U.S. Immigration History Touchstones

The history of U.S. immigration policy has evolved from an initially open system to a
complex federal structure marked by periods of mass migration, restriction, and reform.

I. Early Era (Colonial Period to Late 19th Century): Open Borders and State Control

e Colonial Period: English colonies encouraged immigration for settlement, with
relatively lax naturalization processes. Migration included voluntary economic and
religious immigrants, as well as forced migration of enslaved people from Africa.

o Early Republic: The U.S. maintained largely open borders. The Naturalization Act
of 1790 established the first uniform rule for naturalization, limiting it to "free
white persons” of "good moral character".

e Mass Migration (1830s-1880s): Large influxes of immigrants, primarily from
Northern Europe (Ireland, Germany, Britain), driven by factors like the Irish Potato
Famine and European political unrest.

o Shift to Federal Oversight: The Supreme Court declared the regulation of
immigration a federal responsibility in 1875.

IL. Era of Restriction and Federal Control (Late 19th Century to Mid-20th Century)

o First Federal Exclusions: Rising nativist sentiment and economic concerns led to
the first federal restrictions.

o Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882: Prohibited the immigration of most Chinese
laborers.

o Immigration Act of 1882: Levied a head tax on immigrants and excluded
certain individuals, such as convicts, the mentally ill, and "public charges".

e Centralized Enforcement: The Immigration Act of 1891 created the federal Office
of Immigration (later the Bureau of Immigration) within the Treasury Department
to enforce national laws, leading to the 1892 opening of the Ellis Island immigration
station.

o National Origins Quota System: A major shift in policy established numerical
limits on immigration for the first time.

o Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924: Established quotas based on national
origins, heavily favoring Northern and Western Europeans and severely
restricting Southern and Eastern Europeans and barring most Asians.

o U.S. Border Patrol: Created in 1924 to respond to increased illegal entries,
particularly along land borders.



World War II and Post-War (1930s-1950s): Immigration significantly dropped
during the Great Depression. The Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) was
formed in 1933. The war years introduced temporary worker programs (e.g.,

the Bracero Program) and initial ad-hoc refugee policies, such as the Displaced
Persons Act of 1948.

III. The Modern Era (1965 to Present): Reform and Diversification

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965: This landmark legislation abolished the
national origins quota system. It established a preference system focused on family
reunification and attracting skilled immigrants, dramatically changing the
demographic makeup of future immigrants from a predominantly European to a
more global mix, especially from Asia and Latin America.

Refugee Act of 1980: Standardized the process for admitting refugees, formally
adopting the United Nations' definition and removing previous ideological and
geographic restrictions.

Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986: Addressed undocumented
immigration by introducing sanctions for employers who hired unauthorized aliens
and offering a path to legalization for nearly 3 million undocumented immigrants
already in the country.

Immigration Act of 1990: Increased the overall cap on legal immigration and
created the Diversity Visa Lottery program.

Post-9/11 Reorganization: The Homeland Security Act of 2002 dissolved the INS
and transferred its functions to three new agencies within the new Department of
Homeland Security (DHS):

o U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS): Manages benefit
applications, naturalization, and asylum.

o Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE): Enforces immigration laws
within the U.S. interior.

o Customs and Border Protection (CBP): Oversees border security and
inspections at ports of entry.

Recent Decades: Debates have centered on border security, asylum backlogs, and
various executive actions as the U.S. manages a high volume of global migration.



