
Immigration/Migration Milestones
The following timeline of milestones is intended for use 
by teachers to inform their engagement with students on a 
variety of topics addressed in the Becoming US materials. 
These entries were gathered from a variety of sources, 
including the University of Washington-Bothell’s U.S. 
Immigration Legislation online database, U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration Services, history.com, and laws.com.



The U.S. Constitution, including the  
Three-Fifths Compromise, and the 
Naturalization Act of 1790

1789–1790
U.S. Population  
in 1790: 3,929,214 

The Three-Fifths Compromise, as outlined in the U.S. Constitution, states that 
“Representatives and direct Taxes shall be apportioned among the several States 
which may be included within this Union, according to their respective Numbers, 
which shall be determined by adding to the whole Number of free Persons, 
including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and excluding Indians not 
taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.”

By counting enslaved people as three-fifths, this law empowered slaveholders 
by giving them far more representation in the U.S. Congress than they would 
otherwise have. This allowed them to block legislation about slavery until the 
Civil War. 

The Naturalization Act of 1790, the first federal immigration law, allowed an 
individual to apply for citizenship if they were a free white person, being of good 
character, and living in the United States for two years. Upon receiving the court’s 
approval they took an oath of allegiance, which was recorded. 

Louisiana Purchase and Act Prohibiting 
Importation of Slaves

1803–1808
U.S. Population  
in 1800: 5,308,483 The Louisiana Purchase was the acquisition of the western territory acquired from 

France in 1803. It doubled U.S. land and incorporated citizens in New Orleans 
and former French territory. 

The Act Prohibiting Importation of Slaves ended the legal transatlantic slave trade, 
although an illegal trade did continue.

Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Irish Potato 
Famine, and unsuccessful revolutions and 
wars in Germanic states and France

1830s–1840s
U.S. Population  
in 1840: 17,069,453

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo added western territory and extended the 
United States to the Pacific Coast.

The Irish Potato Famine sent many immigrants to the United States—1,713,251 
in the 1840s; 80,000 Mexicans became citizens after the Mexican War; and the 
Gold Rush (1848–1849) fueled Chinese immigration, as well as immigration from 
Europe and South America, and sent many migrants from the East westward.

French and Central European conflicts produced a flood of immigrants, especially 
German Catholics and Jews. 

13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments1860s
U.S. Population  
in 1860: 31,443,321

Reconstruction amendments:
The Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution officially abolished 
and continues to prohibit slavery and involuntary servitude to this day (except as 
a form of punishment for a crime).

The Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution declared that all persons 



born or naturalized in the United States are American citizens, including 
African Americans. This amendment also said that citizens are entitled to “equal 
treatment” and “due process.”

The Fifteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution prohibited each government 
in the United States from denying a male citizen the right to vote based on 
that citizen’s race, color, or previous condition of servitude. This amendment 
reinforced the voting rights for African American men but did not give women 
the vote. 

Homestead Act (1862):
Signed into law in May 1862, the Homestead Act opened up settlement in the 
western United States, allowing any American, including freed slaves, to put in a 
claim for up to 160 free acres of federal land. By the end of the Civil War, 15,000 
homestead claims had been established, and more followed in the postwar years. 
Eventually, 1.6 million individual claims were approved, nearly 10 percent of all 
government-held property, for a total of 420,000 square miles of territory. 

Chinese Exclusion Act
1882
U.S. Population  
in 1880: 50,189,209

The Chinese Exclusion act was imposed to exclude Chinese people from 
migrating to the United States. The government felt that Chinese laborers were a 
threat to order in certain localities. The law stated that for the next 10 years the 
Chinese laborers would be suspended from coming into the United States.

This is only the first exclusion act; other laws later extended this act and made it 
more restrictive.

Dawes Act1887
Enacted in February 1887 and named after the Senator Henry Dawes of 
Massachusetts, this act profoundly impacted Native American land and livelihood. 
The act allotted land for farming and other agricultural purposes to members 
of tribes living on reservation. Heads of households were given 160 acres and 
unmarried adults were given 80 acres. By accepting allotment, Native Americans 
became U.S. citizens and were subject to local, state, and federal laws. Any land 
left over after all members were given their allotment was given or sold to the U.S. 
government or other private citizens.

The intentions of allotment were for Native Americans to assimilate land-
holding practices from communal holdings to individual plots, change nomadic 
agriculture to fixed farming, and have private property rights. However, the 
legislation devastated Native American life and culture: much of the land 
allotted was not suitable for farming; private ownership and fixed agriculture 
was contradictory to previous practices and difficult to incorporate; population 
growth through children created problems for passing on allotments; and 
approximately 90 million acres of land formerly cultivated by Native Americans 
became owned by non-Native people.      

Federal Immigration Act1891
U.S. Population  
in 1890: 62,979,766

The federal government assumed direct control of inspecting, admitting, rejecting, 
and processing all immigrants seeking admission to the United States with the 
Immigration Act of 1891. 

Ellis Island opened in 1892 to handle immigration waves. (Closed to 



immigration in 1924, Ellis Island was used as a prison for foreign detainees and 
a place of quarantine. Angel Island in San Francisco was created to limit and 
deter Asian immigration, but people of other nations were processed there as 
well (1910–1940).

Between 1900 and 1910, 8,795,386 immigrants arrived in the United States.

Gentleman’s Agreement with Japan

The Border Patrol was created in 1921 to enforce U.S. laws excluding Chinese 
laborers and preventing the spread of illicit activities south of the U.S.-Mexico 
line. Almost immediately, the Department of Labor’s Bureau of Immigration 
realized that controlling migration across the border was difficult.

The 1924 Immigration Act set quotas that severely limited annual immigration 
from Southern and Eastern Europe and continued to bar immigration from all 
of Asia and Africa, and of “Arabs.” The quotas were based on a percentage of 
the population from each nation that had been in the United States at the time 
of the 1890 census. The legislation identified who could enter as a “non-quota” 
immigrant; this category included wives and unmarried children (under eighteen 
years of age) of U.S. citizens, residents of the western hemisphere, religious or 
academic professionals, and “bona-fide students” under fifteen years of age.  

1907
U.S. Population  
in 1910: 92,228,496

The United States agreed not to formally restrict immigration from Japan, 
and the Japanese government agreed to actively discourage emigration to  
the United States.

Immigration Act1917
The 1917 Immigration Act, also known as the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, was a 
law passed by Congress on February 5, 1917, that restricted the immigration 
of “undesirables” from other countries, including “idiots, imbeciles, epileptics, 
alcoholics, poor, criminals, beggars, any person suffering attacks of insanity, 
those with tuberculosis, and those who have any form of dangerous contagious 
disease, aliens who have a physical disability that will restrict them from earning 
a living in the United States..., polygamists and anarchists, those who were against 
the organized government or those who advocated the unlawful destruction of 
property and those who advocated the unlawful assault of killing of any officer.” 
Prostitutes and anyone involved in or with prostitution were also barred from 
entering the United States. 

19th Amendment1920
U.S. Population  
in 1920: 106,021,537

Modeled after the Fifteenth Amendment, the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution did not explicitly guarantee women the right to vote in the United 
States. Instead, it stipulated that citizens’ right to vote could not be “denied or 
abridged... on account of sex.” After ratification, many African American, Latina, 
Native American, Asian American, immigrant, and poor white women faced the 
same voting discrimination as their male counterparts. 

Immigration Act; Border Patrol created; 
quotas established

1924



Japanese Incarceration;  
Bracero Program established

1942
U.S. Population  
in 1940: 132,164,569

Executive Order 9066:

After Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, and the United States 
entered a war in Europe and the Pacific, the nation was overcome by shock, anger, 
and fear—a fear exaggerated by long-standing anti-Asian prejudice. Ten weeks 
later, President Franklin Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, under which 
nearly 75,000 American citizens of Japanese ancestry were taken into custody. 
Another 45,000 Japanese nationals living in the United States (but long denied 
citizenship because of their race) were also incarcerated.

The Bracero Program, 1942–1964:

Dependence on Mexican labor had been a source of great opportunity as well as 
great conflict for Mexicans and Americans. In 1942, facing labor shortages caused 
by World War II, the United States initiated a series of agreements with Mexico 
to recruit Mexican men to work on U.S. farms and railroads. These agreements 
became known as the Bracero Program. (Bracero is a term used in Mexico for a 
manual laborer.)

Between 1942 and 1964, an estimated two million Mexican men came to the 
United States on short-term labor contracts. 

The War Brides Act

The Luce-Celler Act allowed immigrants from the Philippines and Asian Indians 
to become naturalized citizens. 

1945
The War Brides Act allowed foreign-born brides of U.S. citizens to immigrate. 

Luce-Celler Act1946

The Immigration and Nationality Act 
(also known as the McCarren-Walter Act)

1952

The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 reinforced quotas of 1924; limited 
immigration to one-sixth of one percent of the population of the United States 
in 1920; and completely restricted immigration of “subversives,” especially from 
Communist countries, but opened the way for refugees from such countries to 
emigrate from the western hemisphere. 

Hart-Celler Act1965
U.S. Population  
in 1960: 179,323,175

The Hart-Celler Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 dramatically changed 
the makeup of the workforce in the U.S. clothing industry. This new legislation 
abolished immigration quotas by country and encouraged family reunification, 
thereby opening the doors for greater Asian and Latino immigration.



Immigration Act1990
U.S. Population  
in 1990: 248,709,873

Enacted on November 29, 1990, the Immigration Act of 1990 was an amendment 
in U.S. immigration law that increased the number of legal immigrants that 
entered into the United States every year. In addition, the amendment introduced 
a lottery system that assigned visas to immigrants randomly. The main reason 
for this was to change previous U.S. immigration law that prohibited the granting 
of visas to immigrants from certain countries. Also included in the act was a 
stipulation that prevented immigrants from entering the United States because of 
their homosexuality. A restriction against immigrants who were HIV-positive was 
lifted as a result of this enacted U.S. immigration law. 

Secure Fence Act 2006
U.S. Population  
in 2000: 281,421,906

The Secure Fence Act of 2006 was enacted October 26, 2006, and is a part of 
President George W. Bush’s effort on immigration reform, which was intended 
to allow the Department of Homeland Security to gain operational control 
over the entire U.S.-Mexico border and maritime border. The act addresses 
the evaluation and construction of physical barriers and advanced technology 
in reinforcing fencing along the southern U.S. border, and assisting in the 
enforcement of immigration security in specified areas. Also included in the act 
was a provision for a feasibility study of a state-of-the-art infrastructure security 
system targeting the U.S.-Canada land and maritime borders. This included an 
evaluation and determination as to the practicality of a specialized system and 
its monetary influence.


