Alaska town’s voter felony cases reveal citizenship confusion for American Samoans
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Squeezed between the towering peaks of mountains and the tranquillity of Alaska's Prince William Sound lies Whittier, an isolated town with a population barely exceeding 260. This quaint location is not only known for its remote beauty but has also unexpectedly become a focal point in the ongoing national debate over voting rights and citizenship status in the United States. Prosecutors in Alaska are pressing felony charges against eleven residents of Whittier, primarily American Samoans, who allegedly misrepresented their U.S. citizenship when registering to vote. This situation raises profound questions surrounding what it means to be born on U.S. soil and the ramifications of historical policies on individuals today.
The legal background is pivotal in understanding why these charges even exist. American Samoans are recognized as U.S. nationals rather than citizens, primarily due to a quirk rooted in the geopolitical history of U.S. territories. Unlike other territories that automatically confer citizenship to their inhabitants, American Samoa's unique status stems from colonial decisions made over a century ago. As a result, they possess certain rights—such as holding U.S. passports or serving in the military—while being denied the right to vote in most U.S. elections unless they undergo a sometimes lengthy and costly naturalization process.
Michael Pese, one of the individuals facing charges, expressed the confusion and frustration many American Samoans feel about their status. “To me, I’m an American. I was born an American on U.S. soil," he stated, emphasising the entitlement he feels to full citizenship rights given his birthplace. The complexities of this case are further exacerbated by the broader implications of how birthright citizenship is interpreted in U.S. law. In fact, the legal confusion is not isolated to Alaska; similar incidents have occurred in other states, including Oregon and Hawaii, where American Samoan residents were incorrectly registered or believed they had the right to vote.
Complicating matters further, the foundational question of U.S. citizenship has been thrust into the spotlight with recent political maneuvers. During his presidency, Donald Trump attempted to redefine birthright citizenship through executive orders aimed at restricting it for children born to undocumented immigrants. However, courts have largely blocked these efforts, reinforcing the constitutional guarantee that all individuals born on U.S. soil are entitled to citizenship. Yet, the case of American Samoans highlights how legislative frameworks can lag far behind constitutional principles, revealing a stark contrast between intent and execution.
The troubles started when Tupe Smith, a resident who volunteered at the local school and ran for a regional school board seat, unwittingly became embroiled in this legal quagmire. Upon seeking clarification about her voting eligibility, she was informed that, while she could participate in local elections, she had been misled about her status on voter registration forms. The confusion around their legal standing resulted in Smith's arrest, igniting a legal battle for her and ten others that has now captured national attention.
Legal experts assert that the cases are less about blatant voter fraud and more reflective of systemic ambiguities that have prevailed for decades. Neil Weare, one of Smith's attorneys and co-founder of the Right to Democracy Project, pointed out that the prosecutions seem to target readily available individuals while lacking substantive evidence of widespread noncitizen voting. This reflects a broader pattern across many states, where instances of noncitizen voting are increasingly viewed as rare, often resulting from unintentional errors rather than any malicious intent.
Moreover, American Samoans, who contribute to the nation in various capacities—many serving in the military—express a longing for the equalisation of their rights. As support for citizenship among American Samoans exists, there is also a notable concern that citizenship might destabilise their cultural heritage and land ownership. The 10th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals recently ruled against extending automatic citizenship rights, a decision that some American Samoans hope will be revisited, especially as the socio-political landscape evolves. Cultural advocates warn that unfettered citizenship could lead to the erosion of traditional practices and communal land holdings, echoing similar concerns raised about other U.S. territories.
In Whittier, this legal saga has illuminated the complexities and contradictions inherent in the U.S. electoral and citizenship policies, stirring a national conversation that goes beyond a small Alaskan town. While legislative attempts to streamline the naturalization process have been proposed, the ongoing prosecutions underscore a need for more comprehensive reforms to ensure that individuals born in American territories are not left navigating a convoluted legal landscape alone.
As calls for administrative changes grow louder, it remains to be seen whether lawmakers will heed the lessons learned from the Whittier incident. For now, the case continues to unfold, serving as a potent reminder of the unfinished business surrounding voting rights, citizenship, and the convoluted legacy of America's territorial past.
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