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Introduction

"Who is an American ?" Why such a question ? Why such a question today when one would have thought that the answers are already known, have been known for decades if not centuries ? Is it that the question is still of interest today ? Could it be that some certainties about American identity and citizenship also broke down with the crumbling of the twin towers in New-York on that September 11 2001? Is it in thinking of the almost unanimous global cry that echoed the American slogan that flourished in America then : ‘I am an American’. Echoed by ‘We too are American, I too am American’ ? 

Are we all American ? What do African students think, and Ivorian students more particularly, DEA-LCA students (« Diplôme d’etudes approfondies » in American Literature and Civilization, first level of doctoral studies),who should have by now acquired some theoretical knowledge about American studies and about the American identity. What is the viewpoint of other Ivorian students pursuing advanced Phd studies in the US, considering their own experience of American identity as foreigners living in the US, before and after September 11 ? 

Indeed, we thought these students’ voices should be heard, as they were struck by the question and had their own view about it. So we listened to them and we also took into account the point of view of one of our ancient students pursuing his advanced studies in the US to have a larger view of Ivorian American studies stuedents in the questeion. 

Thus this paper tries to present as honestly as possible the questioning of our students about the question ‘Who is an American ?’ and on how to understand the relevance of the question today, in particular after the blow of September 11. After a very brief survey of the question in American history, especially some hints of how the question was touched on by some famous writers in relation to minority groups such as Blacks and Indians, the students in Abidjan express their point on American nationality and citizenship today. Then the paper also outlines the viewpoint of one Ivorian student in the US. 

I. Questionning the question

Before suggesting various possible answers to this question, "Who is an American?", my DEA-LCA students and I tried to propose our own french translations of the question originally proposed in english. We came up with various formulations which were not always strict literal translations but which are intersting in the sense that they convey the various questions which the topic arose in the students’ minds. Translated into english again, these questions could read as : 

- Who is (an) American ?

- Who is the American ?

- Who can be regarded as an American ?

- What is an American ?

- What is a true American ?

- Who can be called an American ?

- Where does the American come from ?

- What are the characteristics of an American ?

- What are the characteristics of the American?

- The American, who is he ?

- But who is the American actually ?

After all these nuances about the same question, all these possible understandings and interpretations, we decided to retain the original ‘Who is an American ?’. But the problem was not resolved yet. The next question was about the relevance of the question today : Why such a question, and better, why such a question today ? Isn’t the American identity something known by now ? Is it because of some recent events that the question still has to be asked ? The answer was that yes indeed, the context of the relevance of the question today might be found in the situation caused by the assault on September 11.

If September 11 provoked an incredible shock in the United States of America, the shock was also felt everywhere else in the whole world. We all know it, and we all remember. Some of the students recalled how they cried on that day in seeing on TV the towers being crushed down to earth, on seeing some of the victims jumping out. On that day they too felt that they were American too, as did many people all over the world. And yet, stricto sensus of course they were not, they were Ivorian.

Is it because of this strong compassionate feeling, is it because of the breaking of the American certainties about Americans’ identity and position in the world since time immemorial which went down as the towers fell down ? Is it because among the terrorists, many had already lived and studied in the American country, thus sharing for a time American life, way of life, and maybe even ideals ? Is it because some of the ‘indirect terrorists’ who helped the terrorists attack on that day were some genuine constitutional Americans ? Is it all these points, and probably more that constitute the context of the question thus justifying the need today to question again the basis of the American identity, in wondering who is an American, actually meaning who is and who is not an American ? What makes a person feel, act American ?  

So many questions arise from that single one : Who is an American ? In order to be able to try and answer, one should first turn to the past to know who was, who used to be an American in the past. Who was regarded as an American, and on which assumptions ? Who regarded himself/herself as an American ?  

II. Who was an American ? 
An American was an American citizen, either born as an American to an American family or born in America ( cf the American Law), or by becoming American by the naturalization process provided in the American Law. In other words, as in any other country in the world, the citizenship laws were in place and determined American citizenship, in particular as it came to immigrants. And yet, some entire groups, racial minotities especially such as Blacks who were forced into America against their will, and Indians who had been there before anyone else, were denied that citizenship for centuries. Blacks for exemple were regarded as property during slavery then second class citizens during the time of segregation. Their frustration about this unfair situation was expressed more than once. Let us refer to the poetic expression of that feeling by Lanston Hughes who said in 1925, ‘I, too, am America’ :

I, Too 


I, too, sing America

I am the darker brother, 

They send me to eat in the kitchen 

When company comes, 

But I laugh,

And eat well, 

And grow strong.

Tomorrow, 

I'll be at the table

When company comes.

Nobody'll dare 

Say to me,

"Eat in the kitchen,"

Then.

Besides,

They'll see how beautiful I am

And be ashamed---

I, too, am America
.

This issue which still was unresolved a few decades later was taken up again by Black non violent and violent protest during the 1950s-1960s and was magnificently expressed by Martin Luther King in his well known "I Have a Dream" :

In a sense we've come to our nation's capital to cash a check. When the architects of our Republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men – yes, black men as well as white men – would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.
 

Blacks’ fights over their civil rights, in other words the right to be as American as the other American citizens were at the basis of the civil rights laws passed during the 60s. Citizenship is linked with democracy as we all know. Thus the Civil Rights Act was confirmed by the Voting Rights Act.
 These laws are but the confirmation, the extension of the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments respectively passed in 1865, 1868 and 1870, at the end of the Civil War. One may assume that on the whole, Blacks are, at least constitutionally and officially acknowledged as ‘American equal citizens’. 

As to the other racial group abovementioned, the Indians, they represent another exception in American citizenship history. They were first in America but were excluded as a group from American citizenship for centuries. Indians, American natives, became American citizens in 1924 only through the Indian Citizenship Act. And yet that situation had already been noted in history, in the works of some people who either tried to define the features of American identity and/or were interested in its democracy. Let us refer to the case of Hector St John de Crèvecoeur and Alexis de Tocqueville. In answering his own question, ‘what is an American ?’, St John de Crèvecoeur said : "He becomes an American by being received in the broad lap of our great Alma Mater. Here individuals of all races are melted into a new race of man whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world"
. The ‘melting pot’ has been questioned and denounced since that time. As to Alexis de Tocqueville, even though he was facinated by the American demcracy of his time, he could not help noting the inferior positions of both Blacks and Indians, even though he established further distinctions between them, arguing that Blacks were servile and resilient whereas Indians were proud and haughty.

One realizes that many answers had been given about the American identity either through the basic legal texts or by individual people. 

So why still ponder about the same question and maybe repeat things already said ? That was one of the reactions of the students in Abidjan. I would like to introduce here some of the answers which they proposed to the original question. Their answers naturally convey their knowledge in American studies along with their naivety and generosity, their own certainties and also their own social context.

III. Who is an American today ? 

1. The DEA-LCA Ivorian students from Abidjan

The students defined some identification criteria, the constitutional aspect and the moral one.

The constitutional aspect :

· Is an American any person entitled to American citizenship, nationality according to the American Constitution : 

· A person born to American citizens

· A person born on the American land

· A person who obtained the official right to become American (through naturalisation, by marriage, etc…)

Full citizenship :

All American people should benefit from full citizenship status, disregarding race, sex, religion… As a consequence, despite some historical flaws :

· Blacks are fully American

· Indians are fully American

· All Americans from various origins are fully Americans, Asian-Americans, Latino-Americans, etc.

In other words, there isn't, there shouldn't be any American better than the other, there shouldn’t be any ‘WASPISM’. An American recognised as such by the American Law is an American.

The moral and emotional aspect 

In this perspective, can be regarded as an American any person in the world, yes even a foreigner who feels close to the USA, who is influenced by American culture. Any person who feels he/she is being attacked when America is assaulted in its very foundations and its interests. Yet we still have to determine the American interests. Are we referring to the political, economic and military interests, do we refer to the officially determined interests, the American values, which ones ? Do we refer to the famous American dream, etc. ? This feeling of belonging to America is of course moral, emotional and is not proper to American constitutional citizens only. 

The debate concluded that the true American is the one that combines both aspects, the constitutional and the moral ones. 

But the question is still not resolved. Other questions arise : Should all Americans share the same point of view in politics, economy and military affairs in terms of domestic and foreign affairs ? Is it something possible, feasible, wishable ?

What then about the American citizens who did not approve of the decision to wage war in Irak and even demonstrated against it. Wheren`t they American because they didn`t share the official American view ? Are they going to be regarded as anti-American as others actually were in other times of American history, during MacCarthyism ? And what about other foreign people and nations that disapproved of this war ? Are they necessarily anti-American ? The debate did not really come to a unique conclusion on that point, but the general suggestion was that this was not a sufficient reason to categorize a person or a nation as an enemy of the United States. 

What again of the American citizens who attacked or helped the terrorists attack or approved of their action ? Can they be regarded as Americans ? About this extreme question, a consensus arose : these people, even though they were American by the American law were not American in their heart, they were enemies of the United States and should even be legally denied of the American nationality. 

Besides the various aspects of the question and the academic interest of the question, the Ivorian DEA-LCA students of course felt concerned by the question at a very personal level.

Special concern for the question

This special concern has to do with the specific Ivorian crisis lived by the Ivorian students as well as the Ivorians at large. This question about the notion of identity, be it the American identity, immediately brought them back to the Ivorian crisis in which the identity question is a key question. While wondering about the colloquium question, ‘Who is an American ?’, the students could not avoid thinking of the similarity of the question present in the Ivorian crisis, the question of Ivorian identity, the one of ‘ivoirité’. This of course increased their interest for the Colloquium question. 

Answering this question was also certainly answering this crucial question of the Ivorian crisis or at least probing the question for possible answers about ‘Who is an Ivorian ? ’. 

Another aspect of Ivorian students seemed interesting to explore, the viewpoint of Ivorian students in America because based on direct, first hand experience, it might add a different flavour and give a more complete view of the question. Those students in the US used to be DEA-LCA students and have been studying and living there for four to five years. So we asked them about their own vision of America before they went there, since they have been there and also before and after September 11. Besides their own experience of the American way of life, has September 11 changed their way of looking at America ?

2. America as seen by an Ivorian student in the US

The approach is different from that of the Ivorian students in Abidjan, but it does enlighten in a way the Abidjan students’ vision. The student from Florida as he’ll be called from now on  had a ‘positive’ view of American identity before going to the States, as he recalls. "Je me représentais qui était américain et non qui n'était pas américain"
. He approached American identity as a question of nationality and equal citizenship shared by all American citizens. As he was leaving for America , he had no fear, as he viewed himself as an Ivorian, not an American ; he thought as long as he behaved, he would have no problem : "…tant que je me comporterais bien moralement, je n'aurais pas de problèmes". So he left without any fear, viewing himself as a foreigner and not intending to take on a new identity. But his anxiety about the American identity arose while in America : "Là-bas, j'ai été introduit pour la première fois à l'anxiété liée au fait que je n'étais pas américain. J'ai senti qu'en tant qu'étudiant ivoirien, il y avait un code de conduite qu'il fallait suivre si je voulais terminer mes études aux Etats-Unis." Thus his connection to America, his getting closer to the country, his sympathy for the United States were not enough to make him an American as did suggest the Ivorian students from Abidjan ; but then one remembers that they concluded themselves that this was not sufficient and that the true American first is an American citizen by law. Then the Florida student realizes that even among the Americans, one can sense some anxiety as to the identity question : "…les Américains n'étaient pas non plus sans anxiété liée à leur nationalité". The Ivorian student from Florida understands that some habits, conceptions are hard to die : "Ma conclusion personnelle était celle d'une impression de nationalité américaine contestée." All these ideas he had well before September 11. Then comes the deadly event of September 11. And everything changes. He feels at that moment that in the presence of danger, Americans get closer and that besides the anguish, the lack of understanding, the loss of certainties on which the Ivorian students rather insisted, the student from Florida perceives a genuine feeling of cohesion, genuine American sense of nationality emerging. The official slogan suggested at that time is significant : "I am an American". Most American citizens, probably many foreigners living in the United States, and many foreigners throughout the world repeat the same slogan in their heart or openly : "We are all Americans". The debate about ‘who is American, who is not’ has been silenced by the events. But he is afraid it will resume with the passing of time and the fading of the memory of the sad event. As he says, the cultural debate about American nationality is the most American debate : "le conflit culturel sur la nationalité américaine est ce qu'il y de plus américain". 

As a conclusion, about his own possible wish to "become American", and that of foreigners living in America, apart from his natural adoption of some details proper to the American way of life, the student from Florida has no illusion. He concludes that he never felt American before going to the United States, not before September 11 nor after September 11 : "En conclusion, je ne me suis jamais senti américain avant de venir aux Etats-Unis, ni avant le 11 septembre ni après le 11 septembre […]. 'Corporate America' et d'autres facteurs historiques régissent l'émotion 'américaine'. Pour cette raison, on pourrait dire, 'ne se sent pas américain qui veut'."

Conclusion

We could conclude on the Florida student’s final reaction, you do not become an American just because you wish to become one. This undermines the generous idea of the Ivorian students from Abidjan who suggested that the mere adoption of some details of the American way of life, and sympathy for America can turn a person into an American. But they know of course, everybody knows, even the numerous people knicknamed ‘the American’ in their community know quite well that they are just playing a role and that in spite of all their admiration for the counrty they are trying to ape, the true American is first of all an American citizen legally acknowledged as such and that even this essential fact might not be sufficient to legitimize that person in the eyes of the other Americans. For he/she still has to obtain the approval of ‘American mainstream’ that decides of survival in the American system. 

Annex 1

Students investigated :

1- 10 DEA-LCA students (American Literature and Civilisation), on 21 February 2004, in Abidjan

2- An Ivorian student pursuing his Phd in American studies in the United States of America. Answered by a long mail on 10 March 2004.

� ‘I, Too’ a poem by Langston Hughes, first published in1925.


� From Martin Luther King’s "I Have a Dream", a speech uttered on the very steps of the Lincoln Memorial during the Washington march in August 1963.


� The Civil Rights Act was passed in 1964 and the Voting Rights Act in 1965.


� Quoted from ‘Letters from an American Farmer’, published en 1782.


� Read Democracy in America, by Alexis de Tocqueville, published in 1840.


� All the quotations from the Florida student are extracted from the e-mail he sent as his contribution to the debate. Cf annex 2.
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