Significant Dates
in United States Immigration Policy History
1790 Naturalization Act Stipulated the first rules for granting national citizenship to immigrants. "Any alien, being a free white person, may be admitted to become a citizen of the United States." The law also stipulated that naturalized citizens must be of “good moral character” and have lived in the United States for at least two years prior to being granted citizenship. Courts were given jurisdiction to grant citizenship. It also noted that children of United States citizens born abroad were automatically citizens of the United States.
1798 Alien and Sedition Acts Increased the period someone had to have been in the U.S. to 14 years. President had unlimited authority to deport any “enemy” alien.
1868 Ratification of the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. (passed by Congress June 13, 1866). 
Article I, section 2, of the Constitution was modified by section 2 of the 14th amendment stipulated,
“All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws.”
1875 U.S. Supreme Court declared that the federal government held the sole responsibility for regulating immigration. 
1882 The Chinese Exclusion Act prohibited Chinese laborers from immigrating to the United States over the next 10 years. The law specifically mentioned “skilled and unskilled laborers and Chinese employed in mining.” The law also required that Chinese immigrants already in the United States who left had to apply for recertification to re-enter. In 1892 the law was extended for another 10 years and in 1902 “made permanent.” The law remained in effect until passage of a broader immigration act in 1924. The law’s unintended effect was to encourage Japanese immigration to the U.S. and its territories.
1891 The Federal Government assumed the task of inspecting, admitting, rejecting, and processing all immigrants seeking admission to the U.S.
1892 The Ellis Island immigration processing center opened on January 2nd in New York’s harbor. Other centers operated in Baltimore, Boston, New Orleans, and San Francisco. From 1892-1924 almost 15 million immigrants entered the United States and the vast majority came through Ellis Island.
1903 Reinstatement of 1891 provisions concerning land borders and immigration calling for rules covering entry as well as inspection of aliens (non-citizens) crossing the Mexican border.
1907 The US immigration Act of 1907 reorganized the states bordering Mexico (Arizona, New Mexico and a large part of Texas) into Mexican Border District to stem the flow of immigrants into the U.S.
1907 Theodore Roosevelt’s Gentlemen’s Agreements with Japan stated that Japan would not issue passports for its citizens wishing to immigrate to the United States. In exchange schools in San Francisco agreed to no longer segregate children of Japanese ancestry. 
1917 - 1921 The federal government passed a number of laws limiting immigration. Such restrictions included an overall quota system and passport requirements. 
Congress tried to impose literacy requirements, but President Woodrow Wilson vetoed those restrictions. 
1924 Immigration Act This important law created a permanent quota system, based on nation of origin. It lowered the 1921 quota from 354,000 to 164,000. Quotas were allocated based on 2 percent of each foreign-born group living in the United States counted in the 1890 Census. This choice meant the quotas for the newest group of immigrants from southern and eastern Europe would be low compared to their numbers in the general population. Finally, the act provided for a future reduction of the quota to 154,000 and expanded the restriction on immigration to all Asians, including Japanese, stating that no person of Asian ancestry could become a naturalized citizen. The quota system did not apply to countries in the Western Hemisphere.
1940 The Alien Registration Act This law required all non-U.S. citizens residing in the United States to register with the U.S. government. It is also called “the first green card law.” 
1948 United Nations Declaration of Human Rights recognized refugees as a world responsibility.
1950 Passage of the Internal Security Act which required all aliens to have a “green card” in order to work. 
1952 The McCarran-Walter Act set up priorities for family members but retained overall quota system and specifically banned political radicals. 
1965 Immigration Act of 1965 Part of President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, this law prohibited discrimination based on race, place of birth, gender, or national residence. It also set a new overall quota at 250,000.
1980 Refugee Act Established a general policy governing the admission of international refugees.
1986 Immigration Reform Act Focused on curtailing illegal immigration to the United States and granted immunity to qualifying individuals who could establish a history of residency and good behavior. The law also included fines for employers that hired illegal workers and for individuals that engaged in marriage fraud.
1990 Established specific annual quotas for workers with specific skills. The law also favored immigrants who could also make significant financial contributions to the U.S. economy. It created the Immigrant Investor Program.
2001 USA Patriot Act Extensive provisions including immigration restrictions designed to discourage terrorism.
2003 Establishment of the United States Customs and Immigration Service This agency was formed by bringing the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service under the authority of the new Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
