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US Immigration, 1900–1915

Before World War I, millions of Europeans immigrated to the United States. 

The US government placed no overall limits on the number of immigrants who could 

enter the country.

AN AVERAGE OF 910,631
PEOPLE IMMIGRATED TO THE 

UNITED STATES PER YEAR 

BETWEEN 1900 AND 1915. 



UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEES: DEBATING THE WAGNER-ROGERS BILL     4

The Immigration Act of 1924

In 1924, Congress passed a law to set immigration quotas by country and limit 

total immigration to about 164,000 people per year. The quotas were designed to 

“protect” America’s “racial stock” by severely limiting “undesirable” immigrants, 

including Jews, Asians, and Africans. There were no quotas for immigrants from 

North or South America.
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US Immigration, 1925–1932

Immigration fell significantly after the 1924 law went into effect. In 1929, the 

Great Depression began. President Herbert Hoover ordered the State Department to 

make sure immigrants would not become economic burdens to the United States. 

Immigration plummeted even further.
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1933

1934–1937

1933

The 1924 US quota law set a yearly limit of 25,957 immigration visas for people born in 

Germany. In 1933, the State Department issued visas to only 1,241 Germans. Although 

82,787 people were on the German waiting list for a US visa, most did not have enough 

money to qualify for immigration.

1934–1937
From 1934 through 1937, there were between 80,000 and 100,000 Germans on the waiting 

list for a US immigration visa. Most were Jewish. Although the State Department slowly 

began to issue more visas, the German quota went unfilled.

Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany. The Nazi regime immediately 

started discriminating against German Jews, and thousands sought to leave.

Immigration from Germany to the United States, 1933–1937
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It Is 1938…
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Nazi Persecution Sparked a Refugee Crisis
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“It is a fantastic commentary on the inhumanity 

of our times that for thousands and thousands 

of people a piece of paper with a stamp on it is 

the difference between life and death.”

—Dorothy Thompson, Refugees: Anarchy or 

Organization, NY: Random House, 1938, p. 28

Source: National Archives and Records Administration



UNITED STATES HOLOCAUST MEMORIAL MUSEUM IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEES: DEBATING THE WAGNER-ROGERS BILL     10

Source: National Archives and Records Administration

November 1938: Kristallnacht (“The Night of Broken Glass”)
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November 15, 1938: President Roosevelt Extended Visas for Refugees in the US

In the aftermath of Kristallnacht, 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt extended 

temporary visas allowing some 12,000 

German Jews already in the United 

States to stay in the country indefinitely.
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Immigration from Germany to the United States, 1938

After Germany annexed Austria in March 1938, President Roosevelt combined the 

German and Austrian quotas making 27,370 visas available each year for people 

born in these countries, who now were considered “German.” As antisemitic

persecution increased and Germany began to expand its territorial holdings in 

Europe, the waiting list grew.

19,552 GERMANS RECEIVED VISAS; 7,818 VISAS WENT UNISSSUED

139,163 GERMANS WERE ON THE WAITING LIST
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“Do you approve or disapprove of the 

Nazi treatment of Jews in Germany?”
Source: Gallup Opinion Poll November 1938

6%

94%
Disapprove

Approve

US Public Opinion and the Refugee Crisis, November 1938
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7%
No opinion

21%
Yes

72%
No

“Should we allow a larger number of 

Jewish exiles from Germany to come 

to the United States to live?”
Source: Gallup Opinion Poll November 1938

US Public Opinion and the Refugee Crisis, November 1938
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February 9, 1939: Wagner-Rogers Bill Introduced
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7%

67%
No

No opinion

26%
Yes

“It has been proposed that the government 

permit 10,000 refugee children be brought 

into this country and taken into American 

homes. Do you approve of this plan?”
Gallup Opinion Poll January 1939

US Public Opinion and the Wagner-Rogers Bill, January 1939
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● Learn about your individual or group by reading the relevant biography.

● Review the documents in your packet. They include: 

• A copy of the Wagner-Rogers Bill

• A document that illustrates your individual’s or group’s position on the bill 

• If your document is lengthy, a printed excerpt is attached. It is not necessary to 

read the long-form documents. 

● Summarize your position. Prepare to present your argument. 
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● What group or individual did you read about? 

● What was this person’s or group’s stance on the Wagner-Rogers Bill? 

● How does your individual justify his or her stance? 
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Source: New York Times, July 1, 1939 (left); Washington Post, July 1, 1939 (right)

The Wagner-Rogers Bill is Withdrawn, July 1939
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German Immigration to the United States, 1939

In 1939, the State Department issued the maximum number of visas available to 

Germans for the first time. Yet nearly ten times that number remained on the waiting list.

27,370 GERMANS RECEIVED VISAS; NO VISAS WENT UNISSSUED

240,748 GERMANS WERE ON THE WAITING LIST
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German Immigration to the United States, 1933–1945

Many more people could have reached the United States had the State Department filled 

the German quota beginning in 1933, or had Congress changed immigration laws to 

address the refugee crisis. Approximately 125,000 Germans, most of them Jewish, 

immigrated to the United States between 1933 and 1945.
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Concluding Discussion

1. How would you characterize American public opinion regarding refugees from 1938–1941? 

2. What factors influenced American attitudes and opinions on these issues?

3. Were there particular arguments that you found convincing? Why? Was there additional 

information you would need to accurately assess the validity of these arguments?

4. Why do you think the Wagner-Rogers Bill failed? 

5. What is the role of informed public debate about policy decisions in a democracy?

6. What questions does this case study raise about America’s role in the world?
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