschild gave me astute commentary on a draft of this 
manuscript. Bryan S. Turner provided me with an opportunity to think 
about questions of governmentality. He also founded the field of citizen-
ship studies, one of his many achievements that have reshaped scholar-
ship in the social sciences.
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