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IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEES: DEBATING THE WAGNER-ROGERS BILL
Document Analysis Worksheet
Directions
1. Read the text of the bill before Congress.

2. Review background information about the bill.

3. Examine the document assigned to you and answer the questions below. 

What group or individual did you read about?

Summarize this person’s or group’s stance on the bill (list two to three main points of the argument):

What evidence (if any) does your individual or group provide to support the argument?

What external factors might have shaped this and how it was received by the intended audience?

NAME 

DATE 
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THE WAGNER-ROGERS BILL OF 1939

On February 9, 1939, in an attempt to help rescue Jews fleeing Nazi persecution, Senator Robert Wagner, 
a Democrat from New York, and Representative Edith Nourse Rogers, a Republican from Massachusetts, 
introduced a bill to permit the entry of 20,000 refugee children, ages 14 and under, from Nazi Germany 
into the United States over the course of two years (10,000 in 1939 and 10,000 in 1940) outside of the 
existing quota limit.

Charity organizations, religious groups, and labor unions across the country publicized the plight of 
German refugee children in an attempt to gain support for the Wagner-Rogers “Child Refugee” Bill. 
However, self-described “patriotic organizations” favoring restrictive immigration strongly opposed 
the bill and claimed that the refugee children would deprive American children of scarce resources. The 
fight over immigration and refugees was waged in newspaper editorials and even a radio play. For several 
months in spring 1939, Congress debated whether or not it would allow this group of refugee children to 
immigrate to the United States from Nazi Germany.

Sen. Robert Wagner speaks with Rep. Edith Nourse Rogers about their bill to admit German refugee children.  
Actress Helen Hayes, who testified in support of the bill, sits in the middle. Library of Congress
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Transcript
76th CONGRESS

1st SESSION

S.J. RES. 64
IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES

FEBRUARY 9, 1939

Mr. Wagner introduced the following joint resolution; which was read twice and  
referred to the Committee on Immigration

JOINT RESOLUTION
To authorize the admission into the United States of a limited number of German refugee children.

Whereas there is now in progress a world-wide effort to facilitate the emigration from Germany of men, women, and 
children of every race and creed suffering from conditions which compel them to seek refuge in other lands; and 

Whereas the most pitiful and helpless sufferers are children of tender years; and 

Whereas the admission into the United States of a limited number of these children can be accomplished without any 
danger of their becoming public charges, or dislocating American industry or displacing American labor; and 

Whereas such action by the United States would constitute the most immediate and practical contribution by our 
liberty-loving people to the 
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Transcript (continued)
cause of human freedom, to which we are inseverably bound by our institutions, our history, and our profoundest 
sentiments: Now, therefore, be it

1. Resolved by the Senate and House of Representatives

2. of the United States of America in Congress assembled,

3. That not more than ten thousand immigration visas may be

4. issued during each of the calendar years 1939 and 1940,

5. in addition to those authorized by existing law and not-

6. withstanding any provisions of law regarding priorities or

7. preferences, for the admission into the United States of

8. children fourteen years of age or under, who reside, or at 

9. any time since January 1, 1933, have resided, in any ter-

10.  ritory now incorporated in Germany, and who are other-

11.  wise eligible: Provided, That satisfactory assurances are

12.  given that such children will be supported and properly 

13.  cared for through the voluntary action of responsible citi-

14.  zens or responsible private organizations of the United States

15.  and consequently will not become public charges.
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SENATOR ROBERT REYNOLDS

Robert Rice Reynolds was born in June 1884 in Asheville, North Carolina. He attended the University of 
North Carolina, but never graduated. He was accepted at the University of North Carolina Law School 
and never officially enrolled, but attended some lectures and was admitted to the North Carolina bar in 
1908. After a few political defeats, he successfully ran for the United States Senate in 1932 as a Democrat. 
He supported Roosevelt’s New Deal programs and was a fervent isolationist, opposing Roosevelt’s 
international efforts so strongly that the president supported Reynolds’ primary challenger in 1938. In 1939, 
he started an antisemitic newspaper, the American Vindicator, which ran until 1942. In 1944, the Democratic 
Party supported a different senatorial candidate, and Reynolds retired. He practiced law and real estate in 
North Carolina until his death in 1963.

Robert Reynolds, 1940. Library of Congress

http://www.ushmm.org/americans


ushmm.org/americans 10IMMIGRATION AND REFUGEES: DEBATING THE WAGNER-ROGERS BILL

Appendix to the Congressional Record (p. 2424–2425)
Our Country, Our Citizens First
Extension of Remarks of Hon. Robert R. Reynolds
Wednesday, June 7, 1939 (excerpt followed by original)

… I have introduced a bill in Congress which would prohibit the immigration of anyone to the United States for the next 
ten years, or until such time as our unemployed have been provided with full employment. The bill ought to pass. It is in 
the interest of the American laboring man. It is in the interest of the unfortunate men and women who tonight are out of 
employment and who tomorrow will again be looking for employment. It is in the interest of the youth of America who 
tomorrow will be seeking employment. Why admit thousands upon thousands annually to this country who come to 
usurp the jobs of American citizens? Why not take care of our own first?

My colleague Senator Robert Wagner has introduced in the Senate, and Mrs. Edith Nourse Rogers, Congresswoman, has 
introduced in the House, a resolution which provides for the admission of 20,000 refugee children, boys and girls, from 
Germany into the United States in the next two years. The bill further provides that these children must each be under 
14 years of age and that provision must be made to the effect that they will never become public charges. I am against the 
passage of this bill. I am against the passage of any bill that will provide more competition and more hardships for the 
sons and daughters of American mothers … .

In conclusion, I want to say that I am thoroughly of the opinion that the time has come when we should think firstly of 
the people of America. Charity ought to begin at home. We ought to look after our own unfortunates whether they are 
orphans or whether they are just plain men and women of America, unemployed, before we attempt to take care of the 
refugee children of the world, or before we attempt to provide employment for the immigrants of the earth, who seek 
residence in America.

Now I’m going to ask you to do your part toward preserving that America for our own men and women—boys and 
girls. If you believe that America should be preserved for Americans then tonight write your Congressman and your two 
United States Senators and request them to vote against the Wagner-Rogers resolution … .

Let’s keep America for our boys and girls.

Let’s give American jobs to American citizens.

Let’s empty our prisons of alien criminals and send them back to their native lands.

Let’s deport those alien agitators who are eternally advocating a change in our form of government. 

Let’s do our best to save our country from destruction by alien-enemy forces which are boring from within.

Let’s save America for Americans.

Our country, our citizens first.
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NON-SECTARIAN COMMITTEE FOR GERMAN REFUGEE CHILDREN

In the wake of news coverage in the United States of the Kristallnacht attacks, child psychologist 
Marion Kenworthy asked Clarence Pickett—the director of the American Friends Service Committee, a 
Quaker relief agency, and a close friend of Eleanor Roosevelt—to lead an interfaith, non-sectarian effort 
to support legislation to allow the immigration of refugee children from Europe. The Non-Sectarian 
Committee for German Refugee Children, which was officially formed in March 1939, stressed the 
interfaith aspect of their organization in an effort to avoid raising the ire of xenophobic and antisemitic 
opponents of any immigration proposal. The co-chairmen of the committee included George Cardinal 
Mundelein, the Archbishop of Chicago, New York Governor Herbert Lehman, and Frank Graham, 
the president of the University of North Carolina University. The Wagner-Rogers Bill was the most 
prominent piece of legislation they endorsed.

Clarence Pickett, director of the Non-Sectarian Committee. American Friends Service Committee
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Statement of Howard A. Seitz, Brooklyn, New York, Assistant Counsel for the Nonsectarian Committee (excerpt followed by original)
We are presented with a situation unique in modern history … . Children from homes shattered by the dictator wander 
helplessly over the face of Europe. They are not the victims of a war or of a famine or of some natural catastrophe. They 
are the victims of a planned program of extermination. 

Selection of the children will be made in Germany by qualified persons acting under the supervision of the American 
Friends Service Committee and allied organizations. The children thus selected will be brought to this country and 
placed under the supervision of social agencies of their own faiths. They will be kept for a brief period at the ports of 
entry and then will be placed either with responsible American families who will undertake their entire and permanent 
care or will be settled in boarding homes. The selection of families to which these children will be entrusted will be under 
the supervision of established child-welfare agencies in this country, agencies which for many years have been leaders 
in the field of child care and child placement. These agencies will not only see the placement of the children but will 
continue supervision after placement to insure that each child remains in a healthy and favorable environment. Each step 
of the process of selection, transit, placement, and supervision has been considered and planned by the leading American 
experts in the field.

The appeal of the children themselves, the sponsorship underlying the resolution, and the care with which the entire 
plan for handling the children has been worked out have combined to produce extraordinary support for the resolution 
now before you. I have beside me here a number of endorsements and statements that have been received from persons 
in all walks of American life, representatives of all creeds and representatives of all political faiths. In addition to that I 
have this sizable bundle which represents only some of the applications which have been received by the Nonsectarian 
Committee and by other organizations interested in child welfare, asking that one or more of these German refugees be 
made available to be taken into the homes of Americans. 

I would add a word concerning the main objections which have from time to time been urged against the resolution.

The first objection is: The resolution is an opening wedge for breaking down the quota law.

While admittedly the effect of the resolution is to permit the entry of 10,000 children a year for two years, in addition 
to the number permitted to enter under the present German quota, the resolution is strictly an emergency measure and 
does not alter, except for the emergency, our basic immigration policy.

The second objection is: The children so admitted would, at a later date, seek priority for the admission of their parents 
into the United States.

Even if such were the outcome, this would not increase the total number of persons admitted to the United States; only 
the order of admission would be changed. Visas for these parents would be dependent on the quota law … .

The third objection is: The resolution is limited to German children and ignores suffering children in other countries.

It is the German situation which is the most acute and the resolution recognizes just that. Other central European 
countries have not adopted policies comparable to those adopted in Germany … .

The fourth objection is that: This resolution would add heavily to the burden of unemployment in this country.
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Statement of Howard A. Seitz, Brooklyn, New York, Assistant Counsel for the Nonsectarian Committee (continued)
The children whom it is proposed to bring in would not enter the labor market for some years... In the meanwhile they 
would be consumers. In this connection it is noteworthy that labor has raised its voice in behalf of the resolution … .

The fifth objection is: As long as there are needy children in this country it is unwise to offer refuge to children of  
other lands.

… the country’s leading child-welfare workers testified in favor of the resolution, and have expressed their feeling  
that the sympathy aroused for German children will open up new channels of support for the work being done to help 
American children.

The sixth objection is that: Bringing in these children would cause a break-up of many families in Germany.

Obviously it is the present German Government which is forcing the breaking up of families. There is no intention to 
bring to the United States any children except from families which have already been broken or who are eager to part 
with their children despite the personal sacrifice involved.

The seventh objection is that: The children do not constitute a desirable group.

The children would be carefully selected by agencies specially equipped for such selection. No child will be admitted 
who fails to meet the requirements of existing law as to physical and mental health.

The eighth objection is that: How can we be sure that the children will not become public charges?

The resolution vests in the appropriate executive department the authority to require satisfactory assurances, and even 
after the enactment of the resolution, not a single child can be admitted until those requirements have been fully met.

… The question has been put on several occasions as to whether the children proposed to be helped by the resolution 
should not be given priority under the existing quota ... . I cannot refrain from expressing unyielding opposition to this 
suggestion. To dam up one of the few remaining outlets for the adult victims of persecution would convert the resolution 
now before you from a humanitarian proposal into an act of needless cruelty. 

There is nothing more to add. The proposal before you is a simple and kindly gesture, typically American and symbolic of 
America’s best. We are still a great democracy, the leading exponent of tolerance and liberty.

The committee respectfully requests that your committee take favorable action on the proposal.
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PATRIOTIC GROUPS

The American Coalition of Patriotic Societies, one of a plethora of patriotic and fraternal organizations 
in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s, was an umbrella organization including the Sons and 
Daughters of the American Revolution, the American Legion Auxiliary, and the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars. The organization’s stated purpose was to “keep America American”; to “advocate restriction 
upon immigration … registration of aliens, [and] deportation of undesirables”; and to “resist efforts of 
unassimilated or hyphenated groups to use the Government of the United States for the furtherance of 
the policy of foreign governments, states, peoples, or organizations.” The group specifically opposed 
Jewish immigrants, who were seen as racially undesirable and potential communists.

The group was founded in 1929, though many members, including the founder, John Bond Trevor, 
had participated in similar organizations for years.  Trevor was an influential lobbyist for the 1924 
Johnson-Reed Immigration Act, and is credited with helping to write the new legislation, which limited 
immigration overall and privileged immigrants believed to be racially and economically desirable.
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Statement of Francis H. Kinnicutt, President, Allied Patriotic Societies, Inc., New York City (excerpt followed by original)
… The Allied Patriotic Societies is a group of about 30 societies, which I happen to be president of… 

This society … was very active at the time of both the passage of the 1924 quota law and in putting into effect, that is, the 
National Origins Act, which gave every country of Europe a portion of our immigration proportioned exactly to the 
number of people in this country already of that nationality. 

We have always thought that that was a very sound and fair principle. And one of the motives undoubtedly was not to 
prevent any tremendous change, racially or nationally, from foreign nationalities in our existing population.

I don’t admit that there is anything wrong about that. I think it is wise. I think it is right for the Nation to decide to 
preserve a certain amount of homogeneity and not be swamped by a flood of immigration such as we were getting from 
year to year from races that had hitherto been very meagerly represented and that would have put an entirely different 
complexion on our political and social institutions if it had been allowed to go on … . 

… [T]he board of directors of the Allied Patriotic Societies, Inc., is opposed to the passage of the Senate Joint Resolution 
64 (Senator Wagner) and House Joint Resolution 165 (Mr. Dingell) to admit into the United States 20,000 children … “in 
addition to those authorized by existing law …” on the following grounds:

1.   On the humanitarian grounds on which all social agencies agree that children should not be separated from their 
parents and that foster parentage or institutional upbringing is prejudicial to children.

2.   These children would soon compete with American youth for jobs in this country, one-third of our unemployed 
being under 25 years of age.

3.   The passage of the joint resolution would inevitably lead to further breaking down of our immigration quotas by 
being used as a plea that the families of these 20,000 children should also later be admitted … .

4.   The bill by no means makes adequate provision that these 20,000 children will not become public charges, a ground 
of exclusion under existing law.

5.   The bill violates a fundamental principle of our immigration law, namely, the apportionment of our immigration 
strictly in accordance with the national origins of our population. The resolution would give an unfair proportion 
to … Germany, to the prejudice of all others. 

Our position is not that we are unsympathetic with the sufferings of people in foreign lands, due to racial and political 
persecution in a number of European countries, particularly Germany; but we believe that the problem dealing with the 
situation thus created cannot be solved by one nation alone, or beyond the limits imposed by the just needs of the people 
of these United States.
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR (SUPPORTING)

 Brooklyn Eagle, June 30, 1939 

Child Refugee Bill Receives Further Support
To the Editor of the Brooklyn Eagle: 

Catholic and Protestant clergymen have joined in asking Congress 
to support the Wagner-Rogers Refugee Child bill. Some of the 
sponsors of this bill are Cardinal Mundelein of Chicago, Canon 
Anson Phelps Stokes of the Protestant Episcopal Church.   

The plan is wholly a humanitarian measure, but it has stirred up 
some opposition. There are three major reasons which those who 
oppose the bill give—the refugees will be an economic problem; a 
social nuisance; a political menace.   

May I add my voice to the above prominent names who are in favor 
of the bill?   

The oldest child will be 14 years of age. So he can in no way 
compete with American labor. As a matter of fact, both the A. F. of L. 
and C. I. O., in principle, support the Wagner-Rogers bill.   

The children in no way will be a social nuisance, as they cannot 
enter our country unless they are guaranteed adoption by a family 
who requests them.   

I don’t believe they will be a political menace. On the contrary they 
will be a potential force for peace. They will become useful citizens, 
passionately attached to the land which gave them their only chance 
to live normal lives.   

Other countries already have accepted thousands of these children. 
Let us here in America not forget our glorious traditions. As far back 
as our Pilgrim Fathers we opened our arms to refugees for political 
and religious freedom.

     GEORGE BRAXILLER, 

Director Young Peoples Alliance 

Brooklyn, June 26  

The Brooklyn Eagle, June 30, 1939
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR (OPPOSING)

 Arizona Republic, April 30, 1939

Alien Children
                         Phoenix
Editor,  
Arizona Republic,  
Sir: 

   This is one time that I cannot agree with one of your editorials, as 
appeared in the Republic this date (April 27) relative to admitting 
20,000 German refugee children into this country. 

   You say this bill is a humanitarian act. No doubt that is true. But, why 
should the United States, when millions of workers are unemployed 
and hundreds of thousands of American children are hungry, bring in 
20,000 foreigners and feed them?

    The people who are sponsoring this bill should furnish the money to 
take care of these refugees—not the United States taxpayers.

    I have read many editorials in your paper lamenting the great burden 
being placed on the taxpayers through relief programs of American 
citizens, but you failed to state in this editorial that bringing these 
children to America would impose any kind of burden. But you did 
state that other nations are taking numbers of these refugee children, 
and it seems only fair that the United States should take its quota. What 
would be the quota of the United States—who has authority to say?

   After we have amply provided employment for our unemployed and 
there are no hungry American children in this country and there is a 
labor shortage, then, and not until then, should we admit more aliens, 
children or grown-ups.

   If the United States should join other nations in forming a colony in 
some other country and send these refugees there, I don’t believe that 
the many millions of 100 per cent Americans would object. But, why 
should we take bread out of our own children’s mouths to take care of 
20,000 foreign children? We have too many aliens in this country today. 

BILL WILLIAMSON 

              P.O. Box 3891.  

The Arizona Republic, April 30, 1939
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