
WHO GETS TO BE 
AN AMERICAN?
Citizenship in the United States, 
1781–Present

1781
States Were Empowered with Determining U.S. Citizenship and How a 
Person Becomes a Citizen 

The Articles of Confederation empowered states to determine citizenship and naturalization.1 

1790
First Federal Statute Determined Which 
Individuals Could Become U.S. Citizens  

The 1790 Naturalization Act excluded non-white people 
from naturalizing, limiting the right to become a citizen to 
“free white persons” who had resided in the United States 
for at least two years, demonstrated “good moral character,” 
and swore allegiance to the Constitution. The children of 
naturalized citizens who were under 21 years old could also 
become citizens, while the children of U.S. citizens born 
outside “the limits of the United States” were U.S. citizens, 
provided that their fathers were residents of the United 
States. Any “common law court of record” — federal, state, 
or local court — was able to naturalize new citizens..2 

1795
Congress Lengthened Residency Requirement to Qualify for Citizenship 

The Naturalization Act of 1795 increased the residency period for citizenship from two to five years. 
It also required that all immigrants reject allegiance to any foreign government and disqualified 
British citizens who fought against the United States in the Revolutionary War.3 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: A Bill to Establish an Uniform Rule of 
Naturalization, and Enable Aliens to Hold Lands under 
Certain Conditions. Scan of the original printed bill 
showing additional handwritten edits and strikethroughs.
Records of the U.S. Senate,  National Archives, 
Washington, D.C. 
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1798
Congress Lengthened Residency Requirement to Qualify for Citizenship 
to 14 Years Briefly 

Congress passed the first federal laws related to immigration in 1798 — collectively, the four laws 
are known as the Alien and Sedition Acts. The Naturalization Act of 1798 increased the residency 
period for citizenship from five to 14 years, until its expiration by 1802.4  

1798
Irish Immigrants Spoke Out against Alien and Sedition Acts 

In response to the Alien and Seditions Acts, which was partly motivated by fear of radical Irish 
and Scottish political émigrés, a group of Irish immigrants took their concerns to Congress. They 
reminded legislators of a 1775 message sent by the Continental Congress to the people of Ireland, 
which claimed the American continent to be the “safe asylum […] in which many thousands of your 
countrymen have found hospitality, peace and affluence, and become united to us by all the ties of 
consanguinity, mutual interest, and affection [emphasis in original].”5

1804
States Began Passing “Black Laws” to Discourage the Migration  
of Free Black People 

Ohio passed laws that discouraged Black migration to the state. “Black laws” limited travel in and 
out of the state, required white supervision of African American gatherings, barred Black men 
from certain trades, and required African Americans to seek court permission to possess guns or 
dogs. Illinois, Delaware, Maryland, and many midwestern states passed similar laws. By the eve of 
the Civil War, most slave states and the free states of Indiana, Illinois, and Oregon restricted the 
immigration of free Black people from overseas or migration from within the United States. Different 
policies sought to reduce the status of free African Americans to “denizens,” a category in English 
common law for people who occupy a middle status between native (full membership) and foreign 
(full exclusion).6  
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1812-15
The U.S. Government Asserted Its Ability to Naturalize Immigrants 
The United States declared war on Britain in the War of 1812 in part because of the desire to expand 
into Indigenous, British, and Spanish territories as well as to end British interference with U.S. trade 
and mitigate British influence in North America. Another contributing factor of the war was the U.S. 
government’s insistence that naturalized Irish sailors on American ships were beyond the British 
government’s reach and themselves American after the British Navy seized the sailors and pressed 
them into British military service.7  

1815
In Search of Equal Treatment, Delegation  
of Free African Americans Emigrated to 
Sierra Leone 

Paul Cuffee (also spelled as Paul Cuffe, née Paul Slocum), 
a free man of Aquinnah Wampanoag and West African 
Ashanti descent, had traveled with nearly 40 free African 
Americans to settle Sierra Leone. They were the first 
African Americans who voluntarily migrated to the African 
continent, with the Haitian independence of 1804 serving as 
an early example of self-determination. Having founded the 
Friendly Society of Sierra Leone and the African Institution, 
Cuffee sought to create a Black-led emigration movement, 
believing that Black people would never receive equal 
treatment with white people in the United States and would 
be better off elsewhere. Cuffee’s voyage to Sierra Leone was 
considered a success by some, with the colonists having 

integrated into the small community of refugees from Nova Scotia and others in Sierra Leone. His 
travels also inspired the creation of the American Colonization Society.8   

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Engraving of Paul Cuffee by Mason & 
Maas, from a drawing by John Pole, M.D. Image depicts 
a silhouette of an African American man against a white 
octagonal background. The text “Captain Paul Cuffee 
1812” is in the border of the frame. Below the silhouette is 
a drawing of the shore of Sierra Leone and a saling boat 
approaching with trees and people in the foreground. 
Prints and Photographs Division/Library of Congress, 
Washington, D.C. 
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1816
American Colonization Society Aimed to Send Only Free African 
Americans to West Africa 

Paul Cuffee envisioned a Black-led emigration movement to the African continent that would 
eventually include African Americans liberated from slavery, while the white-led American 
Colonization Society (ACS) proposed resettling only free African Americans without disrupting 
the institution of slavery. ACS appealed to those in the North seeking abolition and colonization 
to remove the challenges of integration with white people, as well as supporters in the South 
favoring the resettlement of free Black people to mitigate agitation amongst enslaved people.  ACS 
also worked with state lawmakers, with many passing Black laws to make life difficult for African 
Americans, in hopes of pressuring free Black people to emigrate. ACS gave little consideration to 
the opinions of free African Americans, and was committed to preserving the United States as a 
white country by ensuring that Black Americans would not become U.S. citizens. Despite initially 
receiving federal support, ACS faced funding challenges and sent its last settlers in 1904 and 
dissolved by 1964.9   

1816
Haiti Encouraged Immigration of Free African Americans and Offered 
Haitian Citizenship 

After the Haitian Revolution decimated the Haitian population, Jean-Jacques Dessalines in 1804 
wanted to offer 40 piasters ($40 USD) per Haitian national to any ship captain who repatriated 
Haiti’s enslaved and formerly enslaved people who had fled Haiti during the revolution. He also 
sought to recruit 500,000 Africans, Indigenous people, and African Americans to become citizens, 
provided they declared themselves Black. However, after the assassination of Dessalines two years 
later, the initiative was modified and adopted into Haiti’s 1816 constitution, which stated in Article 44 
that “all Africans and Indians, and the descendants of their blood, born in the colonies or in foreign 
countries, who come to reside in the Republic of Haiti will be recognized as Haitians, but will enjoy 
the right of citizenship only after one year of residence.” Subsequently, Haitian leaders promoted 
the idea of free Black Americans resettling in Haiti, which led to the migration of tens of thousands 
of African Americans, particularly in the period between the 1820s and 1860s.10  
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1817
First Mass Black Protest Meeting Rejected 
American Colonization Society’s Plan to 
Resettle Free African Americans in West 
Africa 

Nearly 3,000 Black men met at Bethel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church in Philadelphia and denounced the 
American Colonization Society’s proposal to resettle 
free African Americans in West Africa. They publicly 
declared that the United States was their land as well and 
remembered the many African Americans that died fighting 
on both sides of the Revolutionary War for the principle of 
freedom and their own liberation.11  

1820s-50s
American Colonization Society Resettled Free African Americans in 
Modern-Day Liberia, Most Free African Black People Instead Declared 
that They were U.S. Citizens by Birth and Should Not Resettle Elsewhere 

Paul Cuffee (also spelled as Paul Cuffe, née Paul Slocum), a free man of Aquinnah Wampanoag and 
West African Ashanti descent, had traveled with nearly 40 free African Americans to settle Sierra 
Leone. They were the first African Americans who voluntarily migrated to the African continent, 
with the Haitian independence of 1804 serving as an early example of self-determination. Having 
founded the Friendly Society of Sierra Leone and the African Institution, Cuffee sought to create a 
Black-led emigration movement, believing that Black people would never receive equal treatment 
with white people in the United States and would be better off elsewhere. Cuffee’s voyage to 
Sierra Leone was considered a success by some, with the colonists having integrated into the small 
community of refugees from Nova Scotia and others in Sierra Leone. His travels also inspired the 
creation of the American Colonization Society.12   

1821
Missouri Passed Black Laws to Exclude or Restrict Free African 
Americans from Migrating to the State 

The initial Missouri Compromise resulted in Missouri being admitted as a slave state, Maine as a 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Portraits of Richard Allen and 
other African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) bishops, 
surrounded by scenes including Wilberforce University, 
Payne Institute, missionaries in Haiti, and the A.M.E. 
church book depository in Philadelphia. Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, 
D.C. 20540 US
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free state, and the prohibition of slavery in the Louisiana Territory north of the southern border of 
Missouri. A remaining issue was whether Missouri could keep a clause in its proposed constitution 
that banned the migration of free African Americans into Missouri. At the time, some states 
recognized the U.S. citizenship of free African Americans while others did not. The Second Missouri 
Compromise was that the new state’s constitution could keep the controversial clause so long 
as the new state ensured that it would never interpret the clause as restricting the privileges and 
immunities of U.S. citizens. The ambiguity remained as to who was a “citizen” in Missouri. The new 
state went on to pass an 1835 law requiring Black residents to obtain licenses to be considered 
legal residents. This was one of a number of Missouri laws aimed at restricting the migration of 
free African Americans into the state, demonstrating that Missouri did not recognize free Black 
Americans as citizens of the United States.13  

1829
Ohio’s Black Laws Escalated Until Pushback Resulted in Partial Repeal 

During rapid growth of African Americans in Cincinnati in 1829, city authorities announced they 
would enforce the Black laws and order them to comply with the bond requirement or leave within 
30 days. In response, in 1830, some Black people migrated to Canada to establish free colonies 
there. Black communities and white communities — sometimes together and sometimes separately 
— began organizing to overturn black laws in Ohio. Newspapers such as The Philanthropist and the 
Black-owned The Palladium of Liberty wrote stories to amplify the problematic issues of Black laws. 
By 1849, Ohio had repealed some Black laws.14   

1830
The Indian Removal Act Denied U.S. Citizenship to Indigenous 
Americans and Forcibly Relocated Five Indigenous Nations 

After several attempts by the Southeastern tribal nations to appease the United States, the Indian 
Removal Act forcibly relocated Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muscogee Creek (Maskókî, but 
English speakers erroneously called them “Creeks”), and Seminole tribes from the U.S. Southeast 
(modern-day Georgia, Mississippi, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Alabama) — dispossessing them of 25 
million acres of land — to Indian Territory (modern-day Oklahoma). As many as 100,000 Indigenous 
Americans were forced to walk the Trail of Tears, a trek of more than 1,200 miles. Among them were 
8,000-10,000 Black people whom the five Indigenous nations enslaved. These five nations settled 
in modern-day central and eastern Oklahoma alongside 21 other Indigenous nations.  This land in 
Indian Territory was set aside for the five tribes for “as long as grass grows and water runs,” but 
the federal government eventually opened portions of this territory for white settlement in 1889. In 
addition to forcibly removing the Indigenous tribes from their land, the Indian Removal Act denied 
them U.S. citizenship.15  
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1835
Free African Americans Started Formally 
Assembling to Discuss Strategies on 
Advocating for Their Sociopolitical Rights 
as Citizens of the United States 

Starting in 1830, free African Americans gathered for state 
and national conventions — known as the Convention for 
the Improvement of the Free People of Colour, the American 
Society of Free Persons of Colour, or the National Negro 

Conventions — to strategize how to advocate for their sociopolitical rights. During the 1831 convention, 
the delegates realized that if the federal government could relocate tens of thousands of Indigenous 
Americans from the southeastern United States to Indian Territory, African Americans faced a similar 
threat of forced removal. During the 1835 national convention in Philadelphia, delegates recommended 
“the propriety of petitioning congress [sic] and their respective state legislatures to be admitted to 
the rights and privileges of American citizens, and that [they] be protected in the same.” Advocacy 
for recognition of African Americans as citizens continued, eventually leading to the formation of the 
National Equal Rights League (NERL) when delegates met at the 1864 convention in Syracuse.16  

1837  Free African Americans in Ohio Petitioned the State to Revoke its Black 
Laws: July convention of African Americans in Columbus, Ohio, attendees wrote a petition 
to the state of Ohio to revoke its racist laws, specifically the Black laws of 1804 and 1807. 
Because Ohio’s Constitution promised fundamental rights to all men, reserving the right to 
vote and hold office for citizens, the petition organizers used their residency in Ohio as the 
basis for their claims to the right to be free of racial discrimination.17

1863  Free African Americans in Kansas Declared that the White Majority 
Abused Their Power in Depriving African Americans the Rights of Citizenship: 
Proceedings from the Colored Convention of the State of Kansas in 1863 read: “the white 
majority... have abused their power to the extent of not only depriving the black minority of the 
rights of citizenship, but too often the rights common to humanity.” Furthermore, “the black 
man... was made a soldier to RESTORE the Union. He must be made a voter to PRESERVE it.”18

 1838
Legal Treatise on The Rights of Colored Men to Suffrage, Citizenship, 
and Trial by Jury 

In the first legal treatise on the rights of free African Americans, abolitionist William Yates 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Louisiana - National Convention of Col-
ored Citizens, in the house of Representatives, at New Or-
leans, April 10th, wood engraving. Image depicts a large 
gilded meeting hall and a large crowd of African American 
people listening to a speaker. Library of Congress Prints 
and Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 20540 USA
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proclaimed that free African Americans could not be removed from individual states or from the 
United States – as citizens, they have a claim to the United States, to enter and stay within the 
United States, and be protected from expulsion. He argued that all free Americans were citizens 
who were entitled to the “privileges and immunities” provided for in the Constitution. His provision 
on citizenship relating to “persons and to things; his acquisitions of property by contract, and by 
inheritance; and even the soil which no alien inherits” was made the law in the 1866 Civil Rights 
Act as well as one of the fundamental principles of the first section of the 14th Amendment.19  

1840s
Local Courts Provided Expedited and Free Naturalizations of Germans 
and Irish Immigrants 

Before local elections, “friendly” judges would expedite naturalization documents for German and 
Irish immigrants free of charge in exchange for votes. Naturalization, until 1870, was open for white 
people, with no requirement that they know English or undergo background checks. In 1868, New 
York City courts naturalized 20,000-30,000 Irish immigrants in the six weeks before an election.20 

1840s
States in the West Tried to Attract New Residents, Including Non-
Citizens, by Granting Voting Rights 

As the United States grew, territories, including Dakota, Kansas, Minnesota, Nebraska, Nevada, 
Oklahoma, Washington, and Wyoming, tried to attract new residents by permitting non-citizens 
who declared their intention to become citizens — “declarant aliens” — with voting rights. Nine 
states permitted declarants to vote, even though declaring did not automatically make them U.S. 
citizens. The South banned non-citizen voting during the Civil War — mostly because immigrants 
tended to oppose slavery — but the practice returned during Reconstruction and reached its peak in 
the 1860s and 1870s.21  

1843
Oregon Became the First and Only Free State to Enter the Union with a 
Black Exclusion Clause in its Constitution 

In 1843, Oregon territory effectively expelled Black people once they were freed. Oregon’s 1844 
Black exclusion law prohibited African Americans from entering Oregon and required all former 
enslaved people who had settled there to leave. In 1849, Oregon’s second exclusion law barred Black 



1800s1700s 1900s 2000s

9

people from entering or residing there, fearing “intermix with Indians, instilling into their minds 
feelings of hostility toward the white race.” Meanwhile, Oregon’s Donation Land Act (1850) offered 
up to 320 acres of free land in the territory to any white settler who would cultivate it, leading to 
the population increasing six times within a decade. In 1857, voters approved a constitutional clause 
that barred Black people from being in the territory, owning property, and making contracts. In 1859, 
Oregon became the first and only free state to enter the United States with a prohibition against 
Black people living in the state in its constitution. Oregon removed the Black exclusion clause in 
1926, gave Black citizens the right to vote in 1959, and ratified the 14th Amendment of the U.S. 
Constitution in 1973.22  

1848
Approximately 100,000 Mexicans Became 
U.S. Citizens 

The U.S. government took 55 percent of Mexico (parts of 
modern-day Arizona, California, Colorado, Kansas, New 
Mexico, Nevada, Oklahoma, Utah, and Wyoming, and 
Mexico gave up all claims to Texas, approximately 525,000 
square miles) in exchange for $15 million at the end of the 
U.S.-Mexican War through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. 
The United States had declared war on Mexico in 1846 after 
the latter refused to cede parts of modern-day California, 
New Mexico, and Texas for $30 million.23  

1853  The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Gadsden Purchase Divided 
Indigenous Nations and Did Not Offer Indigenous People Residing Along the 
U.S.-Mexico Border Dual U.S.-Mexican Citizenship: The Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, along with the Gadsden Purchase of 1853, divided the lands of 36 Indigenous 
nations, including the Kumeyaay, Pai, Cocopah, Oodham, Yaqui, Apache, and Kickapoo. Tens 
of thousands of these Indigenous nations are estimated to still reside today in Baja California, 
Sonora, Coahuila, and Chihuahua in Mexico. The Tohono O’odham nation, for instance, was 
divided between those who live in modern-day southern Arizona in the U.S. and modern-
day Sonora in Mexico. Indigenous peoples did not receive an offer of dual citizenship, unlike 
those along the U.S.-Canada border did according to the 1794 Jay Treaty.24

Mexicans Became U.S. Citizens Unless They Declared They Wanted to 
Remain Mexican Citizens: Unless Mexicans specifically declared their intention to 
remain Mexicans, the treaty promised U.S. citizenship to the 75,000-100,000 Mexicans 
that lived in the Southwest. Residents had one year to choose whether they wanted U.S. or 
Mexican citizenship. 90 percent chose to stay in the United States and the remainder moved 
to Mexico where they received land or stayed in New Mexico as Mexican citizens.25

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Map of the United States of Mexico, 
1847. Covers the United States southwest of Georgia and 
Iowa, and south of Oregon Territory. Image depicts a map 
of Central and North America, showing the states of Mex-
ico piror to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, highlighting 
areas that are now part of the U.S. Library of Congress 
Geography and Map Division Washington, D.C. 20540-
4650 USA
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One Hundred Thousand Spanish-Speaking Residents Became U.S. Citizens: 
With the annexation of Florida and Louisiana through the Adams-Onis Treaty, and the 
northern half of Mexico through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 100,000 Spanish-speaking 
residents became U.S. citizens.26

1848
Seneca Falls Convention Ignited the Movement for Women’s 
Sociopolitical Rights in the United States 

U.S. citizens Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott as well as other women active in the 
abolitionist movement organized the first women’s rights convention in Seneca Falls, NY. The 
convention produced 11 resolutions on women’s social, civil, and religious rights; the ninth resolution 
demanded the right to vote, a right of citizenship that would take another seven decades to realize.27  

1852
Martin Delany Declared African Americans To Be U.S. Citizens in The 
Condition, Elevation, Emigration, and Destiny of the Colored People of 
the United States, Politically Considered 

African American abolitionist Martin Delany’s book was published in which he insisted, “We are 
Americans, having a birthright citizenship.” In 1859, he led a delegation to West Africa to explore 
possible locations for a Black nation along the Niger River. After briefly serving as a judge in 
Charleston, SC, he became an official in the Liberian Exodus Joint Stock Steamship Company in 
1878, renewing his calls for emigration.28  

1853
Frederick Douglass Declared that Black People are American Citizens 

African American abolitionist Frederick Douglass declared in 1853, “By the principles of the 
Declaration of Independence, we are American citizens; within the meaning of the United States 
Constitution, we are American citizens; by the facts of history, and the admissions of American 
statemen, we are American citizens; by the hardships and trials endured; by the courage and fidelity 
displayed by our ancestors in defending the liberties and in achieving the independence of our land, 
we are American Citizens.” He spoke against emigration and colonization in 1894, arguing: “It leads 
him to doubt the possibility of his progress as an American citizen….  It forces upon him the idea 
that he is forever doomed to be a stranger and a sojourner in the land of his birth.”29  
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1855
National Colored Convention Declared that African Americans Are U.S. 
Citizens by Birth 

Delegates to the convention in Philadelphia declared, “By birth, we are American citizens; by the 
meaning of the United States Constitution, we are American citizens; by the principles of the Declaration 
of Independence, we are citizens; by the meaning of the United States Constitution, we are citizens.”30  

1856
U.S. Passports Started to Be Limited to Solely U.S. Citizens 

Originally, U.S. passports were merely a form of identification — issued by the State Department, 
governors, and mayors — to gain entry to social events and other elite functions. While the 
Department of State had issued passports since 1789, it was not until 1856 that Congress granted 
the State Department the sole issuing power over passports and limited their use to U.S. citizens. 
Immigration policies since then became increasingly restrictive over time, and the use of passports 
evolved to become a way to identify U.S. citizens. The U.S. government required U.S. citizens to 
carry a U.S. passport while traveling overseas starting in 1941, though they were briefly required 
from 1918 to 1921, the period in which the United States was involved in World War I.31 

1857
The Supreme Court Ruled in Dred Scott v. 
Sandford that African Americans Were Not U.S. 
Citizens 

The U.S. Supreme Court ruled that African Americans were not 
and could not be U.S. citizens.32 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Eliza and Lizzie, children of Dred Scott Dred Scott ; His wife, 
Harriet. Top illustration shows portrait of daughters, Eliza and Lizzie. Bottom left 
illustration shows portrait of Dred Scott, after photograph by Fitzgibbon of St. Louis. 
Bottom right portrait shows portrait of Harriet Scott, after photograph by Fitzgibbon 
of St. Louis. Frank Leslie’s illustrated newspaper. Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division Washington, D.C. 20540 USA
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1862
The Homestead Act Passed to Encourage Immigration to the United 
States 

This law provided access to up to 160 acres of free land if individuals lived on the land for five 
years and made certain agricultural improvements. A U.S. citizen or a person who “intended” 
to naturalize could receive the title to the property after the five-year period and payment of 
a nominal fee of $1.25 per acre. The proffered land was in Kansas, Nebraska, Indian Territory 
(modern-day Oklahoma), Dakota Territory, and other lands in the West — forcing Indigenous 
Americans to relocate to reservations. This was one of a pair of laws Lincoln signed to encourage 
immigration. By 1934, when the Taylor Grazing Act was signed, the U.S. government processed 
1.6 million applications. Over 270 million acres — 10 percent of U.S.-held lands in 30 modern-day 
states — passed into the hands of individuals. One of the significant consequences of the law 
was the emergence of a mostly white rural middle class, which included many immigrants. About 
46 million American adults today — 20 percent of all American adults — descended from those 
homesteaders.33  

1864
The National Equal Rights League (NERL) Formed to Promote the 
Citizenship of African Americans 

This organization promoted the full citizenship for all Black persons, as compensation for their 
Revolutionary War and Civil War military service. NERL also advocated for the addition of a 
Fifteenth Point to Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points at the Paris Peace Conference after WWI, 
calling for the “elimination of civil, political and judicial distinctions based on race or color in all 
nations.” NERL remained prominent until most of its leaders joined the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1921.34  

1866
Congress Established Birthright Citizenship Through the Civil Rights  
Act of 1866 

This is the first Congressional law that clearly defined U.S. citizenship and affirmed that the law 
protects all citizens equally. It established birthright citizenship, defined the rights of citizenship, 
and made it illegal to discriminate on the basis of race or color, except for Indigenous Americans. It 
reversed Dred Scott v. Sanford and overrode the Jim Crow laws in the South. The 14th Amendment 
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reinforced these rights two years later. However, the act did not protect the right to vote, sit on 
juries, hold office, attend the same schools, or ensure equal access to public accommodations. The 
law also did not provide any federal penalties for infringing on these rights, leaving it up to individual 
victims to seek legal relief. The Civil Rights Acts of 1964, the Fair Housing Act, and the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 incorporated provisions from the Civil Rights Acts of 1866 and 1875.35  

1867
U.S. Government Conferred Citizenship 
on Russian and Creole Residents of 
Modern-Day Alaska, Limited the Status of 
Indigenous Alaskans to “National” 

The U.S. government “purchased” Alaska from Russia for 
$7.2 million without consulting the Unangan (Aleuts) or 
the Tlingit. 50,000 Indigenous people and nearly 2,000 
“inhabitants”— 483 Russians and 1,421 Creoles (descendants 
of Russian men and Indigenous women) — lived in the 

586,000 square mile territory, which is more than twice the size of Texas.  The Indigenous Alaskans 
argued that the U.S. government did not buy the land but rather purchased the right to negotiate 
with the Indigenous population. While the treaty says the “inhabitants” could become U.S. citizens if 
they wished to stay, no Indigenous Alaskans (to whom the treaty refers as “uncivilized tribes”) were 
granted citizenship until the Indian Citizenship Act in 1924. In 1895, members of the Kenaitze Indian 
Tribe petitioned a federal judge for protection from traders, miners, and cannery bosses “from the 
incredible oppression of the local Americans.”36  

1868
Congress Provided U.S. Citizens the Ability to Renounce Their 
Citizenship 

The Expatriation Act of 1868 enabled a U.S. citizen to opt out of citizenship. It declared “the right 
of expatriation is a natural and inherent right of all people” and provided that the U.S. government 
could extend the same protections offered to US-born citizens to naturalized citizens.37  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: John Minook Family and Home. Image 
depicts a large family of Inidgenous Alaskans outside their 
home. The Alaska and Polar Regions Collections, Elmer E. 
Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska Fairbanks.
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1868
The 14th Amendment Added Birthright 
Citizenship to the Constitution 

Tensions in the South after the Civil War led to the 
Memphis Riot of 1866, but a report on the riot by a Joint 
Congressional Committee ultimately led to the rapid 
endorsement of the 14th Amendment. After passing 
Congress two years earlier, this amendment was ratified 
in 1868, extending U.S. citizenship to African Americans. 
Because of this amendment, the Constitution guarantees 
birthright citizenship as well as due process of the law and 
equal protection under the law regardless of citizenship.38  

The 14th Amendment Did Not Confer Birthright on Indigenous Americans: 
The 14th Amendment was limited to persons “subject to the jurisdiction thereof,” thereby 
preventing Indigenous Americans from citizenship until the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 
made them citizens by birth.39

The United States Is in the Minority of Nations that Provides for Birthright 
Citizenship: More than 30 nations, mostly in the Western Hemisphere, as well as countries 
such as Lesotho and Pakistan, have birthright citizenship, or jus soli, rather than citizenship 
that follows the nationality of the child’s parents, or jus sanguinis.40

Nazi Germany’s Study of U.S. Law and Policies on Race as They Developed 
Anti-Semitic Nuremberg Laws Struggled to Reconcile the 14th Amendment’s 
Guarantee of Birthright Citizenship and Equal Rights with Other U.S. Policies: 
Nazi Germany was mystified by how the United States was so clearly dedicated to white 
supremacy, yet had the 14th Amendment, which guaranteed equal rights.41

1870
Congress Extended Eligibility to Naturalize from White People to Include 
African Americans 

The 1870 Naturalization Act limited the ability to naturalize to white people and “persons of African 
descent.”42  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Scenes in Memphis, Tennessee, during 
the riot. Illustration from Harper’s weekly, 1866 May 
26, p. 321. Image depicts a group of African Americans 
fleeing armed combat with shadowed riflemen and homes 
burning in the far distance. Library of Congress.
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1878
A Federal Court Ruled that People of Chinese Descent Cannot Become 
U.S. Citizens 

The Ninth Circuit ruled in In re Ah Yup that persons of Chinese descent were ineligible to naturalize, 
stating that a “Mongolian” is not a “white person.”43  

1870s
U.S. Government Interpreted and Redefined Naturalization Rules for 
Different Ethnicities 

Congress’s 1870 Naturalization Act expanded the ability to naturalize to also include “persons of 
African descent” in addition to white people. Eight years later, a federal court ruled that Chinese 
people could not become U.S. citizens, ruling in In re Ah Yup that persons of Chinese descent were 
ineligible to naturalize, stating that a “Mongolian” is not a “white person.”44  

1882
U.S. Government Restricted Immigration from China and Made 
Individuals of Chinese Descent Ineligible for U.S. Citizenship 

Following the Depression of 1873-79, Congress passed the Chinese Exclusion Act, a ten-year law 
restricting immigration from China although Chinese people only compromised 0.002 percent of 
the nation’s population at the time. This was the first law that mandated new arrivals be inspected at 
a port of entry. In 1882, before this law took effect, more than 39,000 individuals of Chinese descent 
immigrated to the United States; in 1887, merely 10 Chinese people immigrated. The act also barred 
Chinese nationals from naturalizing, refusing them citizenship. The Supreme Court upheld the 
constitutionality of this law in Chae Chan Ping v. United States in 1889. By 1902, Congress made 
restrictions on Chinese immigration permanent. Between 1882 and 1905, people of Chinese descent 
filed more than 10,000 lawsuits, protesting Chinese exclusion and other laws and practices that 
limited their entry or otherwise harassed them.45  
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1884
The Supreme Court Ruled that Indigenous Americans Were Not Entitled 
to Birthright Citizenship Under the 14th Amendment 

The Supreme Court ruled in Elk v. Wilkins that the 14th Amendment did not apply to Indigenous 
Americans with respect to birthright citizenship.46  

1887
U.S. Government Conferred U.S. Citizenship on Indigenous Americans 
Who Received Land Through the Dawes Severalty Act 

The Dawes Severalty Act ended tribal control of reservations by authorizing federal confiscation and 
redistribution of Indigenous lands. The U.S. government designated Indigenous people as “federally 
enrolled members” and assigned a “blood quantum” along with enrollment. The assignment of 
blood quantum incentivized them to underestimate their Indigenous ancestry, which also enabled 
white settlers to fraudulently enroll. The Indigenous Americans who received land through this 
law became U.S. citizens, subject to federal, state, and local laws. Lands that were not allotted to 
Indigenous individuals were “surplus” that were offered for sale to non-Indigenous individuals. The 
proceeds from these sales were used to establish Indian schools to assimilate Indigenous children. 
During this period, more than 60 percent of the remaining Indian land base passed into non-Indian 
hands (more than 86 million acres).47  

1888
Most Indigenous Women Who Married White U.S. Citizens Granted U.S. 
Citizenship 

Most Indigenous American women who married white U.S. citizens could become U.S. citizens.48  
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1892
In Addition to Restrictions on Chinese 
Immigration, Congress Required Chinese 
Nationals to Carry “Certificates of 
Residence” in the United States or Face 
Deportation 

The Geary Act renewed Chinese exclusion for 10 years 
and required that Chinese nationals obtain identification 
documents — “certificates of residence” — or face 
deportation. This provision required two white witnesses to 
testify about the applicant’s immigration status.49  

Chinese Americans Protested Against the Discriminatory Policy:The Chinese 
Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA) hired lawyers to challenge the Geary Act in 
court. New Yorkers of Chinese descent formed the Chinese Equal Rights League (CERL) 
in 1892, and they disseminated a pamphlet, Appeal of the Chinese Equal Rights League 
to the People for the Equality of Manhood, in which they argued that Chinese immigrants 
are entitled to equal rights. In 1893, the leader of CERL testified in support of a bill that 
would have repealed the Geary Act. Though the repeal was unsuccessful, the photograph 
requirement for the certificate of residence was removed, and the number of white witnesses 
required was reduced to one.50

China Protested Against the Discriminatory Policy: The Chinese community in 
the United States protested the Geary Act through civil disobedience and pressured the 
Chinese consul to speak on their behalf. The Chinese vice consul in San Francisco described 
the requirement of carrying around certificates of residence to a dog tag. In 1905, an 
international coalition of Chinese merchants and students coordinated boycotts of U.S. goods 
and services in China and parts of Southeast Asia.51

1897
A Federal Court Ruled that a Person of Mexican Descent Could 
Naturalize 

A federal court in Texas ruled in In Re Rodríguez that a man of Mexican descent could naturalize 
because the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo conferred U.S. citizenship on Mexicans residing in the 
territory after the U.S.-Mexico War.52  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Certificate of residence for Wong 
Hock Chung, a Chinese laborer. Image depicts a printed 
document with handwritten personal details filled in and 
an identification photo of a Chinese man, embossed with 
official seals. Courtesy of California Historical Society, MS 
3642.
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1898
The Supreme Court Ruled that U.S.-Born Children of Immigrants Are 
Entitled to Birthright Citizenship Under the 14th Amendment 

The Supreme Court in United States v. Wong Kim Ark ruled that immigrants’ U.S.-born children are 
entitled to citizenship — birthright citizenship.  This was true even if the parents, parents of Chinese 
descent in this case, were not eligible to become citizens. The Court said that the 14th Amendment 
excludes children born to diplomats, children born to hostile occupying forces, and children born 
on foreign public ships. For Indigenous Americans who were born on reservations, they were not 
“subject to the jurisdiction” of the United States until the Nationality Act of 1940. An organization 
that assisted immigrants, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association (CCBA), had an attorney 
on retainer who represented Wong in the court case.53  

1898
Although Recognized by Other Nations as a Sovereign Nation,  
the United States Annexed the Kingdom of Hawai’i

Sugar planters, pineapple planters, and other businessmen aided the U.S. military in orchestrating 
the overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawai’i in 1893. Then, in part due to the strategic value of Hawai’i 
during the Spanish-American War, the United States annexed it in 1898 through the Newlands 
Resolution. Congress approved the Organic Act of 1900, giving Hawai’i territorial status, and 
declared that all persons born in Hawai’i before the United States annexed it in 1898 were U.S. 
citizens. In contrast to Indigenous nations in the continental United States, which the Supreme 
Court defined as “domestic dependent nations” in Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, Hawai’i was an 
independent sovereign recognized by other countries. Indigenous Hawaiians had (and some 
continue to have) claims to be citizens of a constitutional monarchy whose independence was 
recognized by other nations, including the United States.54  

Indigenous Hawaiians Opposed Annexation: In order to prevent ratification of 
the treaty annexing the Republic of Hawai’i by the U.S. Senate, two Hawaiian groups, Hui 
Aloha ‘Aina and Hui Kulai’aina, organized a mass petition drive in 1897 to demonstrate that 
the majority of native Hawaiians opposed annexation. While their efforts thwarted the 
treaty’s ratification, pro-annexation forces in Congress used the “Newlands Resolution” to 
annex Hawai’i the next year. Following the 1898 annexation of Hawai’i to the United States 
by a joint resolution of Congress, the deposed queen, Queen Liliʻuokalani, wrote to the 
House of Representatives to protest U.S. assertion of ownership without due process or just 
compensation.55
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Congress Apologized for the Illegal Overthrow of the Kingdom of Hawai’i: 
Congress’s adoption of the “Apology Resolution” in 1993 acknowledged that the Indigenous 
Hawaiians never relinquished their claims to sovereignty to the United States. While their 
citizenship or nationality may be American, due to the illegal overthrow of the kingdom’s 
monarch in 1893 and eventual annexation of the islands, their ethnicity is Hawaiian or native 
Hawaiian, also known in the Native Hawaiian language as Kanaka ‘Ōiwi or Kanaka Maoli.56

1898
The United States Assumed Control of 
Guam, Puerto Rico, the Philippines, and 
Temporarily Cuba at the End of the Spanish-
American War 

Upon signing the Treaty of Paris with the Spanish 
government, marking the end of the Spanish-American War, 
the United States took control of Guam and Puerto Rico as 
well as temporary control of Cuba as a protectorate after 
Spain relinquished its claims to it. To annex the Philippines, 
the United States paid Spain $20 million. Until the Treaty of 
Paris, treaties involving ceded territory to the United States 
included provisions for how the residents of those ceded 

territories would be admitted to U.S. citizenship, but this was the first time there was no promise 
of citizenship or eventual statehood. Filipinos, Guamanians, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans were not 
present at the signing of the treaty, though it determined the fates of hundreds of millions of people. 
The residents of these territories went on to have American “national” status, a status between 
citizen and non-citizen.57  

The United States Occupied Cuba Until 1902: The U.S. military occupied Cuba until 
1902.58

The Treaty Stripped Residents of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines of 
Spanish Citizenship, But Did Not Confer U.S. Citizenship on Residents: The 
Treaty of Paris stripped the residents of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines of Spanish 
citizenship but did not automatically confer U.S. citizenship on them. The language of the 
treaty provided that Congress would determine the “civil and political status of the native 
inhabitants.”59

Congress Conferred Non-Citizen National Status on Puerto Ricans, 
Designated Puerto Rico as an “Unincorporated Territory:” In 1900, Congress 
deemed the inhabitants of Puerto Rico as “citizens of Porto Rico.” Puerto Ricans received 
“nationality” status, and the island was designated an “unincorporated territory.” As a result, 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Infographic depicting a world map and 
highlighted regions that the United Sttes took control of at 
the end of the Spanish American War: Puerto Rico, Cuba, 
The Philippines, and Guam.
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this barred Puerto Rican-born inhabitants from retaining their Spanish citizenship or acquiring 
U.S. citizenship.60

Congress Conferred Non-Citizen National Status on Filipinos: In 1902, after 
the United States had defeated Emilio Aguinaldo’s army in the Philippine-American War, 
Congress deemed the inhabitants of the Philippines as “citizens of the Philippine Islands.” 
Filipinos, specifically, were “nationals” (“wards” of the United States) and were never granted 
citizenship while colonized.61

Congress Did Not Provide Clarity on the Status of Guamanians Until 1950: The 
status of Guamanians remained unclear as the Treaty of Paris stipulated that the “political and 
civil rights of the native inhabitants will be determined by Congress.” After years of agitation 
and Japanese occupation during WWII, Guamanians finally received U.S. citizenship via 
the Organic Act in 1950.  However, they still cannot vote for the U.S. president and, like the 
citizens of Washington, D.C., have no voting representatives in Congress.62

Non-Citizen Nationals Had Fewer Rights and Protections than U.S. Citizens: U.S. 
citizens have certain rights — the right to vote in federal, state, and local elections, serve on a 
jury, bear arms, enter the United States, and the right to remain in the United States without fear 
of deportation. Non-citizen “nationals” similarly can freely enter the United States despite their 
alienage — considered insular travel — and have the right to stay in the United States. Nationals 
and residents of the territories could also travel overseas using a U.S. passport.  As non-citizen 
nationals, they can also own land, notwithstanding alien land laws various states passed against 
foreign-born individuals who were ineligible for citizenship, such as individuals of Chinese 
descent and eventually other Asians. Some nationals could naturalize to become U.S. citizens, but 
others — such as Filipinos — could not naturalize as they were ineligible for citizenship. Unlike 
U.S. citizenship that is acquired at birth, Congress can take away national status.63

U.S. Citizen-Non-Citizen National Distinctions Influenced Germany’s 
Nuremberg Laws: United States’ designation of Indigenous Americans and Filipinos as 
non-citizens, even though they lived in the United States and its territories, influenced the 
citizenship portion of Nazi Germany’s Nuremberg Laws, which stripped Jewish Germans of 
their citizenship and classified them as “nationals.” In Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf, he praised 
the United States for making progress toward a primarily racial conception of citizenship, by 
“excluding certain races from naturalization.”64

1899
The United States Assumed Control of Eastern Samoa, Conferred Non-
Citizen National Status on American Samoans 

In the Treaty of Berlin, an agreement between the United States, Germany, and Britain, the islands 
of Samoa were divided into German (Western) Samoa and American (Eastern) Samoa. In 1900, 
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the largest island in the American Samoa, Tutuila, became a U.S. territory when the matai, or local 
chiefs, ceded the island to the United States. Samoans, like Filipinos, were designated as “nationals” 
of the United States, and they continue to be U.S. nationals today.65  

1901
U.S. Citizenship Extended to Indigenous Americans of Ten Tribes 
Residing in Indian Territory Who Received Allotments Through the 
Dawes Severalty Act 

The Citizenship Act amended the Dawes Act to include the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, 
Seminole, Creek and five other tribes in Indian Territory, declaring all Indigenous people living in 
Oklahoma Territory who acquired allotments to be citizens.66  

1901
The Supreme Court Established in the Insular Cases that the “Alien” and 
“Foreign” Unincorporated Territories Did Not Have an Automatic Path to 
Statehood and Residents of Those Territories Were Not Entitled to the 
Full Protections of the Constitution 

The Insular Cases, starting with Downes v. Bidwell, were a set of Supreme Court cases regarding 
the “unincorporated” U.S. territories and the rights of the residents of those territories, specifically 
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines and eventually, the U.S. Virgin Islands, American Samoa, and 
the Northern Mariana Islands. Until Downes, the federal government considered territories to have 
the protection of the Constitution and a path to statehood such as Oklahoma, New Mexico, Arizona, 
and Alaska. Downes established that territories were either incorporated within the United States or 
unincorporated, with only the former having the full protections of the Constitution. Unincorporated 
territories, meanwhile, were “inhabited by alien races,” and they were “foreign in a domestic sense,” 
according to the Court. Because of this distinction, while individuals in all territories could enjoy 
fundamental or natural rights, individuals in unincorporated territories were not entitled to rights the 
Supreme Court considered specific to Anglo-American jurisprudence.67

The Supreme Court Established the Territorial Incorporation Doctrine: The 
Insular Cases led to the concept that the Constitution applied in full force only in territories 
headed for statehood. Only fundamental rights were protected in territories that were not on 
the path to statehood.68

The Distinctions Between the Unincorporated Territories Are Inconsistent: A 
U.S. citizen from the territories may move to one of the states and become a registered voter 
there. However, while a U.S. citizen from a state can vote by absentee ballot in the Northern 
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Mariana Islands or in a foreign country, the U.S. citizen cannot vote by absentee ballot if they 
move to Guam, Puerto Rico, or the U.S. Virgin Islands.69

1903
The United States Recognized the 
Independence of Panama, Days 
Later Negotiated the Canal Zone 

After the United States signed a treaty with 
Panama to build a railway across the Isthmus of 
Panama in exchange for compensation, the U.S. 
government bought rights to build the Panama 

Canal and received control of the Canal Zone in perpetuity after it became fully independent 
from Colombia in 1903. This was a five-mile strip on each side of the canal for the construction, 
management, and defense of the canal. Militarily and economically, the U.S. government perceived 
the canal as imperative to managing the unincorporated territories in the Caribbean and the Pacific. 
Panama received $1 million and an annuity of $250,000 starting nine years later. The canal was 
completed in 1914, and Panama ceased to be a U.S. protectorate in 1939. The Panama Canal passed 
into Panamanian control in 1999.70

Zonian Presence in Panama: U.S. employees, including military, administered and lived 
in the Canal Zone and were called “Zonians.” Pursuant to the Immigration and Nationality Act 
of 1952, individuals born in the Panama Canal Zone on or after February 26, 1904 with at least 
one U.S. citizen parent employed by the U.S. government or the Panama Railroad Company 
were U.S. citizens. Between 1904 and 1979, a person who was born in the Canal Zone who did 
not have at least one U.S. citizen parent was a U.S. non-citizen national.71

Panamanians Protested the Sovereign-Like Status of the United States in 
Panama: Seventy percent of the civilian workforce the U.S. military employed were 
Panamanian nationals, and many Panamanians associated the U.S. military with “the control 
and suppression of civilian populations” rather than a defense of the Canal. There was a social 
hierarchy where “gold roll” workers were exclusively white while “silver roll” workers were 
mainly Black, most of whom were migrants from Caribbean nations. A wall was eventually 
constructed in the 1950s between Panama City and the Canal Zone, which escalated 
tensions. Protests against the United States having rights “as if sovereign” in the Panama 
Canal Zone came to a head in 1964, and the United States signed a treaty in 1977 committing 
the U.S. government to leave the zone by 2000. The Panama government received 60 percent 
of the Canal Zone in 1979, leading to U.S. children born in the Zone after that time to not be 
considered Zonians officially.72

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Property map of the Canal Zone showing property belonging 
to the United States of America, Panama R. R. Co., and lands claimed by private 
persons. Image depicts a map of Panama, the Panama Canal, and various 
colored zones showing property lines. Library of Congress Geography and Map 
Division Washington, D.C. 20540-4650 USA dcu 
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1906
Puerto Ricans, Who Were U.S. Non-Citizen Nationals, Could Become 
U.S. Citizens by Moving to the U.S. Mainland and Applying for 
Citizenship 

Congress passed the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization Act (BINA), allowing individual Puerto 
Ricans to acquire U.S. citizenship by traveling to the mainland and undergoing the naturalization 
process. In essence, they had to acquire citizenship in the same way as other eligible immigrants.73  

1906
Congress Standardized the Naturalization Process and Provided for 
Denaturalization for the First Time 

The Basic Naturalization Act of 1906 streamlined the naturalization process which, until that point, 
consisted of more than 5,000 state naturalization courts operating without central supervision 
and little guidance from Congress. It was the first act to require documentation of lawful entry or 
admission as a prerequisite for naturalization. This led to a number of challenges five years later 
when numerous immigrants could not provide such records, leading to the Registry Act of 1929. The 
1906 law also created the Federal Naturalization Service, placed it within the Bureau of Immigration, 
and expanded the latter to the Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization. This was the first law to 
provide for denaturalization and listed fraud, racial ineligibility, and lack of “good moral character” 
as grounds for denaturalization.74  

1906
The U.S. Government Began Denaturalizing U.S. Citizens on a Variety of 
Grounds 

Federal government officials began to denaturalize immigrants who obtained citizenship through 
fraudulent means, often targeting new U.S. citizens who were later discovered to have “un-
American” characteristics, but they were often allowed to reapply.75

Federal Courts Revoked the Citizenship of U.S. Citizens: Between 1906 and the 
1970s, government courts denaturalized 145,000 U.S.-born and naturalized citizens. Many 
others lost their citizenship without any judicial process for various reasons including because 
of their association with communists, moving abroad after naturalizing, voting in foreign 
elections, serving in foreign armies, or marrying foreign men.76
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1943 U.S. Government Could Revoke Citizenship if the Acts Took Place 
Before the Person Naturalized: The Supreme Court held in Schneiderman v. United 
States that a person could only be denaturalized for acts that took place before they became 
a citizen. The American Committee for Protection of Foreign Born, formed in 1933, sought to 
defend the rights of immigrants, including William Schneiderman.77

1943 U.S. Government Could Revoke Citizenship if the Acts Took Place 
Before the Person Naturalized: In Baumgartner v. United States, the Supreme Court 
reversed the denaturalization of a German immigrant who supported the Nazis and made 
anti-Semitic statements.78

1967 The Supreme Court Ruled that the U.S. Government Could Not Revoke 
U.S. Citizenship of an Individual Who Voted in a Foreign Election: The Court 
held in Afroyim v. Rusk that citizenship was a nearly unassailable right and ruled that a 
naturalized U.S. citizen who had voted in an Israeli election could not be denaturalized. 
Individual citizens, not the state, had sovereignty over their citizenship. The Court stated that 
the U.S. government could not take away a U.S.-born person’s citizenship unless that person 
voluntarily relinquished it.79

1907
The United States Reached an Agreement 
with Japan to Reduce the Level of Japanese 
Worker Migration to the United States, 
Federal Court Ruled a Person of Japanese 
Descent Could Not Naturalize 

The Gentlemen’s Agreement was a bilateral agreement 
between the United States and Japan that ended the 
immigration of Japanese laborers to the United States in 
exchange for the city of San Francisco rescinding its policy 
of segregating Japanese students from white students. 
Thousands of wives — “picture brides” — were able to 

continue to immigrate. The previous year, police had documented nearly 300 attacks on people 
of Japanese descent in San Francisco alone. In 1894, Shebata Saito, a Japanese man, tried to 
naturalize, but a federal court refused his petition because he was neither white nor Black. By 1920, 
in response to pressure from the United States, Japan agreed to prohibit the migration of “picture 
bride” wives.80  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Japanese immigrants at work in a  
laundry. ca. 1900. Photographer unknown. Image depicts 
a large factory work room with laundry and ironing 
machines and a large group of Japanese male workers. 
Courtesy Oakland Library, History Room.
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1907
Congress Revoked the Citizenship of U.S. Citizen Women if They 
Married Non-Citizens 

The Expatriation Act declared that the citizenship of U.S. citizen women was revoked if they married 
non-citizens. U.S. citizenship could be restored if the marriage was terminated. Thousands of 
women lost their U.S. citizenship in this way, though most did not know until a situation arose in 
which they needed to establish their citizenship. In 1915, the Supreme Court unanimously held in 
Mackenzie v. Hare that the citizenship of women could be revoked if they married non-citizens.81  

1913
A Federal Court Ruled a Syrian Immigrant Could Not Naturalize 

In Ex Parte Shahid, a federal court in South Carolina denied a Christian immigrant (from modern-day 
Lebanon) citizenship because of his “darker” and “walnut” skin complexion.82  

1915
Federal Courts Ruled that Syrian Immigrants Could Naturalize 

A federal court in the Fourth Circuit determined in Dow v. United States that a Christian Syrian Arab 
immigrant could become a U.S. citizen. The opinion states that Syrians “were so closely related to 
their neighbors on the European side of the Mediterranean that they should be classed as white, 
they must be held to fall within the term ‘white persons.’” This was consistent with a federal court’s 
ruling in 1909 in In Re Najour, which stated that the applicant’s skin was “not particularly dark” and 
that he had “none of the characteristics or appearance of the Mongolian race,” a federal court’s 
ruling in 1910 in In re Mudarri, and a federal court’s ruling in 1910 in In re Ellis.83  

1917
Japanese Nationals and Filipinos, Who Were U.S. Non-Citizen Nationals, 
Were Exempt from the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, Which Barred Nationals 
from the Asia-Pacific Triangle 

The Immigration Act of 1917 was another restrictive immigration law, barring entry from nations in 
the Asia-Pacific triangle, except for Japanese nationals per the Gentlemen’s Agreement and Filipinos 
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who were U.S. nationals. The law implemented a number of the recommendations of the Dillingham 
Commission, which was created by the U.S. Congress in 1907, such as a literacy test, the “limitation 
of the number of each race arriving each year,” and the total exclusion of Asians as “undesirable.”84  

1917
Congress Granted Limited U.S. Citizenship to 
Residents of Puerto Rico through the Jones Act 

The Jones-Shafroth Act granted limited U.S. citizenship to 
Puerto Ricans but did not extend citizenship to the U.S. territorial 
residents in American Samoa, Guam, and the Philippines. 
In the lead up to the passage of the Jones Act, Puerto Rico 
Representative Luis Muñoz Rivera endorsed the bill on the House 
floor in 1916 but also explained why many Puerto Ricans opposed 
it: “My countrymen... refuse to accept a citizenship of an inferior 
order, a citizenship of the second class, which does not permit 
them to dispose of their own resources nor to live their own lives 
nor to send to this Capitol their proportional representation.” 
U.S. citizens in Puerto Rico could not vote for president, Puerto 
Rico did not have a voting representative in Congress, the 

U.S. president and Congress had the power to veto Puerto Rican laws, and men in Puerto Rico 
were subjected to the military draft as men were in the United States. This was the first time that 
citizenship was granted to a population without the promise that the territory would eventually 
become a state. The law enabled Puerto Rican residents to choose to keep their Puerto Rican or 
other citizenship or acquire U.S. citizenship. Those born in Puerto Rico after the act were considered 
U.S. citizens by blood, jus sanguinis. Puerto Ricans who were now U.S. citizens were able to travel 
freely between the mainland and the island without a passport. The Nationality Act of 1940 provided 
for jus soli, or U.S. birthright citizenship, for those born in Puerto Rico.85  

1917
The United States “Purchased” the U.S. Virgin Islands from Denmark 

The U.S. government purchased the Danish West Indian Islands (modern-day U.S. Virgin Islands), a 
chain of more than 50 islands, from Denmark for $25 million without consulting the Virgin Islanders. 
The U.S. had attempted to buy the islands twice before: in 1870 for $7.5 million and in 1902 for $5 
million. U.S. officials conferred inconsistent status on Virgin Islanders until 1920, when the U.S. 
Secretary of State clarified that they had “American nationality” status but not the “political status of 
citizens.”86  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Portrait of Luis Muñoz Rivera, 
Puerto Rican poet, journalist and politician. Image 
depicts a Puerto Rican man with a mustache 
wearing a suit in a formal, portrait setting. Library 
of Congress.
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1918
U.S. Government Made Filipinos Who Served in the Armed Forces 
Eligible to Naturalize 

The Act of May 9, 1918, made any Filipino who had served in the U.S. Navy, Marine Corps, or Naval 
Auxiliary Service for three years eligible to naturalize. In Toyota v. United States (1925), the Supreme 
Court declared that the decision to allow Filipinos to naturalize in no way challenged the long 
history of “national policy to maintain the distinction of color and race” since Filipinos were only 
allowed to naturalize because they were non-aliens, and even then, only with military service.87  

1919
U.S. Government Made Indigenous Americans Who Served During WWI 
Eligible to Naturalize  

Indigenous WWI veterans, through the Citizenship Act of 1919, could become citizens. An estimated 
9,000-12,000 Indigenous Americans served in the military during WWI.88  

1919-20
The Palmer Raids Targeted 
Immigrants and Arrested 
10,000 People Across 70 Cities 
for Alleged Communism and 
Anarchism, Ultimately Deporting 
Hundreds 

Following the Russian Revolution, the U.S. 
Attorney General, A. Mitchell Palmer, led efforts to deport alleged anarchists, communists, and 
others. Palmer maintained that 90 percent of communist and anarchist agitation was “traceable 
to aliens.” This led to the deportation of nearly 250 non-citizens of Russian descent — including 
Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman — from Ellis Island and the arrest of 10,000 in 70 cities. 
Many of the deportees were questioned without being informed of their Fifth Amendment rights or 
access to counsel. The arrests from the raids exceeded the number of judicial warrants, and many 
of those who were arrested were targeted for being immigrants rather than for engaging in any 
criminal activity. By 1920, when public opinion had shifted, Palmer deported nearly 600 immigrants 
out of the more than 6,000 deportation cases the Department of Justice had prepared. The Acting 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: United States Attorney General Mitchell Palmer captures 
headlines with the “Red” raids. January 3, 1920. Image depicts a newspaper 
clipping with the headline “Revolution Declared Aim of Radicals” and portrait 
of Mitchell Palmer. New-York Tribune (New York, NY), Chronicling America: 
Historic American Newspapers.
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Secretary of Labor reversed 70 percent of the 1,600 deportation warrants, and organizations such as 
the National Civil Liberties Bureau challenged the raids and other federal actions.89  

U.S. Government Deported Emma Goldman Because of How She Obtained 
U.S. Citizenship Through Her First Marriage: In 1909, the federal government did 
not recognize Emma Goldman’s naturalized U.S. citizenship derived from her first marriage. 
During this period, the government’s posture was that any radical political activity after 
becoming a U.S. citizen was demonstrative of disloyalty that applied retroactively when the 
person was naturalized, rendering their naturalization fraudulent. This was the first politically 
motivated stripping of citizenship of an American based on perceived views.90

U.S. Government Denaturalized 1,000 Per Year: Between 1935-41, the government 
denaturalized 1,000 people annually.91

1920
U.S. Citizen Women Gained the Right to Vote Through the 19th 
Amendment 

Theoretically, U.S. citizen women gained the right to vote with the passing of the 19th Amendment. 
Practically speaking, the ability to vote was still largely limited to white U.S. citizen women, 
while advocates such as Black activists Mary Church Terrell and Fannie Lou Hamer, Gertrude 
Simmons Bonnin (Zitkala-Sa) of the Yankton Sioux Nation and Marie Louise Bottineau Baldwin of 
the Chippewa Nation, Chinese immigrant activist Mabel Ping-Hua Lee, and others continued the 
struggle for all women’s right to vote. The amendment partially repealed the Expatriation Act of 
1907, which stripped U.S. citizen women of their citizenship if they married non-citizens.92  

1922
The Supreme Court Ruled Individuals of Japanese Descent Could Not 
Naturalize 

The Supreme Court in Ozawa v. United States unanimously ruled that Japanese nationals could not 
become U.S. citizens.93  

Hundreds of Individuals of Japanese Descent Naturalized Until 1910: Due 
to ambiguity as to who was “white,” 420 Japanese people were able to naturalize until 
1910. Ozawa tried to naturalize in 1914, and the Supreme Court ruled he was neither a “free 
white person” (Caucasian) nor an African by birth or descent so he could not become a U.S. 
citizen. The Court said a “white person” was “only a person of what is popularly known as the 
Caucasian race.”94
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Federal Courts Across the United States Ruled Inconsistently on Who Could 
Become U.S. Citizens Based on Notions of Who Was Considered “White” 
Under the Law: A series of court rulings held that people who were a quarter white were 
not white, Hawaiians were not white, Mexicans were not white, Burmese were not white, 
Syrians and Arabs were white based on scientific evidence but subsequently were not white 
based on common knowledge, and Indigenous Americans were not white.95

1922
U.S. Citizen Women Were Able to Keep 
Their Citizenship Unless They Married Non-
Citizens of Asian Descent 

The Cable Act repealed the Expatriation Act. However, U.S. 
citizen women who married non-citizens of Asian descent 
could still be stripped of their citizenship. This was amended 
in 1931, allowing women to retain their U.S. citizenship even 
if they married a person ineligible for citizenship. The Cable 
Act did not automatically grant citizenship back to women 
who lost their citizenship under the Expatriation Act; 
instead, they had to reapply for citizenship.96  

1923
The Supreme Court Ruled that Indian Immigrants Could Not Naturalize 

The Supreme Court unanimously ruled in U.S. v. Bhagat Thind that Indian nationals could not 
become U.S. citizens. This was after Thind enlisted in the U.S. army in 1917 and served during WWI. 
There were about 8,000 South Asian immigrants in the United States at the time that Thind applied 
for citizenship, in a country of approximately 100 million people.97  

As a Result of Thind, the U.S. Government Revoked the Citizenship of 
Individuals of Indian Descent: A U.S. district court actually approved Thind’s application 
for citizenship, but the Bureau of Naturalization appealed the decision and successfully 
stripped him of his citizenship. Thind argued that he was Caucasian, unlike Ozawa, but 
the Supreme Court ruled that Caucasian was synonymous with “white.” Many Indians’ U.S. 
citizenships were rescinded as a result of this case, with the Department of Justice claiming 
they had naturalized “illegally.” The U.S. government denaturalized at least 65 South Asians 
between 1923 and 1927. By 1927, the Supreme Court refused to hear the case against a 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Couples stand in line to obtain their 
marriage licenses at a marriage bureau in the 1920s. 
Image depicts several copules in line behind a sign that 
reads “Marriage License Fee $1.00.” George Grantham 
Bain Collection/Library of Congress.
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naturalized Indian man, implying that the lower courts should stop denaturalizing on the basis 
of race.98

U.S. Government Revoked the Citizenship of Felons, Traitors, War Criminals, 
and Alleged Communists During this Time Period: During that period, the U.S. 
government denaturalized those who fraudulently obtained their citizenship or were felons, 
traitors, or war criminals. The government also denaturalized alleged communists.99

1924
Congress Severely Limited the Immigration of Immigrants from Southern 
and Eastern Europe and Completely Excluded Immigrants from Asia 

The National Origins Act of 1924 solidified a quota system for immigration that limited the number 
of visas available to two percent of the total number of people of each nationality in the United 
States as of the 1890 national census, which favored immigrants from northern Europe. Asians 
were completely excluded because they were ineligible for citizenship, and southern and eastern 
Europeans were limited as immigrants. Between 1880 and 1914, an average of 650,000 people 
per year from those parts of Europe had entered the United States. The new system also required 
immigrants to apply for and receive visas before arriving, which gave the U.S. government a way 
to limit entries. The act reduced the annual cap from 350,000 to 165,000. The law had a profound 
impact on immigration rates and the foreign-born composition of the United States for decades. The 
law also required that all immigrants pass through a port of entry.100  

New Yorkers, Including New York Policymakers, Protested the Discriminatory 
Nature of this Law: As Congressional debate began on the Johnson-Reed bill, thousands 
of New Yorkers, many of them immigrants, took to the streets in protest against the bill’s 
prejudicial stance toward immigrants from southern, central, and eastern Europe. In addition 
to public protests, many religious communities in New York came together to condemn the 
bill as discriminatory. New York policymakers also opposed the bill, with 20 out of New York 
State’s 22 Democratic House members releasing a statement against it, arguing against its 
discriminatory nature and that the bill would exacerbate labor shortages.101

Japan Protested the Discriminatory Nature of this Law: As a result of the law, 
the American Ambassador to Japan resigned, the Japanese government lodged a formal 
complaint, and anti-American protests and boycotts took place in Japan.102
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1924
The United States Conferred Citizenship on 
Indigenous Americans 

The Indian Citizenship Act conferred U.S. citizenship on all 
Indigenous Americans born in the United States. However, the 
law did not provide for the right to vote, which was left to the 
states. Previously, citizenship had been limited, depending on 
what percentage of Indigenous ancestry a person had, whether 
they were veterans, or, if they were women, whether they were 
married to a U.S. citizen. Dr. Carlos Montezuma, née Wassaja, was 
one of the Indigenous Americans who advocated for Indigenous 
rights including citizenship. Meanwhile, some Indigenous people, 
such as the Onondaga Tribe of the Six Nation Confederacy, 
argued that accepting U.S. citizenship would be “treason” and 
a violation of previously agreed-upon treaties with the United 
States. They implored the president to honor the sovereignty as 
stipulated in previous treaties.103  

U.S. Citizenship Did Not Automatically Grant the Right to Vote: As 
Congressional debate began on the Johnson-Reed bill, thousands of New Yorkers, many of 
them immigrants, took to the streets in protest against the bill’s prejudicial stance toward 
immigrants from southern, central, and eastern Europe. In addition to public protests, many 
religious communities in New York came together to condemn the bill as discriminatory. 
New York policymakers also opposed the bill, with 20 out of New York State’s 22 Democratic 
House members releasing a statement against it, arguing against its discriminatory nature 
and that the bill would exacerbate labor shortages.104

Some Indigenous Americans Rejected U.S. Citizenship: While the United States 
continued to deny citizenship to vast segments of the population, the federal government 
imposed citizenship on Indigenous Americans en masse. Subsequently, some rejected U.S. 
citizenship, as they each belonged to independent nations, such as the Haudenosaunee.  
The Haudenosaunee travel internationally with their own passports, and they force the U.S. 
government to renew their treaties annually.105

1926
Arkansas Was the Last State to Ban Non-Citizen Voting in State Elections 

Non-citizen voting was permissible throughout the 19th century, serving as one way to encourage 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Portrait of Wassaja (Carlos 
Montezuma) c. 1905-1910. Image depicts an 
Indigenous American man wearing a white bow 
tie and black jacket in a formal portrait setting. 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
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immigrants and other arrivals to move to western territories. Since before the American Revolution, 
white men who owned property could vote, and many non-citizens did so. In fact, non-citizens 
were able to vote in federal, state, and local elections in at least 16 states — or approximately two-
thirds of the country — until 1926. However, as opposition to immigration grew in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries, especially against immigrants from southern and eastern Europe who were 
predominantly Catholic and Jewish, states started barring non-citizen voting, and Arkansas became 
the last state to ban non-citizen voting at the state level.106  

1927
The Federal Government Conferred Citizenship on Most Virgin Islanders  

The U.S. government conferred U.S. citizenship to most Virgin Islanders in 1927, and conferred 
citizenship on all Virgin Island-born individuals five years later.107  

1927
A Federal Court Denied the Naturalization of an Afghan Immigrant  

The federal court in California ruled in In re Feroz Din that an Afghan immigrant could not naturalize 
because he was not white or Black.108  

1929
The Registry Program Provided a Pathway to Naturalization for 
Immigrants Who Arrived in the United States Before 1921 and Lacked an 
Admission Record  

The Registry Act of 1929 applied to immigrants who entered the United States before July 1, 1921, 
(and as early as June 29, 1906) and lacked entry or admission records. This Registry Program 
permitted immigrants who met those two conditions to have an arrival record created after-the-
fact — giving these immigrants the required document they needed to process their naturalization 
applications. Congress created, in essence, the first legalization program or pathway towards 
legalization for immigrants. The U.S. government subsequently updated the cutoff date of entry to 
July 1, 1924; June 28, 1940; June 30, 1948; and January 1, 1972.109  
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1930s
The Federal, State, and Local 
Governments Expelled as Many as 2 
Million People of Mexican Descent, 60 
Percent of Whom Were U.S. Citizens, 
throughout the Great Depression  

By the late 1920s, agricultural producers in the 
South began to advocate for immigration quotas for 
Mexican nationals. In 1930, the federal government 

initiated the “repatriation” program, and between 1929-1935, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service removed 82,000 through deportation and voluntary departure proceedings. The U.S. 
Secretary of Labor helped pass local laws and arranged agreements that prevented people of 
Mexican descent from holding jobs (e.g. Ford, U.S. Steel, and Southern Pacific Railroad agreed to 
lay off thousands of workers of Mexican descent). Workplaces, parks, and public squares were not 
safe for people of Mexican descent, and federal immigration authorities even turned local charity 
agencies into an arm of immigration enforcement. Though the federal program ended in 1933, 
state and local governments continued these efforts throughout the decade. Throughout the Great 
Depression, the American Southwest and Midwest expelled 500,000 to 1.8 million individuals of 
Mexican descent from the United States. As many as 60 percent of deportees were U.S. citizens. 
In 2005, California passed the Apology Act for the 1930s Mexican Repatriation Program for the 
400,000 people that it alone had removed.110  

1932
The United States Designated Inuit and Unangan (Aleuts) as U.S. Non-
Citizen Nationals 

The U.S. determined the Inuit and Unangan (Aleuts) of Alaska are “wards of the Nation.” The United 
States determined they are entitled to the benefits of, and subject to, the laws and regulations 
governing “the Indians of the United States.”111  

1932
The United States Conferred U.S. Citizenship on Virgin Islanders 

After only having “American nationality” but not the “political status of citizens” since 1917, all Virgin 
Islanders obtained U.S. citizenship in 1932. However, they did not gain the right to vote for their 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Relatives and friends wave goodbye to a train carry-
ing 1,500 persons being expelled from Los Angeles back to Mexico on 
August 20, 1931. Image depicts a large group of Mexican Americans 
waving at a train station with train tracks in the foreground.  
Getty Images. 
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governor until 1970. Virgin Islanders — like U.S. citizens in Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, and 
Puerto Rico and U.S. nationals in American Samoa — cannot vote for members of Congress or the 
president of the United States.112  

1934
Congress Stripped Filipinos of the U.S. 
Non-Citizen National Status and Declared 
Them Aliens  

The Tydings-McDuffie Act provided for the eventual transfer 
of government from the U.S. government to the Philippine 
government. This law stripped Filipinos of their national 
status, declaring them aliens. It also subjected them to the 
exclusionary National Origins Act of 1924, limiting their 
immigration quota to 50 per year.113  

The Tydings-McDuffie Act Followed Years of Violence Targeting Filipinos: In 
1927, white mobs attacked Filipino farmworkers in Toppenish, WA, and demanded that they 
leave the area or be killed. In 1930, mobs of mostly white men terrorized Filipino communities in 
Watsonville, CA for nearly a week, resulting in 50 injured and the death of Fermin Tobera.  Similar 
violence subsequently erupted in Stockton, San Francisco, Salinas, and San Jose, including the 
bombing of the headquarters of the Filipino Federation of America in Stockton, CA. In 1934, white 
rioters shot at Filipino farmworkers and burned their labor camp down in Salinas, CA.114

The U.S. Government Also Promised the Philippines Independence in 1946: 
The law created a self-governing Philippine Commonwealth, with Manuel L. Quezon as the 
first elected president, but the Commonwealth’s legislature still required approval of the U.S. 
president. It also promised the Philippines independence in 1946.115

The U.S. Government Repatriated 2,000 Filipinos to the Philippines: Filipinos 
were also subject to repatriation, with more than 2,000 Filipinos returned to the Philippines 
per the Filipino Repatriation Act of 1935 until the Supreme Court declared it unconstitutional 
in 1940. The Repatriation Act offered Filipinos free passage back to the Philippines if they 
promised to never return to the United States.116

1934
The Children of U.S. Citizen Mothers Could Claim Citizenship 

More than 12 years of lobbying by women’s organizations led to the passage of the Equal Nationality 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Manuel Luis Quezon, (center), with 
representatives from the Philippine Independence 
Mission. Image depicts a group of six Filipino men 
wearing suits and hats standing outside a building. Library 
of Congress Prints and Photographs Division Washington, 
D.C. 20540 USA
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Act of 1934, which provided that children born outside of the United States to U.S. citizen mothers 
could claim U.S. citizenship.117  

1935
Congress Permitted Asian WWI Veterans to Apply for U.S. Citizenship  

Congress, through the Alien Veteran Naturalization Act, or Nye-Lea Act, made foreign national 
Asian veterans (veterans not eligible to become citizens) who served during WWI for the United 
States eligible for naturalization. Twelve years after the Supreme Court unanimously denied him 
citizenship based on race, Bhagat Singh Thind, a WWI veteran, was able to naturalize after this law 
passed, nearly two decades after he initially petitioned for naturalization. Congress reversed the 
Nye-Lea five years later with the Nationality Act of 1940, limiting naturalization once again to white 
and Black individuals as well as descendants of people indigenous to the Western Hemisphere and 
Filipino veterans.118  

1935-50
Puerto Rican Nationalists Argued for Puerto 
Rican Independence  

Pedro Albizu Campos, the leader of the Nationalist Party of Puerto 
Rico, asserted that the Treaty of Paris “is null and void in so far as 
it concerns Puerto Rico.” He argued that Puerto Rico should be 
independent because it had become a sovereign nation prior to 
the outbreak of the Spanish-American War by virtue of the Charter 
of Self-Government (Carta Autonómica), which Spain could not 
amend without the consent of Puerto Rico. From 1948 until 1957, 
the Puerto Rican legislature approved and the U.S.-appointed 
governor signed into law La Ley de la Mordaza (Law 53) to target 
the independence movement, which made it illegal to display or 
own a Puerto Rican flag, even in one’s home, criminalized singing 

Puerto Rico’s anthem “La Borinqueña” and writing about or engaging in public displays about 
independence from U.S. rule. In 1952, the United States granted Puerto Rico commonwealth status.119  

1936
Guam Delegates Advocated for Citizenship for the Chamorro People  

The Guam Congress sent Delegates Baltazar J. Bordallo and Francisco B. Leon Guerrero to 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Pedro Albizu Campos raising 
his hat to a crowd. Image depicts a Puerto Rican 
man wearing a suit waving his hat in front of a 
crowd of people. Library of Congress.
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Washington, D.C. to petition for U.S. citizenship for the Chamorro people of Guam. Although they 
were positively received by the president and members of Congress, the Navy convinced the 
federal government to reject the petition, citing “the racial problems of that locality” and asserting 
that “these people have not yet reached a state of development commensurate with the personal 
independence, obligations, and responsibilities of United States citizenship.”120  

1940
Congress Codified U.S. Non-Citizen National Status for the First Time, 
Declaring Nationals to be Subordinate to U.S.

The Nationality Act established a comprehensive nationality law, including the codification of 
American national status, for the first time. It defined “national” as “a person owing permanent 
allegiance to a state.” “Nationals” were those born in designated U.S. territories or people born to U.S. 
nationals. Outside the United States, “nationals” would be treated as if they were citizens, but within 
the territory of the United States, “nationals would be treated differently and subordinate to citizens.”121  

U.S. Non-Citizen National Status Continued to Apply to the Individuals in the 
Panama Canal Zone, American Samoa, and Guam: “National” status pertained to 
“natives of the Panama Canal Zone, and inhabitants of American Samoa and Guam owing 
permanent allegiance to the United States.”122

White, Black, and Indigenous Americans as well as Filipinos Who Served 
Honorably in the Armed Forces Could Naturalize: The law also limited 
naturalization to white, Black, Indigenous American, and Filipino individuals who served 
honorably in the U.S. Army, Navy, Marine Corps, or Coast Guard.123

Puerto Ricans Gained Birthright Citizenship: Until this act, people born in Puerto 
Rico acquired U.S. citizenship if their parents were U.S. citizens through the concept of jus 
sanguinis, but this law conferred U.S. birthright citizenship — jus soli — to people born in 
Puerto Ricos.124

The U.S. Government Could Revoke Citizenship for Political Activity that 
Occurs After Naturalization: When this law went into effect in January 1941, it changed 
naturalization law to allow for denaturalization based on political activity that occurred 
post-naturalization. This provision was used to denaturalize German Americans suspected 
of organizing for a pro-Nazi group, specifically “the Bund” and other fascist groups. Being a 
member of the Communist Party could also lead to denaturalization.125

The Registry Program Was Updated to Provide a Pathway for Naturalization 
for Immigrants Who Arrived in the United States Before 1924 and Lacked an 
Admission Record: The Nationality Act updated the cutoff date of entry for the Registry 
Act of 1929 to July 1, 1924s.126
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1942
The Presidential Administration Forcibly 
Removed and Incarcerated Individuals of 
Japanese Descent, Two-Thirds of Whom 
were U.S. Citizens, Without Due Process 
During WWII 

In 1942, the president issued Executive Order 9066, forcibly 
removing 125,000 people of Japanese descent, two-
thirds of whom were U.S. citizens, from their homes and 
incarcerated them in camps across the country without 

convicting them of any crimes or offering any means to appeal. About 47,000 were born in Japan 
(Issei) and legally barred from becoming U.S. citizens under federal immigration laws, and 80,000 
(Nisei) were U.S.-born. While the population of people of Japanese descent in California was less 
than two percent, they were sent to 10 internment camps in California, Arizona, Arkansas, Utah, 
Colorado, Idaho, and Wyoming. In Hawai’i, people of Japanese descent comprised more than one-
third of the population and were subjected to lower rates of incarceration, but the U.S. Army issued 
hundreds of military orders, some applicable only to persons of Japanese ancestry. They lost their 
homes and belongings. Internment ended in 1944, with no Japanese American ever found guilty of 
espionage.127  

Border Patrol Agents Relocated Individuals of Japanese Descent to 
Internment Camps, Served as Guards: Border Patrol agents transported Japanese 
immigrants and Japanese Americans to internment camps. They also served as guards in 
eight of the camps operated by the Department of Justice, before detainees were transferred 
to more permanent U.S. Army camps.128

Immigration and Naturalization Service Operated Several Internment Camps: 
The Immigration and Naturalization Service, under the purview of the Department of Justice, 
operated internment camps for enemy aliens. In all, INS held nearly 32,000 Japanese, 
German, and Italian “enemy aliens.”129

The U.S. Government Offered Japanese Americans Incarcerated During 
WWII the “Option” of Renouncing Their Citizenship: The U.S. government gave 
interned Americans the “option” to renounce their American nationality. A number of 
Japanese Americans, lacking faith in the U.S. after being incarcerated without due process, 
refused to swear unqualified allegiance to the United States on the loyalty questionnaires 
they received. By 1944, about 16 percent of the incarcerated population requested 
repatriation or expatriation. The Denaturalization Act of 1944 created a process by which U.S. 
citizens could renounce their citizenship, and about nearly 6,000 Japanese Americans, 5,500 
of which were interned at the Tule Lake camp alone, consequently sought to renounce their 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Japanese-American owned grocery 
store, Oakland, California, March 1942. Image depicts 
a street view of a grocery story called Wanto Co. with a 
large banner reading “I AM AN AMERICAN.” Library of 
Congress.
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citizenship. The American Civil Liberties Union represented a number of the renunciants and 
argued that a number of those renunciation requests were made under duress. Nearly all who 
wanted their U.S. citizenship restored were able to do so after 15 years of litigation, and the 
number that returned to Japan was reduced to 1,327.130

The U.S. Government Incarcerated 300 Italian Nationals and More than 5,000 
Individuals of German Descent, Including U.S. Citizens: About 3,200 Italian 
nationals were arrested and 300 were interned under Executive Order 9066. 11,000 people of 
German descent, including U.S. citizens, were arrested, and over 5,000 were interned.131

1976 Repeal of Executive Order 9066: The U.S. government officially recognized that 
it had denied the rights of and unjustly incarcerated Japanese Americans, calling Japanese 
relocation a “national mistake.”132

1942
A Federal Court Ruled Muslim Yemeni Immigrant Ineligible to Become 
U.S. Citizen   

A federal court in Michigan ruled in In Re Ahmed Hassan that a Muslim Yemeni immigrant was 
ineligible for citizenship because he was “undisputedly dark brown in color.” The judge, conflating 
Arabs with Muslims, said that “Arabs” could not “readily intermarry with our population and be 
assimilated into our civilization,” his nation of origin was “outside the zone from which Asiatic 
immigration is excluded,” and Arabs “are a part of the Mohammedan world and that a wide gulf 
separates their culture from that of the predominantly Christian peoples of Europe.133  

1943
With China as U.S. Ally During WWII, the United States Repealed the 
Chinese Exclusion Act, But Still Set a Numerical Cap   

After 61 years, the U.S. government repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act through the Magnuson 
Act and allowed persons of Chinese descent to be eligible to naturalize when China was a U.S. ally 
during WWII in the Pacific theater. However, it limited Chinese immigration to only 105 individuals 
per year. One of the reasons for repealing the exclusionary law was to limit the effectiveness 
of Japanese propaganda, which attempted to erode China’s alliance with the United States by 
emphasizing the United States’s racism.”134  
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1944
A Federal Court Is the First to Grant a Muslim Immigrant’s Application to 
Naturalize  

A federal court in Massachusetts was the first court to grant the citizenship application of a Muslim 
immigrant (from present-day Saudi Arabia) in Ex Parte Mohriez, determining that “the Arab people 
belong to that division of the white race speaking the Semitic languages.”135  

1945
The War Brides Act Enabled U.S. Citizen Veterans of WWII to Reunite 
with Their Spouses and Children in the United States   

The War Brides Act, which was in effect for three years, allowed the immigration of foreign-born 
spouses and children of U.S. citizens who served in the armed forces during WWII. These family 
members were exempted from the 1924 Immigration Act’s quotas and granted them free passage. The 
law only applied to spouses of white and Black soldiers until Congress passed another law nearly a 
year later. The War Brides Act was in effect for three years. The Alien Fiancées and Fiancés Act of 1946 
granted three-month visas for fiancées of U.S. military to get married during that period.136  

1946
Congress Permitted Indian and Filipino Immigrants the Opportunity to 
Naturalize 

Jagjit “JJ” Singh, leader of the Indian League of America, and others advanced the plight of Indian 
immigrants in addition to promoting India’s independence. The Luce-Celler Act effectively repealed 
the Immigration Act of 1917, allowing 100 Indians and 100 Filipinos per year to enter and naturalize. 
This law was signed two days before the signing of the Treaty of Manila on July 4, which established 
Philippine independence.137  

1950
The Federal Government Conferred U.S. Citizenship on Guamanians   

Guam had been petitioning for U.S. citizenship since WWII, with the Guam Congress submitting 
petitions in 1947 and 1949. The Guam Congress adjourned in 1949 until the U.S. government passed 
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the Guam Organic Act, which Congress eventually did in 1950, conferring U.S. citizenship to 
Guamanians. Similar to the citizens of Puerto Rico, the Northern Mariana Islands, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands as well as the U.S. nationals of American Samoa, they could not (and still cannot) vote for the 
president. The U.S. citizens of these colonies and the citizens of Washington, D.C., also lack voting 
representatives in Congress.138  

1952
Congress Reinforced Its National Origins 
Quota System 

Through the McCarran-Walter Act, Congress set the annual 
quota for each country outside the Western Hemisphere 
at one-sixth of one percent of the number of persons of 
that ancestry living in the United States as of 1920. This law 
retained the national origins quotas with 85 percent allotted 
for people from western and northern Europe. Asians were 
the only population tracked by race, with 2,000 slots per 
year allotted for the Asia-Pacific Triangle. In other words, an 
individual with at least one Asian parent, born anywhere in 
the world and possessing citizenship of any country, would 
be counted toward the national quota of the Asian nation of 
their race.  Notably, the law ended restrictions that made non-
citizens – i.e. Asians – ineligible for citizenship.139  

U.S. Non-Citizen Nationals Were Able to 
Naturalize if They Moved to a U.S. State: This law provided the ability for U.S. 
nationals, such as American Samoans, to naturalize through an expedited process if they lived 
in a U.S. state through an “expedited” process. American Samoans born in the territory who 
have at least one parent who is a U.S. citizen can claim U.S. citizenship.140

Resistance to the Denaturalization Provisions for Alleged Communist 
Activities: The American Committee for Protection of Foreign Born (ACPFB) defended 
individuals who were facing denaturalization or deportation for alleged communist activities 
under the McCarran-Walter Act in the 1950s. ACPFB lobbied for the repeal of the McCarran-
Walter Act as well as a statute of limitations on denaturalization and deportation proceedings 
in the 1960s and 1970s.141

Women Gained Primary Status to Bring Spouses and Minor Children to the 
United States: Women gained status as primary immigrants who could bring spouses and 
minor children.142

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Poster listing details about the 
McCarran Act. Image depicts a printed poster with the 
phrase “WILL YOU REGISTER” as a headline and a finger 
pointing to it. Various details about the dangers of the act 
are listed. Delaware Valley Committee for Democratic 
Rights. 
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Temporary “Guestworker” Program Created: This law made the temporary 
“guestworker” visa program official law, creating the H-2 category for foreign agricultural and 
non-agricultural temporary workers. Unlike previous temporary programs, this law permitted 
U.S. employers to recruit directly from any country once the Attorney General accepted their 
petitions. Poor working conditions were widespread, and employers exploited their position 
of power by threatening protesting workers with deportation.143

The U.S. Attorney General Could Parole Refugees to the United States: This 
law allowed the U.S. Attorney General to admit refugees on a parole basis.144

1954-55
Federal, State, and Local Governments Conducted More than One 
Million Expulsions of People of Mexican Descent, Including U.S. 
Citizens, from the United States Without Due Process  

Under the pejoratively-named “Operation Wetback” program, the federal government together with 
local law enforcement expelled anywhere from 800,000 to 2.1 million people of Mexican descent, 
including U.S. citizens, to Mexico. They operated without court-issued orders of deportation 
or due process of law. The program authorized 1,000 Border Patrol agents, along with local law 
enforcement, to target people of Mexican descent in California, Arizona, and Texas. It used 
Border Patrol resources with military tactics, such as the racial profiling of Mexican-appearing 
individuals, demanding of identification, and raiding of Mexican businesses to remove people of 
Mexican descent. In Chicago, three planes a week were flown to Mexico while 25 percent of all the 
deportees were packed onto boats from Texas to Mexico. Deportations were done at deportees’ 
expense. In Los Angeles (where labor leaders were especially targeted), groups such as CIO trade 
unions, the California Legislative Conference, Jewish organizations, the National Lawyers Guild, and 
the Los Angeles Committee for the Protection of the Foreign-Born coordinated protests against the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service and tried to help the deported.145  

1958
The Registry Program Was Updated to Provide a Pathway for 
Naturalization for Immigrants Who Arrived in the United States Before 
1940 and Lacked an Admission Record 

The cutoff date of entry for the Registry Act of 1929 was updated to June 28, 1940, through Public 
Law 85-616. Immigrants who entered the United States without inspection or overstayed their visa 
became eligible for registry adjustment of status to lawful permanent residency.147  
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1959-67
Puerto Ricans Moved Towards Self-
Determination 

In 1959, Puerto Rico Resident Commissioner Antonio 
Fernós-Isern introduced a bill with Senator Murray that 
would have transferred some powers from the U.S. 
government to Puerto Rico, but the bill died in committee.  
In the mid-1960s, a joint U.S.-Puerto Rican Status 
Commission formed to develop a process by which the 
federal government would consult Puerto Ricans about 
the island’s status, but the U.S. government rejected the 

proposal that called for a “compact of permanent union” providing “maximum self-government and 
self-determination” to Puerto Rico in 1975. Puerto Rico held its first plebiscite, or vote on a type of 
government, to determine whether Puerto Ricans supported commonwealth status, statehood, or 
independence, but pro-statehood and independence parties boycotted the referendum. 60 percent 
of the electorate supported commonwealth status, 39 percent supported statehood, and less than 
one percent voted for independence.147  

1965
Congress Finally Ended the National Origins Quota System, Prioritized 
Family Reunification, and Updated the Registry Program to Provide a 
Pathway for Naturalization for Immigrants Who Arrived in the United 
States Before 1948 and Lacked an Admission Record 

Following the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts of the Civil Rights Movement, the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965 eliminated the national origins quota system. The act established a seven-
category preference system. As a compromise to nativist lawmakers, the new system prioritized 
family reunification, with the assumption that most immigrants who were seeking to reunify would 
be white, skilled immigrants. The act also set numerical restrictions by hemisphere — 170,000 from 
the Eastern Hemisphere and (for the first time) 120,000 from the Western Hemisphere. Up until this 
point, as a matter of foreign policy, migration to and from Latin America and Canada was unlimited. 
This law also updated the cutoff date of entry for the Registry Act of 1929 to June 30, 1948, enabling 
immigrants who arrived before that date and met other criteria to adjust their status to lawful 
permanent status.148  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Large flag of Puerto Rico above the 
street in the city center of San Jan. Image depicts a 
transparent banner of the Puerto Rican flag flying against 
a blue sky and the colorful architecture of the capital of 
San Juan. Shutterstock. 
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1968
U.S. Virgin Islanders Founded the Independent Citizens Movement Party 

Virdin C. Brown and Steve O’Reilly founded the Independent Citizens Movement Party in the U.S. 
Virgin Islands to advocate for grassroots participation in politics and more autonomy. The party held 
gubernatorial office briefly in 1969 and between 1974 through 1987.149  

1968
The U.S. Government Enabled Non-Citizen 
Veterans Who Served During Military 
Hostilities to Naturalize 

Non-citizen veterans who served during a period of military 
hostility were able to naturalize under the Armed Forces 
Naturalization Act.150  

1969
New York City Permitted Anyone to Vote, Including Non-Citizens, in 
School Board Elections 

While non-citizens could not vote in state elections, non-citizens were able to vote in school board 
elections in New York City from 1969 until the school board disbanded in 2002.151  

1970
U.S. Citizens of Washington, D.C. Gained Limited Vote 

Congress gave U.S. citizens of Washington, D.C. a non-voting delegate in the House of 
Representatives, seven years after gaining the right to vote for president and vice president pursuant 
to the 23rd Amendment. They elected their first mayor and city council in 1974. D.C. residents were 
able to elect a city council and mayor throughout much of the 1800s, but that system was replaced 
by the president appointing a territorial governor and a commission until the mid-1900s.152  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Non-citizen servicemen receive 
citizenship. Image deipcts a group of servicemen in uniform 
being congratulated by another man in a dark suit in an 
army offce. National WWII Museum. US Army Signal Corps 
photographs, Gift in Memory of Maurice T. White, 2011.065
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1976
The Supreme Court Ruled It is Permissible to Discriminate Against Non-
Citizens 

The Supreme Court in Mathews v. Diaz said it was legally permissible to discriminate against non-
citizens in a variety of ways.153  

1977
American Samoa Elected Its First Governor 

After Samoans agitated for control of their affairs, a Samoan became the territory’s first 
elected governor in 1977. In 1981, they elected their first nonvoting delegate to the House of 
Representatives.154  

1978
Northern Mariana Islands Became a Commonwealth 

In 1950, the legislature of the Northern Mariana Islands petitioned the United Nations Visiting 
Mission to request that the Northern Marianas be incorporated into the United States either as a 
possession or a territory, and that its people be given U.S. citizenship. However, the mission advised 
them to decide on their political status in unison with the rest of the Trust Territory of the Pacific 
Islands, which also included the Marshall Islands, Caroline Islands, and Palau Islands. Together 
they had been incorporated as the Trust Territory after WWII under the administration of the U.S. 
Navy. The Northern Mariana Islands decided to seek political association with the United States, 
gaining territory status in 1976 and its first constitutional government in 1978. The islands had 
full commonwealth status by 1986, at which point Congress conferred U.S. citizenship to eligible 
residents of the islands. However, residents cannot vote for president, and they merely have a non-
voting delegate in the U.S. House of Representatives. At the time, there were 14,000 people living 
on the 17 islands, most of whom spoke Chamorro.155  
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1986
Congress Provided a Pathway for 
Naturalization for Nearly Three Million 
Immigrants 

The Immigration Reform & Control Act of 1986 (IRCA) 
authorized a pathway towards legalization for nearly 3 
million undocumented immigrants, including 1.1 million 
undocumented farmworkers. It also established employer 
sanctions and increased border security.156  

The Statute Limited Eligibility to Immigrants Who Arrived by or before 1982: 
It established a 1982 cutoff date for eligibility, making it the most restrictive legalization 
timeframe adopted by any country up to that time by excluding half of the unauthorized 
population.157

The Registry Program Was Updated to Provide a Pathway for Naturalization 
for Immigrants Who Arrived in the United States before 1972 and Lacked an 
Admission Record: This law updated the registry date of the Registry Act of 1929, making 
the cutoff date January 1, 1972. Immigrants who arrived before that date, continuously lived 
in the United States since then, had “good moral character,” were not “inadmissible,” did not 
qualify for other pathways for naturalization, and filed the appropriate forms could qualify 
for registry adjustment of status and have a pathway to legalization. Between 1985 and 1989, 
more than 58,000 immigrants received registry adjustments of status.158

Congress Provided Certain Cuban and Haitian Entrants a Pathway to 
Naturalization: An adjustment of status provision was included in IRCA that enabled 
Cuban-Haitian Entrants, whom the U.S. government paroled and admitted during the 1980 
Mariel Boatlift, to become lawful permanent residents.159

The U.S. Government Could Not Revoke Citizenship Unless Citizens 
Voluntarily Engaged in Certain Activities: The law also noted that Americans could 
not lose their citizenship unless they voluntarily performed certain acts, such as naturalizing 
in another country or serving in the military of another nation. In 1996, the first year IRCA 
beneficiaries were eligible to naturalize, about 250,000 immigrants became citizens.160

The Law Established a Temporary Program for Farmworkers with No Cap 
Limitations and a Distinct Temporary Program for Non-Agricultural Workers 
with an Annual Cap: IRCA created the H-2A visa for temporary, seasonal agricultural 
workers with no cap limitations. This also created the H-2B program for non-agricultural 
workers, setting an annual cap. The H-2A and H-2B programs were separated due to 
increased pressure to protect farmworkers..161

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: New naturalized US citizens take Oath 
of Allegiance at special naturalization ceremony at New 
York Public Library. Image depicts a group of various eth-
nicities being sworn in as citizens in an auditorium. Image 
courtesy of Shutterstock.
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Government Databases Used to Determine a Person’s Eligibility to Work 
with Federal Authorization: IRCA created the E-Verify program that uses a variety of 
government databases to confirm whether an employee is eligible to work with authorization 
in the United States. This program and proposals to expand it threaten to violate the personal 
privacy of workers, particularly as it relates to gender for trans and gender-nonconforming 
immigrants.162

1990
Authority for Naturalizations Transferred from the Courts to the U.S. 
Attorney’s Office, Temporary Protected Status Created for Nationals 
Unable to Return to their Origin Countries, and a Temporary Visa 
Created for Occupations Requiring a Bachelor’s Degree 

The Immigration Act of 1990 raised the annual cap on immigration to 700,000 per year in the 
early 1990s and 675,000 per year as of 1995. This represented a 50 percent increase over pre-
IRCA levels. The act created five categories of employment-based visas, including H-1B visas, a 
temporary (nonimmigrant) visa category that allows employers to petition for highly educated 
foreign professionals to work in “specialty occupations” that require at least a bachelor’s degree or 
equivalent. It also created Temporary Protected Status (TPS) for nationals from countries suffering 
from armed conflicts, natural disasters, or other extraordinary and temporary conditions and 
provided for expedited removal of non-citizens who commit “violent criminal acts.” It transferred the 
authority for naturalizations from federal and state courts to the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and it waived 
the English language requirement for applicants for naturalization who were over 55 years old and 
residing in the United States for at least 15 years.163  

1992
Takoma Park, MD Approved of Non-Citizen Voting in Local Elections 

After a non-binding referendum in 1991 narrowly voted in favor of non-citizen voting, the Takoma 
Park City Council granted non-citizen voting in local elections, aligning Takoma Park with Somerset, 
Barnesville, Martin’s Additions, and portions of Chevy Chase, MD. Garrett Park, Hyattsville, and 
Mt. Rainier, MD also permitted non-citizens to vote in local elections in 1999, 2016, and 2017, 
respectively.164  
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1993-2020
Puerto Rico Held Referenda on Its Political Status with the Last Three 
Votes in Support of Statehood 

The Puerto Rican electorate voted five more times in 1993, 1998, 2012, 2017, and 2020 following the 
initial plebiscite, or vote on a type of government, in 1967. The 2012, 2017, and 2020 votes supported 
statehood for Puerto Rico.165  

1998
The “Original Dreamer” Inspired the Introduction 
of the Development, Relief, and Education for 
Alien Minors (DREAM) Act 

15-year-old Tereza Lee was in a mixed-status family when her U.S. 
citizen brother was struck by a car and her family feared how they 
would be able to keep the undocumented members of the family 
safe. Lee’s experience inspired the introduction of the Development, 
Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act in 2001, a bill 
that would provide undocumented immigrant youth a pathway to 
U.S. citizenship. Between 2001 and 2021, the Dream Act has been 
introduced in Congress at least 11 times. After the bill languished in 
Congress for a decade, the president announced a deferred action 
program in 2012 — Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) — 
for some members of this population. Another version was introduced 
in the Senate in 2023, given the challenges the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals faces in the courts.167 

2000
Denaturalization Cases Need to be Adjudicated 

After Immigration and Naturalization Service created a process to unilaterally denaturalize 369 
naturalized citizens who had been convicted of certain crimes, the Ninth Circuit ruled that federal 
officials had to take denaturalization cases to court. 50 of those denaturalization cases were able to 
proceed through the courts in 2001.166   

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Portrait of Tereza Lee. 
Image depicts an Asian woman wearing 
glasses in a formal portrait setting.  
Courtesy of Manhattan School of Music.
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2003
The Presidential Administration’s “Terrorist Watchlist” Had More than 
One Million People, including 4,600 U.S. Citizens and Lawful Permanent 
Residents, the Majority of Whom Were Muslim

The federal government created the Terrorist Screening Database, a watch-listing system for 
tracking individuals suspected of being national security threats. The FBI Terrorist Screening Center 
maintains the database and shares a copy with the Department of Homeland Security. By 2013, there 
were hundreds of thousands of names. In 2017, the federal government disclosed that 1.2 million 
people were on the watchlist, including 4,600 U.S. citizens and lawful permanent residents. This list 
was used to construct other lists, including the no-fly list, which bars individuals from traveling by 
air, and the selectee list, which identifies individuals for intensified scrutiny at airports and border 
crossings. In a 2013 lawsuit, the ACLU alleged that the no-fly list had more than 47,000 names. 
The majority of those names were Muslim, and a federal district court ruled that the watch listing 
process was unconstitutional in 2019. The Supreme Court ruled unanimously in 2020 that Muslims 
put on the no-fly list could sue federal officials under the Religious Freedom Restoration Act.168  

2006
Six Million People Protested in Opposition 
to a Bill that Would Have Criminalized 
Immigrants Present in the United States 
without Authorization and Criminalized 
Anyone Who Helped Them 

In the spring of 2006, some 400 protest actions took 
place in 200 cities and towns across the United States to 
demand immigrant rights, particularly for the roughly 11.5 
million undocumented migrants at the time. An estimated 
six million people participated, including 1.5 million alone 
on May Day, which that year was dubbed “A Day Without 
Immigrants” as people walked out of work and school in 
order to join marches on the street. The demonstrations 

were a response to a proposed congressional bill, HR 4437, which would have made it a felony for 
undocumented individuals to be present in the United States and criminalize anyone who helped 
them. Advocates advanced proposals for a pathway to legalization and eventual citizenship for 
undocumented immigrants, an end to the militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, and protection of 
workers’ rights.169  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: San Jose, California May Day March, 
2006. Image depicts a group of Mexican Americans 
waving Mexican flags at a protest. Wikipedia/Creative 
Commons. 
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2010
Undocumented Youth Engaged in Walking Protest — the Dream Walk — 
in Support of a Pathway to Naturalization 

Frustrated by the standstill on immigration reform and inspired by the history of the Civil Rights 
Movement, four students staged a walking protest from their home in Miami, FL to the White 
House. There, they demanded a solution that would eventually lead to Deferred Action for Child 
Arrivals (DACA).170  

2012
The Presidential Administration Issued 
a Memorandum on Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA), Protecting 
Undocumented Youth from Deportation

Through a presidential memo regarding Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA), the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) deferred deportation for undocumented 
young adults who entered the United States by their 16th 

birthday. The program also granted work permits in two-year increments to beneficiaries of the 
program. To apply, they had to attain a high school diploma or equivalent and work at a higher 
education level. More than 830,000 Dreamers received deferred action.  “Dreamers” is a term 
that came from the Development, Relief and Education of Alien Minors (DREAM) bill that was 
first proposed in 2001. In 2022, DHS replaced the 2012 DACA memo with a DACA Rule. A federal 
court found that the 2012 DACA memo was unlawful, sent the case back down to the lower 
court to determine the legality of the 2022 DACA Rule, and that court again ruled the program 
unconstitutional in 2023.  The case is on a path back to the Supreme Court.171  

2012-13
The U.S. Embassy in Yemen Confiscated the U.S. Passports of Yemeni 
Americans, Depriving Them of Documentation and Stranding them in Yemen 

The U.S. government began confiscating the U.S. passports of Yemeni Americans at the embassy 
in Sana, Yemen, stranding some U.S. citizens in Yemen for months. A group of civil rights and 
community organizations submitted a report to the United States Human Rights Network, alleging 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Unidentified participants protesting 
Trump rescinding DACA. Approximately 200 
demonstrators gathered in UC Berkeley’s Sproul Plaza 
and marched down Telegraph Avenue. Photo by Sheila 
Fitzgerald.
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that the passports were revoked without due process. In some cases, these individuals were only 
able to receive provisional passports to return to their families in the United States. Even though 
Yemen did not have a civil department that recorded births and deaths until the mid-1980s, the State 
Department treated this lack of documentation as a sign of fraud and said that passports would not 
be returned or renewed until these U.S. citizens could prove who they were. The State Department 
Inspector General concluded that the revocations of passports from at least 31 U.S. citizens did not 
follow procedure.172  

2014
The Supreme Court Blocked the Implementation of a Presidential Effort 
to Protect Nearly Four Million Immigrants from Deportation 

Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA) was an executive 
action that would have deferred deportation for the foreign-born parents of U.S. citizens and 
lawful permanent residents — a population estimated to be close to four million undocumented 
immigrants — but the Supreme Court blocked the implementation of DAPA in 2016.173  

2014
Racial Profiling Continued at the U.S. Borders with Canada and Mexico 

The Department of Justice prohibited federal law enforcement authorities from discriminating on 
the basis of race or ethnicity. This guidance, however, excluded border and transportation security 
screening and inspection and Border Patrol “interdiction activities” at the border. Data showed 
disproportionately higher rates of arrest for people with black and brown complexion in the U.S.-
Canada border zone between 2006-09. U.S. citizens and lawful permanent residents of Mexican 
descent in the Arizona border region reported mistreatment by immigration officials between 2006-
08. In 2014, in Arivaca, AZ, vehicles with Latinx passengers were 26 times more likely to be required 
to show identification while passing through a single Border Patrol checkpoint.174  

2016
Filipino American Veterans of WWII Were Able to Reunite with their 
Spouses, Adult Children, Grandchildren Under Age 21, and Siblings 
While They Waited for Immigrant Visas to Become Available 

For years, advocates had been advancing the idea that the U.S. government should fulfill its 
promises of providing benefits to Filipinos who joined the U.S. Armed Services during WWII. The 
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Filipino WWII Veterans Parole Program allowed WWII veterans, who were granted citizenship in 
recognition of their service to the United States during WWII, to reunite with their adult children, 
their spouses, grandchildren under age 21, and siblings able to parole into the United States while 
they waited for an available immigrant visa.175  

The U.S. Government Reinstated the Program in 2021 After It Was Terminated 
in 2017: The U.S. government terminated the program in 2017. As of 2019, there were 6,000 
veterans still living and waiting to reunify with family. The federal government reinstated this 
program in 2021.176

2009  Filipino American Veterans Received One-Time Payments for Benefits 
Promised Them after Japan Attacked the Philippines the Day before the 
Attack on Pearl Harbor: The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act provided for one-
time payments of $15,000 to surviving Filipino veterans who were U.S. citizens and $9,000 to 
non-citizens. While 18,000 claims were approved, nearly 24,000 were denied.177

2016
The Presidential Administration Targeted U.S. Citizens from Muslim-
Majority Countries for Denaturalization 

Operation Janus was a program whose purpose was to identify people who might create a risk 
to national security, specifically individuals who “naturalized under false identities to hide their 
criminal past.” However, according to a report from Department of Homeland Security’s Office 
of Inspector General, this program targeted individuals from “special interest” countries – such 
as Afghanistan, Iraq, and adjacent countries as nations of concern to the national security of the 
United States. By early 2017, the presidential administration planned to refer 120 cases to the 
Department of Justice for potential federal charges. This program was subsequently used as pretext 
for the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service’s Denaturalization Task Force, which grew into 
Operation Second Look. Both Janus and Second Look sought to identify cases in which people 
naturalized in spite of deportation orders or past fraud or criminal charges, flagging 2,500 cases for 
denaturalization by the end of 2018.178  

The Presidential Administration Sought to Revoke the Citizenship of 
U.S. Citizens Convicted of Sex Crimes: The administration also started filing 
denaturalization suits against people who committed other crimes that were not included in 
their naturalization applications, such as sex crimes against children and aggravated sexual 
assault. By fall 2017, the government filed denaturalization suits against individuals who had 
been convicted of sex crimes against children after they had already been naturalized.179

The Presidential Administration Launched Denaturalization Investigations 
Against More Than 700,000 U.S. Citizens: The administration ultimately launched 
investigations against over 700,000 naturalized citizens.180 
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2017  The Supreme Court Ruled that Revocation of Citizenship Depends on 
Whether the Naturalization Application Should Have Been Approved in the 
First Place and Whether the Applicant Made Material False Statements : The 
Supreme Court ruled in Maslenjak v. United States that denaturalization hinges on whether 
citizenship should have never been granted to begin with. Simple lying (or lying by omission) 
on a citizenship application is not sufficient as the lie must be material.181

2018
The Supreme Court Ruled that the Presidential Administration Could Not 
Include a Question Inquiring About Citizenship in the Census 

The administration announced its intention to include a question about U.S. citizenship in the 2020 
Census. After several lawsuits, the Supreme Court ruled in 2019 that there could be no citizenship 
question on the 2020 Census.182  

2018
The Presidential Administration Created 
a Task Force to Revoke the Citizenship of 
More than 300,000 People 

The Denaturalization Task Force was a U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services team of investigators established 
to identify people who obtained citizenship under false 
pretenses. The task force focused on 315,000 people who 
naturalized without proper fingerprint checks, due to a 

government mistake. This task force grew out of Operation Janus and expanded under Operation 
Second Look, targeting Muslim and other minority communities. The Department of Justice 
announced a new section focused on denaturalizations in 2020. Immigrant justice groups and 
others have opposed the task force, with the Movement for Black Lives advocating for the BREATHE 
Act, which would eliminate the Denaturalization Task Force as well as Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement and the Justice Department’s anti-gang groups. When immigrants lose their U.S. 
citizenship, they revert back to lawful permanent residents. As such, they can lose their legal status 
and be deported without a court hearing if they are found to violate the terms of their status.183  

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Newly naturalized citizens are sworn 
in at a ceremony. Image depicts a diverse group of new 
citizens waving american flags in an auditorium.Photo by 
Kerwin Elias / Unsplash. 
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2019
The Supreme Court Permitted Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
(DACA) to Continue 

Multiple groups moved to challenge the federal government’s 2017 termination of Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). Their efforts eventually reached the U.S. Supreme Court.  Outside 
the court, pro-DACA supporters filled the streets. Ultimately, in a split decision, the Court blocked 
the presidential administration’s plan to end DACA.184  

2019
Shutdown of U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service’s Overseas Offices 

In spring 2019, the presidential administration set out to close all but seven of the nation’s 24 
Citizenship and Immigration offices in 21 countries by summer 2020. The only USCIS offices 
scheduled to remain open were in Guatemala City, Mexico City, San Salvador, Beijing, Guangzhou, 
Nairobi, and New Delhi. While the administration argued that the closures would provide more staff 
resources to address the backlog of asylum applications at the U.S.-Mexico border, critics charged 
that the closures came at the expense of the legal migration backlog. The backlog for naturalization 
applications in fall 2019 was 16 percent higher than the end of 2016. The combination of immigration 
policies during this presidential administration doubled the time it takes to adjudicate employer-
sponsored green cards, increased the citizenship application backlog 80 percent since 2014 (over 
900,000 cases), and lengthened the time for approval of U-visas from five months to five years.185  

2020
2020 Census Significantly Undercounted 
the Number of Non-Citizens in the United 
States

The total population was 331 million, an increase of 
just 7.4 percent since 2010, marking the slowest growth 
since the 1940 Census. Nearly 58 percent were white 
(the lowest on record), 12 percent were Black or African 
American, and “Hispanics” accounted for nearly 19 
percent of the population. Native American or Alaskan 
Natives comprised 1.1 percent of the population. 6 
percent were Asian or Pacific Islander. This marked 
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IMAGE DESCRIPTION: Infographic depicting the U.S. population 
distribution in 2020: 331 Million people total, 58% White, 19% 
Hispanic, 12% Black/African American, 6% Asian or Pacific 
Islander, 1.1% Indigenous/Native American or Alaskan Native, 
13.7% immigrants, 3% undocumented immigrants, 86 million total 
number of people who have immigrated to the U.S. since 1783
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the first time the white population constituted less than 60 percent of the population since the 
1790 Census, and population growth was driven primarily by growths in the Asian and Hispanic 
populations. Despite opposition in 2019 to a proposed citizenship question on the 2020 census 
questionnaire and a presidential order in 2020 for the Census Bureau to exclude undocumented 
immigrants that resulted in the Supreme Court blocking the citizenship question on the census, 
advocates believe that those policy proposals still had a chilling effect that deterred immigrants, 
Latinx, and others from participating in the 2020 census. A 2023 simulation from the U.S. Census 
Bureau suggests a significant undercount of non-citizens.186  

More than Half of Immigrants Were U.S. Citizens: An estimated 44.9 million 
immigrants lived in the United States in 2019, or 13.7 percent of the overall population. More 
than half of these immigrants were naturalized U.S. citizens.187

More than 86 Million People Have Immigrated to the United States Since 
1783: Over 86 million people had immigrated with authorization to the United States 
between 1783 and 2019.188 

The Undocumented Population Declined Between 2010 and 2020: In 2019, 10.4 
million undocumented immigrants resided in the United States, or 3 percent of the total 
U.S. population. This is a decline of 12 percent since 2010, with nearly 2 million residents of 
Mexican descent leaving and people from Central America and Asia increasing their rates of 
arrival during that period.189 

The Census Potentially Underestimated the Size of the Afro-Latinx 
Population: Over 1.3 million people identified as both Black and Hispanic — a nearly 12 
percent increase over the course of a decade — according to census data. Pew Research 
Center, however, estimated the number of Afro-Latinx adults to be closer to 6 million, or 12 
percent of the adult Latinx population.190 

Four Million People Living in the Unincorporated Territories, All Territories 
Had Population Declines Between 2010 and 2020 with At Least One-Third 
Living in the 50 United States: As of 2019, around four million people lived in the U.S. 
colonies (American Samoa, Guam, Northern Marianas, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin 
Islands), equivalent to the combined populations of Maine, New Hampshire, and Rhode 
Island. All of the residents of U.S. territories have birthright U.S. citizenship, except for 
American Samoans who continue to be U.S. nationals. (As nationals, they cannot vote for 
president, run for office outside of American Samoa, hold certain jobs, or ascend to certain 
positions in the military. They can elect a nonvoting representative in the House.) As citizens 
in unincorporated territories, most people in Puerto Rico, for instance, do not pay federal 
income taxes but they pay Social Security, Medicare, import, export, and commodity taxes. 
They are ineligible for Supplemental Security Income or the Earned Income Tax Credit. While 
Puerto Rico receives 50 percent of the federal healthcare funding, Puerto Ricans pay the 
same Medicare tax rate. They have a non-voting delegate in the House of Representatives 
(similar to Washington, D.C.’s representation in Congress). They continue to have their 



1800s1700s 1900s 2000s

55

fundamental rights protected but not rights considered specific to Anglo-American 
jurisprudence per the Insular Cases. The American Civil Liberties Union, the New York State 
Bar Association, and others have lobbied Congress to reject the Insular Cases. American 
Samoans have challenged their unique status through litigation in cases such as Tuaua v. 
United States and Fitisemanu v. United States. The position of the government of American 
Samoa, meanwhile, has been that it opposes automatic citizenship, saying it would threaten 
their traditional cultural and religious practices. From 2010 to 2020, the population of the U.S. 
Virgin Islands declined by 18 percent, that of Northern Mariana Islands and Puerto Rico by 12 
percent each, that of American Samoa by 11 percent, and that of Guam by four percent. Many 
territorial residents moved to the 50 states and Washington, D.C., with at least one-third 
now living in the Union. More people of Puerto Rican ancestry and Virgin Islanders live in 
the Union than on the island(s), concentrated in the Northeast and Florida. Guamanians and 
Samoans in the Union are concentrated along the West Coast.191 

U.S. Military Bases in Territories and Beyond: In 2020, the U.S. had 800 military 
bases overseas, including in the territories of Guam, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands, 
and in more than 70 countries.192 

As Many as Nine Million U.S. Citizens Live Overseas, Thirty Thousand 
Wanted to Renounce Their Citizenship: Of the 5-9 million U.S. citizens living 
overseas, 30,000 are seeking to renounce their citizenship but have not been able to begin 
the process because of pandemic-related closures of expatriation services at U.S. consular 
missions. The United States and Eritrea are the only two nations that tax people based on 
citizenship rather than where they live.193 

2020
The U.S. Government Excluded Undocumented Immigrants and U.S. 
Citizens Married to Undocumented Immigrants from a Federal Stimulus 
Package During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

The CARES Act (Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security) was a federal stimulus law that 
provided $1,200 per adult earning up to $75,000 and $500 for each child. It specifically excluded 
undocumented immigrants and U.S. citizens married to undocumented immigrants. Several states, 
including California in partnership with Grantmakers Concerned with Immigrants and Refugees, 
launched the California Immigrant Resilience Fund and other programs to provide cash assistance to 
undocumented immigrants and mixed status families.194  
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2021
The State of Texas Engaged in Racial Profiling Under the Rationale of 
Enforcing Criminal Trespass Laws 

With a $1.8 billion budget, Texas created an early framework of a state-based border patrol, 
Operation Lone Star, targeting Black and brown men, regardless of citizenship, and expanded this 
operation by using state criminal trespass laws against migrants and working with landowners to 
prosecute asylum seekers. In Starr County, law enforcement issued 1,060 percent more citations 
for having anything on the driver’s car windshield between when the operation took effect in Spring 
2021 and Fall 2021. Between March and October 2021, Texas law enforcement officers have arrested 
over 70,000 asylum seekers, including 7,700 migrants whom the National Guard helped detain.195  

2022
Judge Blocked Non-Citizens and Dreamers in New York City from Voting 
in Municipal Elections 

While federal law barred non-citizens from voting in federal elections in 1996, 11 towns in Maryland, 
two towns in Vermont, and Oakland and San Francisco in California permitted non-citizens to vote in 
municipal elections. New York City allowed non-citizens to vote for mayor and other local positions 
in 2022 until a judge blocked the statute a few months later. Washington, D.C.’s City Council passed 
the D.C. Noncitizen Voting Act in 2022, but seven D.C. voters filed a suit to block implementation. 
Seven states, such as Ohio and Florida, prohibited non-citizen voting in local elections. In a review 
of 42 jurisdictions where nearly 24 million votes were cast in 2016, election officials found merely 30 
cases of potential non-citizen voting in federal elections, or 0.000128 percent of all votes cast.196  

2022
Equal Protection and the Right to Self-Determination for Unincorporated 
Territories 

The territorial leaders of American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, and 
the U.S. Virgin Islands called on Congress to take action to address the many inequities that the 
territories have faced under decades of U.S. colonial rule. At least ten civil rights groups called 
on House leadership to pass a resolution that condemns the Insular Cases and the doctrine of 
“territorial incorporation.”197  
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2022
Civil Rights of the Muslim, Arab, and South Asian American 
Communities and Advocacy Against Unjust Revocations of Citizenship 

Several advocacy organizations submitted a statement to the Judiciary Subcommittee on the 
Constitution, Civil Rights, and Civil Liberties addressing government policies and practices that 
have subjected Black, African, Arab, Middle Eastern, Muslim, and South Asian (BAMEMSA) 
communities to unjust policing, surveillance, and criminalization under the guise of national security 
and counterterrorism. In particular, they highlighted denaturalizations and their effects on family 
members, as well as passport denials and revocations.198  

2023
Asian Americans Successfully Opposed a 
Texas Bill that Echoed the Alien Land Laws 
of the 19th Century Which Barred Asians 
from Owning Land 

Asian American activists organized a successful opposition 
to Texas Senate Bill 147, which would have banned all 
property ownership by citizens of China, Iran, North Korea, 
and Russia and made no exceptions for dual citizens or 
visa holders. The proposed law, which died in the Texas 
House of Representatives, is similar to the Alien Land 
Laws that several states passed between the 1880s and 
1920s that barred Asian people from owning land until the 
Supreme Court ruled that California’s law violated the 14th 
Amendment in 1952.199  

2023
Immigrants Advocate for The Registry Program to Provide a Pathway for 
Naturalization for Immigrants Who Arrived in the United States Before 
2015 and Lack an Admission Record

Given Congress’ inability to pass meaningful pathways for undocumented immigrants living in the 
United States, a number of advocacy groups have promoted a legislative fix that would involve 

IMAGE DESCRIPTION: A group of Asian Americans protest 
Bill 147 in Texas. Image depicts a group of Asian 
Americans outside a government building protesting with 
handwritten placards. Photo by Jason Leung / Unsplash.
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updating the Registry Act of 1929, which has not had a cutoff entry date updated since 1986. The 
bill, Renewing Immigration Provisions of the Immigration Act of 1929, was introduced to update 
the cutoff date of entry to 2015, enabling eight million immigrants to apply to adjust their status to 
lawful permanent residency through the registry. Beneficiaries of the bill would include Dreamers, 
Temporary Protected Status holders, and many others currently living in the United States without 
authorization.200  
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