
Declaration of Intention - also called "First Papers" 
 

Naturalization is the legal process by which immigrants applied for and achieved citizenship of the United 

States. As a citizen, they possessed all rights and privileges of American citizenship such as the ability to 

vote, full protection under the law, serve in various government offices, receive federal and state benefits. 

 

The first step in the process is the "Declaration of Intention" whereby the applicant formally makes known 

the intent to fulfill the requirements to attain citizenship. Being the first step, these are also referred to as 

"First Papers". This is often indicated on census forms. The "Declaration" contains valuable genealogical 

information, though the time period of its submission will determine how much information is provided. 

 

Congress established its first uniform rule of naturalization through the Naturalization Act of 1790. The 

Act provided that any free white person who resided within the limits and under the jurisdiction of the 

United States for at least two years could be granted citizenship if he or she showed good character and 

swore allegiance to the Constitution. The law also provided that the children of naturalized citizens under 

the age of twenty-one at the time of their parents’ naturalization and who were residing in the United States 

would be considered U.S. citizens. The children of U.S. citizens who were born outside the United States 

were deemed U.S. citizens unless their fathers had never resided in the United States. Additionally, 

Congress delegated to the courts the power to administer the naturalization process. 

 

In 1795, Congress amended the naturalization law by requiring an applicant to submit a Declaration of 

Intent to become a citizen at least three years before naturalization, and extended the minimum residence 

requirement to five years. Then, in 1798, Congress passed the Alien and Sedition Acts, which, among 

other things, lengthened the period in which to declare an intent to become a citizen to five years, 

lengthened the minimum residence requirement to fourteen years, and barred the naturalization of any 

alien from a country at war with the United States. In 1802, Congress repealed the previous laws and 

restored both the five-year residence requirement and the three-year declaration of intent period. 

 

In the ensuing years, Congress continued to establish naturalization policies with varying conditions and 

restrictions. Despite these differences, naturalization laws uniformly required that an applicant prove 

residence in the United States for a specific time period before acquiring citizenship. 

 

Filing a declaration of intention became voluntary with passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act 

of 1952. 

 

A few key points for genealogical research. 

• More "Declarations of Intention" were filed than "Petitions for Naturalization", which led to 

citizenship. Thus, be aware that the Declaration of Intention" might be the only record to be found 

for some ancestors. 

• Many immigrants never bothered to apply for citizenship; therefore, no "Declaration" is to be 

found. 

• Declarations of intention could be filed at any time, which could be many years after immigration. 

• The "Declaration of Intention" and "Petition for Naturalization" could be filed in different courts, 

in different counties and states, if the individual moved during the process. 

• Many declarants filed more than one declaration which, again, could be in different jurisdictions. 

 

 

SAMPLE – Following is a sample of the "Declaration of Intention", dated 7 November 1918. 



 


