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Introduction and Background on Naturalization: Naturalization is the legal process by which a non-
national acquires citizenship after birth, voluntarily undertaken for rights such as allegiance, land 
ownership, voting, and obtaining passports. Information contained in naturalization records may lead to 
discovering the birthplace of ancestors as well as additional generations of ancestors in their county of 
origin. 

Historical Context and Naturalization Records: Naturalization records vary by historical period: 
colonial (pre-1789), state-controlled (1790-1905), and federal (post-1906). Early records include 
declarations of allegiance and petitions filed in state courts, with exceptions in residency requirements. 
Post-1906, the Federal Bureau of Immigration and Naturalization (later INS) standardized processes.  

Identifying Naturalized Ancestors and Record Sources: Determining if ancestors are naturalized 
depends on immigration timing and may be found in census data (from 1906 onward).  Place of birth is 
found earlier (1870) in marriage, passport and homestead records. Online resources like FamilySearch 
and wikis assist in locating records, including first and second papers and the availability of 
naturalization index cards. 

Examples of Naturalization Documentation: Examples include Iowa marriage registrations, 
naturalization cards, census records, declarations of intention, and petitions for naturalization, 
illustrating the process and information recorded such as personal details, allegiance pledges, and 
family data.  Several examples were used in the presentation.  A case study of an immigrant that filed first 
papers, then decided to get married to another immigrant so filed amended first papers, then second 
papers and after 1922, the process required the spouse to file separately to secure the right to vote, after 
women were granted the vote in 1920. 

Special Cases and Collective Naturalizations: Women and children under 18 were automatically 
naturalized through their husband or father, with widows and single women naturalizing only after 1922. 
Collective naturalizations waived intent for groups like WWI veterans who gained citizenship because 
they served in the US military, new states (example of 1846 in Iowa and 1959 in Hawaii), and indigenous 
populations. 

Immigration Acts and Expanded Naturalization Processes: The Immigration Acts of 1924 and 1940 
introduced visa requirements and alien registration forms, expanding naturalization processes with files 
such as C Files, Visa Files, and A Files. From 1906 to 2024, 7.9 million immigrants were naturalized.  
Standardized interviews and tests were introduced in the 1950s. 

 

For questions or research assistance, please contact Terri Conway at 702-875-5296. 

 

 

 


