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Introduction

The refugee crises faced by Presidents Franklin D. Roosevelt and Harry S. Truman developed in
different phases of European displacement. Roosevelt governed while Nazi persecution escalated into
genocide and while people sought routes out of Europe before and during World War Il. Truman
inherited a postwar emergency involving Holocaust survivors, forced laborers, prisoners, expellees,
and other displaced people whose homes, communities, or political circumstances had been
transformed by war. Both presidents operated within the restrictive national-origins quota system
created by the Immigration Act of 1924, and neither possessed unlimited authority to rewrite
immigration law without Congress. Presidential administration still mattered because consular
practice, public advocacy, executive directives, relief agencies, and diplomatic priorities shaped how
existing law was used. Historians have therefore examined both statutory limits and executive
choices rather than treating either administration as wholly free or wholly powerless (Breitman &
Lichtman, 2013; Divine, 1957). The refugee crisis under these administrations shows how
humanitarian emergencies can be affected by law, bureaucracy, public opinion, security concerns,
and presidential priorities.

Roosevelt, the Quota System, and Prewar
Refugees

The Immigration Act of 1924 established national-origins quotas that heavily favored immigration
from northern and western Europe while limiting admission from southern and eastern Europe, where
many Jewish refugees lived. The United States had no separate statutory refugee category, so people
fleeing persecution generally had to qualify under ordinary immigration rules. Consular officers also
applied the “likely to become a public charge” provision and required extensive documentation and
financial guarantees. Roosevelt inherited this system in 1933, but the executive branch retained
substantial control over visa administration. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
documents long waiting lists, paperwork requirements, changing security rules, and years in which
available quotas were not fully used (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum [USHMM], n.d.-a).
Roosevelt convened the Evian Conference in 1938 after Germany’s annexation of Austria, but the
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participating countries offered few substantial new admission commitments. The conference therefore
illustrated the gap between international expressions of concern and the limited number of places
governments were willing to provide for refugees.

The St. Louis, Wartime Restrictions, and the War
Refugee Board

The 1939 voyage of the St. Louis became a symbol of the consequences of restrictive immigration
systems. More than nine hundred passengers, most of them Jewish refugees, sailed from Germany
toward Cuba, but Cuban authorities invalidated most landing permits. The ship approached the United
States without receiving an exception to normal visa rules and eventually returned to Europe, where
several countries accepted passengers; 254 later died in the Holocaust after Nazi occupation reached
parts of Western Europe (USHMM, n.d.-b). After the United States entered World War Il, security
screening intensified, and large-scale rescue from occupied territory became increasingly difficult. In
January 1944, Roosevelt created the War Refugee Board after Treasury officials documented
administrative obstruction and urged stronger action. The Board financed relief and rescue efforts,
worked through neutral countries, supported Raoul Wallenberg'’s activities in Budapest, and helped
establish the Fort Ontario emergency shelter in New York. USHMM credits the Board with helping save
tens of thousands of lives and assisting many more people during the final phase of the war (USHMM,
2025).

Truman’s Directive and Postwar Displacement

By the time Truman became president in April 1945, the military context had changed but the
displacement emergency had not ended. Millions of people remained outside their former homes,
including Holocaust survivors who had lost families and communities or faced renewed antisemitism
in parts of Europe. The national-origins quota system still governed U.S. immigration, so the executive
branch initially worked within existing statutory limits. On December 22, 1945, Truman issued a
directive giving preference within the available quotas to displaced persons in the American zones of
occupation. The directive did not increase the overall statutory quota totals, but it altered
administrative priorities and allowed tens of thousands of displaced people to enter while Congress
considered broader legislation (Divine, 1957). Truman also supported international relief and
resettlement efforts and publicly urged Congress to establish a more adequate admissions program.
His administration therefore illustrates how executive action can expand humanitarian use of existing
law without replacing the need for legislation when the scale of displacement exceeds the number of
visas already authorized.
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The Displaced Persons Acts of 1948 and 1950

Congress enacted the Displaced Persons Act in 1948, authorizing admission of 200,000 displaced
people over two years. Truman signed the law but issued a public statement objecting to provisions
he considered discriminatory, particularly eligibility rules and quota arrangements that disadvantaged
many Jewish displaced persons (Truman, 1948). His decision demonstrates a recurring policy
dilemma: an executive may accept limited humanitarian legislation while simultaneously seeking
amendments. Congress revised the law in 1950, expanding admissions and removing several of the
features Truman had criticized. In his signing statement for the amendments, Truman described the
revised law as a significant improvement in fairness and scope (Truman, 1950). Across the program’s
operation, hundreds of thousands of displaced people were admitted to the United States. The
legislation did not establish the later universal refugee framework associated with the Refugee Act of
1980, and it remained closely tied to postwar Europe and Cold War circumstances. Even so, it marked
an important transition toward recognizing mass displacement as a distinct humanitarian problem
requiring special statutory treatment.

Comparing the Two Presidential Contexts

Roosevelt and Truman should be compared with attention to the different opportunities and
constraints surrounding them. Roosevelt confronted people trying to escape persecution while Nazi
control was expanding, when admission could directly remove individuals from danger but public
opposition, restrictive quotas, security concerns, and congressional resistance constrained action.
Truman governed after military victory, when transport and resettlement were more feasible but
millions of displaced people still required housing, documentation, and political acceptance.
Roosevelt’'s administration admitted refugees within existing quotas, sponsored the Evian Conference,
and eventually created the War Refugee Board, while also maintaining restrictive procedures for
much of the prewar and wartime period. Truman used an executive directive to prioritize displaced
persons within quotas, supported broader legislation, signed the 1948 act despite criticizing its
exclusions, and approved amendments in 1950. These records do not require selecting one president
as morally superior. They show how humanitarian outcomes depend on the interaction of statute,
administrative discretion, public opinion, congressional bargaining, international conditions, and the
timing with which executive authority is used.

Conclusion

The refugee crises under Roosevelt and Truman demonstrate that U.S. humanitarian policy changed
through a series of administrative and legislative steps rather than through one decisive presidential
act. Roosevelt inherited restrictive national-origins quotas and operated amid intense public
opposition to immigration, security fears, and later a global war. His administration maintained
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restrictive visa practices for much of the period, while the War Refugee Board created in 1944
ultimately supported significant rescue and relief efforts. Truman inherited mass postwar
displacement and used a 1945 directive to prioritize displaced persons within existing quotas before
Congress enacted the Displaced Persons Act of 1948. He signed that law while publicly criticizing
discriminatory provisions and later approved broader amendments in 1950. The historical record
therefore supports a distinction between legal constraint and executive discretion: presidents could
not unilaterally abolish quota statutes, but administrative choices, political advocacy, and institutional
creation still affected who received protection. Studying these episodes provides a factual basis for
understanding how refugee systems respond when humanitarian urgency, domestic politics, security
concerns, and immigration law pull in different directions.
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