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BECOMING A CITIZEN OF THE UNITED STATES 

By: Bijal M. Jani, Esq. 
 

 
According to the Office of Immigration Statistics, there were 
13.1 million naturalized United States citizens in 2004. The 
United States Citizenship & Immigration Service 
naturalized 537,151 legal permanent residents in 2004. 
While immigrating to the United States offers many 
opportunities and benefits to foreign nationals, becoming a 
United States citizen is even more advantageous.  

  
Being a citizen of the United States maintains many 
advantages that other legal residents in the United States do 
not have such as the right to vote, eligibility for certain jobs 
and benefits, protection by the U.S. government, ease of 

international travel, and quicker immigration processing for family relatives.  
 

There are two ways of becoming a citizen of the United States: one, by birth, or two, 
by naturalization. Persons born in the United States are deemed to be U.S. citizens, 
as are persons born abroad but whose one or both parents are U.S. citizens at the 
time of their birth. In most instances where individuals are born abroad, it must be 
evidenced that either both parents were U.S. citizens at the time of their birth and at 
least one of the parents lived in the U.S. at some time, or one of the parents had U.S. 
citizenship at the time of their birth, the citizen parent lived in U.S. for at least five 
years before the birth of the child, and at least two of the five years in the U.S. were 
after the citizen parent’s fourteenth birthday.  

 
If an individual cannot claim U.S. citizenship through birth, the Immigration & 
Nationality Act allows a foreign citizen or national to become a U.S. citizen through 
naturalization. The naturalization process is a legal one, with specific criteria that 
must be met.  

 
Age: An applicant for naturalization must be at least eighteen years old. Parents or 
adoptive parents may file applications on behalf of minor age children alongwith 
their own applications.  

 
Residency: An applicant must have entered into the United States lawfully and must 
be a legal permanent resident of the United States. 

 
Physical presence: An applicant must prove that he/she has resided continuously in 
the United States for at least thirty months of the five years immediately preceding 
the application. If the applicant is married to a U.S. citizen, the physical presence 



duration is reduced to three years. If an applicant has been absent for more than six 
months but less than one year, it must be proven that the applicant did not abandon 
his/her resident status. 

 
Good moral character: An applicant must show “good moral character” to be 
eligible. While murder convictions and aggravated felony convictions are obviously 
considered a bar to naturalization, cases of adultery, polygamy, gambling, and 
perjury have also been deemed to be restrictions on naturalization. 

 
Literacy and education: An applicant must be able to understand, speak, read, and 
write basic English, alongwith demonstrating a knowledge of U.S. history, politics, 
and the government system. Older applicants or applicants with certain disabilities 
may be exempt from this requirement.  

 
If an individual can meet the above eligibility requirements, then an attorney 
experienced in filing naturalization applications can assist in preparing and 
submitting the application.  

 
The naturalization application (N-400) must be completed and submitted to the U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Service alongwith the ancillary documentation. Once 
the initial application is received by the USCIS, a biometrics notice will be sent to 
the applicant, alongwith requests for any additional documentation that may be 
required for processing. 

 
Upon completion of the biometrics appointment, an interview notice will be sent to 
the applicant. The interview will consist of answering questions about information 
listed in the application and the applicant’s background, as well as the English and 
civics test.  

 
If the English and civics test is passed and there are no other bars to eligibility, a 
ceremony date notice will be sent to the applicant. The ceremony will require the 
applicant to turn in his/her permanent resident card and take the oath of allegiance.  

 
It should be noted that there are certain exceptions to the five year 
residency/physical presence requirement. Spouses of U.S. citizens must show only 
three continuous years of a valid marital relationship in addition to other eligibility 
criteria to qualify for naturalization. Also, spouses of U.S. citizens who are employed 
by the U.S. government, U.S. research institutions, recognized U.S. religious 
organizations, and certain U.S. companies engaged in foreign trade and commerce 
may not have to comply with the residency/physical presence requirements. Lastly, 
certain applicants who have served in the U.S. military may also be able to waive the 
residency/physical presence requirements. 

 
Lastly, a citizen of the United States does have the right to renounce his/her U.S. 
citizenship. An individual’s citizenship may be renounced by appearing in person 
before a U.S. consular or diplomatic officer in a foreign state and signing an oath of 



renunciation. It should be noted that renunciations of citizenship cannot be accepted 
via mail, through an agent, or while physically present in the United States. Further, 
a renunciation must be full and complete, with the individual giving up all the 
privileges granted under citizenship, not just selected privileges. Parents cannot 
renounce their minor children’s U.S. citizenship. Children under the age of eighteen 
must convince the diplomatic or U.S. consular officer that he/she is exercising their 
rights with an understanding of the consequences.  

 
As a final point, renunciating U.S. citizenship is irrevocable with a few exceptions. 
Therefore, prior to renunciating their U.S. citizenship, individuals are strongly 
urged to understand the consequences by seeking out the advice of an experienced 
attorney.   
  


