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OVERVIEW 
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This module examines how immigration policy is shaped through legal au-
thority at the federal level. It focuses on how Congress, the executive branch, 
and the courts established and expanded control over immigration through 
law and enforcement. 

Immigration authority in the United States did not develop all at once. It 
evolved through key legal decisions, legislative actions, and administrative 
practices that gradually centralized power at the federal level. These changes 
defined how immigration could be regulated, who had authority to enforce it, 
and what limits—if any—applied to that power. 

This workbook explores how these legal foundations were built and how they 
continue to shape modern immigration policy. It is designed to move readers 
from historical understanding to structured analysis of federal authority. 
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CORE CONCEPTS 
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Federal Authority  
The power of the national government to regulate immigration through legis-
lation, enforcement, and judicial interpretation. 

Legislative Control 
The role of Congress in creating immigration laws that define entry, exclusion, 
and removal. 

Plenary Power Doctrine 
A legal principle that grants the federal government broad, often unques-
tioned authority over immigration matters. 

Executive Enforcement 
The expansion of presidential and administrative power to implement and 
enforce immigration policy. 

Deportation Power 
The authority of the federal government to remove individuals from the coun-
try, often through administrative processes. 
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SECTION 1 
The Chinese Exclusion Era and Legislative Control 
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The Chinese Exclusion Era marked one of the first major moments where the 
federal government asserted control over immigration through legislation. 
Laws during this period did not simply regulate entry—they defined who 
could and could not be part of the country based on race and nationality. 

These policies established the foundation for federal authority in immigration, 
demonstrating that Congress could restrict entry and shape national identity 
through law. 

Guided Analysis 
1. How did the Chinese Exclusion laws establish federal authority over 

immigration?  
2. What role did race and nationality play in shaping early immigration 

policy?  
3. Why was legislative control central to defining who could enter the 

United States?  
4. How did these early laws influence future immigration policy decisions? 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SECTION 2  
The Development of the Plenary Power Doctrine 
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As immigration policy developed, the courts began to define the limits of 
federal authority. The plenary power doctrine emerged as a principle that 
gave the federal government broad control over immigration decisions, often 
without the same level of constitutional scrutiny applied in other areas. 

This doctrine allowed immigration policy to operate differently from other ar-
eas of law, creating a system where federal decisions could be upheld even 
when they raised significant legal or ethical concerns. 

Guided Analysis 
1. What is the plenary power doctrine, and how did it expand federal au-

thority?  
2. Why are immigration decisions often treated differently from other con-

stitutional issues?  
3. How does the doctrine limit judicial oversight of immigration policy?  
4. What are the implications of allowing broad federal authority without 

strong constitutional constraints? 
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SECTION 3  
Congressional Authority and Executive Enforcement Expansion 
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Over time, immigration authority expanded beyond legislation into enforce-
ment. While Congress created the laws, the executive branch gained increas-
ing power to interpret and enforce those laws through agencies and adminis-
trative systems. 

This shift allowed immigration policy to be shaped not only by written law, but 
by how that law was implemented in practice. 

Guided Analysis 
1. How does executive enforcement shape immigration policy beyond 

what is written in law?  
2. Why does administrative interpretation play a significant role in immi-

gration systems?  
3. How do agencies influence the application of immigration law?  
4. What challenges arise when enforcement power expands beyond leg-

islative intent? 
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SECTION 4  
Deportation Power and Federal Administrative Reach  

 of  TPNewsroom.com Worksheet 2: Federal Authority and Constitutional Limits12 23

http://TPNewsroom.com


The expansion of deportation power marked a significant development in 
federal authority. Removal processes became more administrative, allowing 
the government to act quickly and at scale. 

This created a system where enforcement could operate with speed and effi-
ciency, but also raised questions about due process and individual rights. 

Guided Analysis 
1. How did deportation power expand federal control over immigration?  
2. What role do administrative systems play in removal processes?  
3. How can speed and efficiency in enforcement conflict with due 

process?  
4. What are the long-term implications of expanded deportation authori-

ty? 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Applied Response 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Written Response (5–7 sentences) 

Explain how federal authority over immigration expanded from legislative 
control to administrative enforcement. 

In your response, consider how Congress, the courts, and the executive 
branch each contributed to that expansion. 

Real-World Analysis 

Choose a modern immigration policy or enforcement action. 

Using this module, analyze: 
• Which branch of government is primarily driving the policy?  
• How does legal authority support or justify the action?  
• Are there limits to that authority, and how are they enforced or chal-

lenged?  
• What role does administrative power play in shaping the outcome? 
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REFLECTION 
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Take a moment to reflect on the material and your responses. 

• What part of federal authority in immigration surprised you the most?  
• Did this module change how you view the role of law in immigration policy? 

Why or why not?  
• What assumptions did you have about constitutional limits, and have they 

changed?  
• What questions do you still have about how legal authority is applied in 

immigration systems? 
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CONNECTION FORWARD 
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This module examined how federal authority over immigration was estab-
lished through legislation, expanded through judicial doctrine, and imple-
mented through executive enforcement. 

The next module will shift from authority to rights, examining how constitu-
tional protections apply, or fail to apply, within immigration systems. It will ex-
plore the tension between federal power and individual rights, and how 
courts have addressed that conflict over time. 

Understanding that tension is essential to understanding how immigration 
policy affects people at both a structural and personal level. 
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Licensing and Usage 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Usage and Permissions 

This guided learning workbook is created for schools, educators, community 
programs, instructors, and independent learners. It is designed to support 
structured learning, guided discussion, written reflection, and module-based 
instruction within the TP Newsroom Policy Pathway series. 

This workbook may be used in classrooms, workshops, study groups, training 
environments, or independent educational settings. Its purpose is to help 
readers engage with the ideas, themes, and policy questions introduced in 
this module through guided analysis and reflection. 

Standard License 

This workbook may be shared with participants within one course, one pro-
gram, one instructor-led group, or one private learning environment at a time. 
This includes printed copies, private digital distribution within a classroom or 
learning system, and password-protected access for enrolled participants. 

Organizations seeking to use this workbook across multiple classes, instruc-
tors, departments, campuses, locations, or institutional programs should re-
quest an expanded educational license. 

Restrictions 

This workbook may not be posted on public websites, open file-sharing plat-
forms, or public social media pages. It may not be edited, repackaged, re-
branded, resold, or redistributed as original work. It may not be used for 
commercial training, resale, or institutional-wide deployment without written 
permission from TP Newsroom. 
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Access and Support 

For questions, expanded licensing, classroom use, or custom educational ver-
sions, contact TP Newsroom at: info@tpnewsroom.com 
 
Additional learning resources and pathway materials available on request. 
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