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Process Paper

When I read the title of this competition, “A Turning Point in History”, many ideas

started popping up in my head. I understood that a turning point had to be something of great

significance.

I chose the Supreme Court Case of United States v. Wong Kim Ark because of its

profound impact on the people who built up America. This paramount court case was critical for

the nation and all of the immigrants who call this country home. The importance of this case,

rooted in the reaffirmation of the 14th Amendment, which secured citizenship for the next

generation of newly settled families, including my own, sparked my interest. My personal

connection to this case, as my own parents are immigrants, made exploring it like looking into

how my life in the United States was possible. Considering America’s role as a melting pot that

continues to attract talents from all over the world, and how crucial this case was in reshaping the

nation's immigration system and ensuring the protection of millions, I chose the case of United

States v. Wong Kim Ark as my pivotal turning point in history.

I started my research by reading through online articles about Wong Kim Ark, the person

involved in this case, his life, and the events that led up to this ruling. I also listened to a podcast

that helped develop my understanding of how citizenship is obtained in the United States. Much

of the broader, background information came from National Geographic, HISTORY,

Smithsonian Magazine, and National Public Radio. Many of the details came from sources like

Justia, a law database, the Duke University Press, and Stanford Libraries. All of these helped me

gain a new perspective on this topic as well as characteristics that would support my argument.

I chose to write a paper because writing has always been my favorite form of expression.

It is my best way of communicating my thoughts, as writing unlocks the best version of myself. I
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created my paper by starting with a brief outline of where all the parts of my argumentative essay

would go. I crafted my thesis, gathered evidence, and started writing. I hope my final paper can

shed light on a lesser-known part of history that should be recognized for its significance.

My researched case relates to this year’s National History Day theme of turning points in

history, because it established the principle of birthright citizenship, ensuring that anyone born

on American soil is granted citizenship regardless of their parentage. This foundational principle

not only redefined American jurisprudence but also set the path straight of inclusivity and

equality. Ultimately, this case represents a milestone in the ongoing struggle for civil rights and

equality, leaving a legacy that continues to shape our nation's legal framework.
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Historical Paper

I. Introduction

Liberty, equality, and democracy — these three core values have been the foundation of

the United States ever since the country gained independence from Great Britain. Such

distinctive principles serve as a beacon, attracting a wide variety of talented and skillful people,

making America one of the most diverse countries in the world (Jones et. al). To protect what the

United States was built on, the founding fathers made it clear in the Declaration of Independence

that “all men are created equal” (National Archives).

However, even as straightforward as this principle was, numerous different ethnic

minorities have been systematically excluded from these protections and denied equal treatment.

Throughout the country’s history, there have been various periods of prejudice towards African

Americans (Holtz), Irish (Lee and Casey), Italian (Gauthreaux), and Chinese immigrants (Chen). 

One instance of this involves the case of Wong Kim Ark, a second-generation Chinese

immigrant who was denied entry into the United States. This was based on the false claim that he

was not an American citizen, despite being born on American soil (“United States v. Wong Kim

Ark”). Wong would fight for his citizenship in the Supreme Court, winning his case during a

period of anti-Chinese sentiment at an all-time high (Martinez). This court’s ruling would serve

as a turning point for American jurisprudence, with its profound impact guaranteeing equal legal

protection and justice for people of all backgrounds, ensuring the United States remains a true

beacon of liberty, equality, and justice for all.
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II. The Case

Wong Kim Ark, born in 1873 in San Francisco’s Chinatown to immigrant parents, would

face a constant stream of adversities, as the same year Wong was born, a severe financial

downturn in the years following the Panic of 1873 soured American relations with Chinese

immigrants (Stanford University et al.). Many workers would blame the Chinese for taking their

jobs and causing these economic problems, resulting in constant hate and backlash. This was too

much for many Chinese immigrants, including Wong’s parents who joined the exodus across the

Pacific Ocean in 1890 (Klein). Six years later, in 1896, Wong returned from a trip to China,

where he was stopped at the Port of San Francisco by United States Customs. Wong was

prepared for this and brought an identification document that a notary and three other San

Francisco residents had signed. However, even after showing these credentials to John Wise, the

collector of customs at the Port of San Francisco, he still refused Wong entry. Instead, Wise

ordered Wong to be deported, citing the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act which prohibited the

immigration of Chinese laborers and barred them from becoming naturalized (Chen). Wise

claimed that Wong was not a citizen of the United States, but rather a Chinese citizen due to his

parents' nationality (“United States v. Wong Kim Ark”). Wong challenged Wise’s refusal to

recognize his United States citizenship by filing a writ of habeas corpus, alleging that he was

being confined unlawfully and restrained of his liberty (Hardeep). Ultimately, Wong escalated

this issue to the district court in Northern California on January 3, 1896 (“Wong Kim Ark’s

Discharge”).

The arguments presented before District Judge William W. Morrow centered around the

interpretation of the 14th Amendment, ratified in 1868, which granted citizenship and equal civil

rights to enslaved African Americans who had been emancipated after the Civil War (National
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Constitution Center). Crucially, it states that no “State [shall] 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” (National Archives).

In Wong’s case, opponents within the government claimed that children of Chinese

parents, who were barred from naturalization, were ineligible for birthright citizenship

(Nackenoff and Novkov). Like their parents, these children were the subjects of a foreign power.

Wong's attorneys argued that citizenship should be based on jus soli, meaning citizenship based

on place of birth, common law inherited by the United States from England (“Ancestors in the

Americas: United States v. Wong Kim Ark”). United States District Judge William Morrow sided

with Wong, declaring that he was an American citizen, and ordered his release. Solicitor General

Holmes Conrad and other dissidents believed this was an erroneous decision on the basis that

English common law no longer applied after the United States gained independence from Great

Britain, leading opponents to appeal to the Supreme Court (Jones).

On March 28, 1898, the Supreme Court announced in a 6-2 decision that it sided with

Wong, ruling that “the American citizenship that Wong Kim Ark acquired by birth within the

United States has not been lost or taken away by anything happening since his birth.” This

supported the ruling of the district judge who had heard Wong's original habeas corpus petition

(Dhillon).The court concurred that the citizenship status of children born to non-citizen parents

did not constitute a binding precedent. Consequently, they upheld that Wong Kim Ark was

indeed a United States citizen.(National Constitution Center).
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III. The Impact

This ruling has once and for all clarified the principles of citizenship and how it is

obtained. Supported by the 14th Amendment, the United States v. Wong Kim Ark verdict

reaffirms that all people born on American soil are considered citizens of the United States with

equal protection under the law, regardless of their place of origin. It guarantees that no one can

reject another person's citizenship, forever changing American law and profoundly impacting the

country and the millions of immigrants who reside in the United States today. It has ensured

equal legal protection and justice for all Americans, safeguarding the United States’

fundamental principles for many years to come.

Before United States v. Wong Kim Ark, the unclear definition of citizenship led to

American citizens not getting the justice they deserved, as seen in the 1844 case of Lynch v.

Clarke. In this example, Julia Lynch, born in New York to Irish parents had to fight for her right

to inherit property from her late uncle, Thomas Lynch. John Clarke, the defendant in this case,

argued that Thomas’ share in the business they ran together, and the property he owned,

belonged to him, disregarding Thomas’ wishes for Julia to receive it. Clarke also challenged

Julia Lynch's eligibility to inherit property, stating that she was not a citizen since neither of her

parents was, making her ineligible to inherit property under New York law (“Lynch v. Clarke”).

This lack of clarity in the citizenship law, unfortunately, resulted in Julia Lynch losing her ability

to obtain her family’s property.

In a similar case, John Elk, a Native American who was born on an Indian reservation,

had both his citizenship and voting rights taken away after the Elk v. Wilkins case in 1884.

Charles Wilkins, the registrar of voters, denied Elk’s right to vote, claiming that Elk did not hold

citizenship since he was born on an Indian reservation, which he didn’t consider American soil.
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The district court of Nebraska would even back up Wilkin's false claim, despite having the

Indian Removal Act of 1830, which previously confirmed that tribal territories of Native

Americans were part of American jurisdiction (“Indian Removal Act”). This suggests that John

Elk should be considered a United States citizen, and would be allowed to vote. Again, clashes

between legal outcomes unfortunately resulted in John Elk wrongfully having his constitutional

rights taken away from him. The Wong Kim Ark case would have ensured citizenship for both

Julia Lynch and John Elk, as Wong’s verdict cleared the muddied waters of the citizenship

criteria.

After the case of United States v. Wong Kim Ark, numerous other court decisions have

been directly influenced by its ruling, catalyzing change nationwide. People in similar situations

depended on the Wong Kim Ark verdict, as seen in cases including Perkins v. Elg (“Perkins v.

Elg”) and Nishikawa v. Dulles (“Nishikawa v. Dulles”). The precedent set by United States v.

Wong Kim Ark has been utilized to grant citizenship to immigrant descendants for people of all

ethnicities.

The case of Perkins v. Elg from 1939 is a prime example of how Wong Kim Ark’s ruling

left a lasting impact that continues to protect immigrant families with its influence on the

outcome of their cases. Marie Elizabeth Elg was born in New York in the year 1907 to Swedish

parents who were naturalized citizens (“Perkins v. Elg”). However, when she was only 4 years

old, her family moved back to Sweden. She resided in Sweden until 1929 when she was 21 and

moved back to the United States. When she made it to America, Marie Elg was notified by the

Department of Labor that she was not a citizen of the United States and was threatened with

deportation. Perkins, the Secretary of Labor argued that since her father had expatriated himself,

and she had been staying in Sweden for more than 2 years she had lost her citizenship. However,
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by using the principles of birthright citizenship established in the Wong Kim Ark case, Chief

Justice Hughes decided that Elg was a citizen of the United States upon her birth in New York

(“Perkins v. Elg”). Three decades following Wong's initial case, its long-lasting impact became

evident as its strong ruling helped protect a United States citizen from unjust deportation.

The 1958 Supreme Court case of Nishikawa v. Dulles (“Nishikawa v. Dulles”) is another

example that demonstrated the impact of the case of United States v. Wong Kim Ark. Mitsugi

Nishikawa was a Japanese American citizen who went to Japan in 1939 for his education but

ended up being conscripted into the Japanese military at the start of World War II. Upon

Nishikawa’s return to the United States following the war’s end, John Foster Dulles, the

Secretary of State argued that his citizenship should be stripped from him because service in the

armed forces of a foreign state could lead to loss of U.S. citizenship under the Nationality Act of

1940 (“Nationality Act of 1940”). Nishikawa argued that his renunciation was coerced and

involuntary, and sought reinstatement of his American citizenship. However, even with the court

seeming one-sided, with Wong Kim Ark’s case being cited, it was certain that no branch, no

matter how powerful, can involuntarily expatriate a United States citizen. On March 31, 1958,

the United States Court of Appeals decided that his citizenship would be reinstated. This case

stands as another notable result of the influential Wong Kim Ark case and its enduring impact on

immigrant families.
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IV. Conclusion

The case of United States v. Wong Kim Ark was a pivotal point in history with significant

influence that still remains relevant today. Since then, countless individuals have benefited from

the repercussions of this case, as its use of citing has shielded numerous Americans from

wrongful expulsion. This case’s paramount ruling is a true turning point for American

jurisprudence, with its assurance of birthright citizenship profoundly impacting millions of

people. It provides equal protection and justice for minorities of all backgrounds, ensuring the

United States remains true to its core values of liberty, equality, and justice for all. These unique

strengths of the nation attract talents from all over the world. Albert Einstein, and Enrico Fermi,

to Elon Musk, and Sergey Brin, bright people who all greatly improved the country.

Today immigration policy is a heavily debated topic. Extreme anti-immigration rhetoric

has gained popularity among many politicians at local and even national stages, just as it did

many times over the course in history. The political climate of contemporary society mirrors the

era of nativist sentiments that this famous case arose in. Drawing a parallel between these two

time periods will add unique insight into how to critically analyze current immigration policies in

the face of misinformation. Learning from critical moments in history can shape the nation for a

better future.
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