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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of the research paper is to examine the legislative, geopolitical, and 

societal factors that influenced the creation and implementation of the Displaced 
Persons Act of 1948, highlighting its role in addressing the post-war European 
migration crisis and its implications for U.S. immigration policy. Special attention is 
given to the role of President Harry S. Truman in shaping the legislative process and 
advocating for the Act as a moral imperative for the United States. 

The novelty of the research paper is its detailed analysis of the legislative 
negotiations surrounding the Act, focusing on the intersection of humanitarian 
objectives and political considerations. It highlights previously underexplored 
aspects, such as the prioritization of displaced persons from annexed territories and 
the exclusion of key groups like Jewish refugees, as well as the role of President Harry 
S. Truman in addressing biases and promoting a more inclusive approach to refugee 
resettlement. 

Conclusions. The Displaced Persons Act of 1948 was a legislative response to the 
post-war migration crisis, shaped by President Truman’s vision of America’s global 
responsibility. The Act’s provisions, including the prioritization for individuals from 
annexed territories and the restrictive cutoff date of December 22, 1945, reflected 
Cold War geopolitics more than purely humanitarian goals. The exclusion of key 
groups, such as Jewish refugees and those from Communist-controlled regions, 
exposed its limitations in addressing the broader displacement crisis. 

The study highlights the pivotal role of advocacy groups like the Citizens 
Committee on Displaced Persons and political figures such as Emanuel Celler in 
pushing for reform, despite strong resistance from isolationist factions like Senators 
Revercomb and Wiley. Truman himself acknowledged the need for amendments to 
eliminate biases, broaden eligibility, and enhance support mechanisms.  

The Act signalled America’s commitment to global responsibility, which reinforced 
alliances with Western nations and laid the groundwork for its leadership in future 
international humanitarian efforts. These developments solidified the U.S. role as a 
key actor in shaping post-war global migration policies and promoting its ideological 
framework on the world stage. 

Keywords: Displaced Persons Act 1948, Harry S. Truman, refugees, displaced 
persons, post-war migration, refugee policy, legislative negotiations, humanitarian 
response 



СУЧАСНА ІСТОРІЯ 159 

 
ПРЕЗИДЕНТ ГАРРІ ТРУМЕН І СУСПІЛЬНО-ПОЛІТИЧНИЙ ДИСКУРС У США: 

ШЛЯХ ДО ЗАКОНУ ПРО ПЕРЕМІЩЕНИХ ОСІБ 1948 РОКУ 
 

Володимир Юшкевич 
Київський інститут Національної гвардії України (Київ, Україна) 

e-mail: volodymyr_yushkevych@ukr.net; ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6338-8557 
 

АНОТАЦІЯ 
Мета дослідження – проаналізувати законодавчі, геополітичні та 

суспільні чинники, які вплинули на створення та впровадження Закону про 
переміщених осіб 1948 року, підкресливши його роль у розв’язанні 
післявоєнної міграційної кризи в Європі та його наслідки для імміграційної 
політики США. Особливу увагу приділено ролі президента Гаррі Трумена у 
формуванні законодавчого процесу та просуванні цього закону як морального 
імперативу для Сполучених Штатів. 

Наукова новизна. Дослідження пропонує детальний аналіз законодавчих 
переговорів, що стосувалися Закону, зосереджуючи увагу на перетині 
гуманітарних цілей і політичних міркувань. У роботі висвітлено раніше 
малодосліджені аспекти, такі як пріоритизація переміщених осіб із 
анексованих територій і виключення ключових груп, зокрема єврейських 
біженців, а також роль президента Трумена у подоланні упереджень і сприянні 
більш інклюзивному підходу до переселення біженців. 

Висновки. Закон про переміщених осіб 1948 року був законодавчою 
відповіддю на повоєнну міграційну кризу, сформовану баченням президента 
Трумена щодо глобальної відповідальності Америки. Положення Закону, 
включаючи пріоритетність для осіб з анексованих територій та обмежувальну 
дату 22 грудня 1945 р., відображали геополітику холодної війни більше, ніж 
суто гуманітарні цілі. Виключення ключових груп, таких як єврейські біженці й 
особи з регіонів, контрольованих комуністами, виявило його обмеження у 
вирішенні ширшої кризи переміщення. 

Дослідження підкреслює ключову роль правозахисних груп, таких як 
Громадянський комітет у справах переміщених осіб, і політичних діячів, таких 
як Емануель Селлер, у просуванні реформ, незважаючи на сильний опір 
ізоляціоністських фракцій, таких як сенатори Реверкомб і Вайлі. Сам Трумен 
визнав необхідність внесення поправок для усунення упереджень, 
розширення права на участь і посилення механізмів підтримки. 

Закон засвідчив відданість Америки глобальній відповідальності, що 
зміцнило альянси із західними країнами та заклало основу для її лідерства у 
майбутніх міжнародних гуманітарних зусиллях. Ці події закріпили роль США 
як ключового гравця у формуванні післявоєнної глобальної міграційної 
політики та просуванні її ідеологічної бази на світовій арені. 

Ключові слова: Закон про переміщених осіб 1948 року, Гаррі С. Трумен, 
біженці, переміщені особи, післявоєнна міграція, політика щодо біженців, 
законодавчі дебати 
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INTRODUCTION 
The post-war migration crisis in Europe, triggered by the devastation of World 

War II, created unprecedented challenges for international policymakers. Millions of 
displaced persons, including refugees and survivors of concentration camps, sought 
new homes amidst widespread destruction and political turmoil. The United States 
faced pressure to address this humanitarian emergency while navigating domestic 
concerns over immigration and broader geopolitical interests. A significant response 
to this crisis was the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, which aimed to provide a 
legislative framework for refugee resettlement. However, the Act’s development 
revealed deep societal and political tensions, including restrictive eligibility criteria 
and prioritization of specific groups.  

The purpose of the research is to explore the multifaceted factors shaping the Act, 
with a particular focus on the role of President Harry Truman in advocating for its 
passage and addressing the moral and practical challenges of refugee resettlement. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The sources of this research reflect the evolving scholarly discourse on the 
Displaced Persons Act of 1948, encompassing analyses from the immediate post-war 
period to more recent evaluations of its broader implications. Early works, such as 
those by W. Dushnyck and W. Gibbons1, capture the urgency of the post-war refugee 
crisis, presenting firsthand accounts and advocating for active U.S. involvement in 
resettlement efforts. These initial contributions laid the groundwork for later studies 
that critiqued the legislative process and its outcomes. For instance, L. Dinnerstein’s2 
analysis exposes the selective and often exclusionary nature of the Act, particularly its 
biases against Jewish refugees, which reflected broader societal prejudices of the 
time. 

In subsequent decades, scholars like G. Loescher and J. Scanlan3 broadened the 
discussion by examining the Act within the context of U.S. immigration policy and 
highlighting its humanitarian shortcomings. Their work resonates with H. Genizi’s4 
comparative approach, which situates the Act within international resettlement 
efforts and emphasizes the United States’ leadership in addressing the displacement 
crisis. The geopolitical dimensions of the Act receive particular attention in 
M. Wyman’s5 scholarship, which underscores its strategic importance during the Cold 
War. Wyman connects the prioritization of certain refugee groups to U.S. ideological 
objectives in countering Soviet influence. 

The literature also addresses the complex legislative dynamics behind the Act. 
D. Kenney6 provides a detailed account of the political negotiations and compromises 

                                                
1 Dushnyck W., Gibbons W.J. Refugees are people. The Plight of Europe’s Displaced Persons. New York: 
The America Press, 1947. 96 p. 
2 Dinnerstein L. America and the Survivors of the Holocaust. New York: Columbia University Press, 1982. 
409 p. 
3 Loescher G., Scanlan J.A. Calculated Kindness: Refugees and America’s half-open door, 1945 to the 
Present. New York: Free Press, 1986. 346 p. 
4 Genizi H. America’s fair share. The admission and resettlement of Displaced Persons, 1945-1952. 
Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1994. 288 p. 
5 Wyman M. DPs. Europe’s Displaced Persons, 1945-1951. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998. 289 p. 
6 Kenney D. A Political Passage: the Career of Stratton of Illinois. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University 
Press, 1990. 244 p. 
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that shaped its passage, while archival documents from the National Archives and 
Records Administration (NARA) offer insights into the interplay between governmental 
decisions and public advocacy. Grassroots campaigns, such as those documented by the 
League of Women Voters and the Citizens Committee on Displaced Persons, further 
illuminate the active role of civil society in pushing for reform amidst strong nativist 
opposition, often echoed in publications like The New York Times. 

Central to this narrative is the leadership of President Harry Truman, whose 
public papers and speeches, including his Annual Messages to Congress in 1947 and 
1948, reveal his moral commitment to addressing the displacement crisis. Truman’s 
persistent advocacy highlights the intersection of humanitarian imperatives and 
political realities, and showcasing his pivotal role in navigating the Act’s challenges. 
Together, these sources provide a rich and multifaceted historiography, which this 
research integrates to offer a nuanced understanding of the Displaced Persons Act 
and its lasting impact. 

 
THE LEGISLATIVE AND GEOPOLITICAL CONTEXT 

After the end of World War II, isolationist sentiments remained strong in American 
society. However, Harry Truman’s administration was unwilling to abandon its 
foreign policy ambitions or revise the United States’ role in international relations. 
Notably, during his first year in the White House, Truman recognized the severity of 
the European migration crisis. He initiated measures to improve the conditions of 
displaced persons (DPs) in camps and granted certain privileges to them for entry 
into the United States. Amidst growing debates between advocates of lifting 
immigration restrictions and nativists who sought to preserve the employment rights 
of American servicemen by limiting immigration, Truman laid the groundwork for 
significant legislative changes. 

The presidential directive issued on December 22, 1945, marked Truman’s 
readiness to reform immigration laws to align with the United States’ new 
geopolitical status. The onset of the Cold War and America’s assumption of leadership 
in the Western world intensified public and political acknowledgment of the need to 
revise immigration policies. Positioning these reforms as a responsibility toward and 
as support for European allies, Truman placed significant hope in the incoming 
members of Congress. 

On January 6, 1947, during his annual State of the Union Address, Truman urged 
lawmakers to amend legislation to facilitate the admission of displaced persons to the 
United States. He revealed that, since May 1946, 5,000 DPs had already arrived in the 
country. To provide broader assistance to European nations in rebuilding their 
national economies, he appealed to Congress to legislatively endorse “an enhanced 
role for the United States in addressing global challenges”. Following this initiative, 
efforts began to formally establish active American participation in mitigating the 
European demographic crisis7. 

On January 3, 1947, the opening day of the 80th Congress, Representative Emanuel 
Celler, a Democrat from New York, proposed admitting refugees and displaced 
                                                
7 Annual Message to the Congress on the State of the Union. January 6, 1947. Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States. Harry S. Truman: Containing the Public Messages, Speeches, and 
Statements of the President (January 1 to December 31, 1947). Washington: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1963. P. 10. 
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persons to the U.S. on guest visas8. He also advocated reallocating unused 
immigration quotas from 1947 and 1948 to individuals who had become refugees by 
December 31, 1934. However, this proposal was not considered by the committee. 

Another attempt to legislatively address the liberalization of immigration policies 
for displaced persons also failed. After nine months of discussion, the Judiciary 
Committee ultimately rejected House Resolution (HR) 2910, introduced on April 1, 
1947, by Republican Representative William Grant Stratton of Illinois9. According to 
historian H. Genizi, Truman’s administration erred in selecting ‘the wrong 
congressman’ to present HR 291010, as Senators Arthur Vandenberg and Robert Taft 
had previously declined the role. The defeated bill, which recognized the unique 
category of displaced persons and the emergency situation, proposed admitting 
400,000 DPs over four years outside existing quotas (100,000 annually) without 
discrimination based on race, ethnicity, or religion11. 

Stratton’s bill garnered substantial support from the American press, which 
generally viewed it as a necessary aid to destitute Europeans (‘Minneapolis Sunday 
Tribune’, May 11, 1947; ‘The New York Herald Tribune’, May 14, 1947; ‘Washington 
Post’, May 20, 1947). Secretary of State George Marshall publicly supported the 
initiative, arguing that forced repatriation conflicted with American ideals of freedom 
and that maintaining DP camps would impose excessive financial burdens on 
American taxpayers12. During committee hearings, Secretary of War Robert Patterson 
emphasized that two-thirds of the European DPs were under the care of the American 
occupation administration, which incurred annual expenses of $100 million for the 
camps’ upkeep. 

 
THE ROLE OF ADVOCACY AND OPPOSITION 

Various officials and organizations supported Stratton’s proposed reforms. These 
included Attorney General Tom Clark, the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in 
America, the National Catholic Welfare Conference, the Department of Labor, the 
American Federation of Labor, and the Congress of Industrial Organizations. The 
League of Women Voters prepared informational brochures highlighting the benefits 
of increased American involvement in resolving the European DP crisis13. Similarly, a 
book by W. Dushnik and W. Gibbons, published in July 1947 with support from the 
Committee for the Defense of Refugees, underscored the importance of U.S. 
participation, provided that other nations also contributed14. 

One of the most active advocates for liberalizing immigration laws for DPs was the 
Citizens Committee on Displaced Persons (CCDP), led by Edwin Harrison. The CCDP 

                                                
8 Kuropas M.B. Ukrainian-American Resettlement Efforts, 1944-54. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of 
Ukrainian Studies Press, 1992. P. 393. 
9 Kenney D. A Political Passage… P. 52-53. 
10 Genizi H. America’s fair share… Р. 72. 
11 Daniels R. Guarding the Golden Door. American Immigration Policy and Immigrants since 1882. New 
York: Hill and Wang, 2004. P. 105-106. 
12 Memo to America: The DP Story. The Final Report of the United States Displaced Persons Commission. 
Washington: US Government Printing Office. 1952. P. 13. 
13 Memo concerning Displaced Persons and U.S. Immigration Policy. League of Women Voters. 
Washington, 1947. 12 p. 
14 Dushnyck W., Gibbons W.J. Refugees are people… Р. 58. 
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called for the U.S. to admit 400,000-450,000 DPs15. The committee launched a 
grassroots fundraising campaign, described as a ‘people’s lobby’, successfully raising 
$1 million16. Under the guidance of Executive Director Vaughn Bernard, a sociologist 
by training, a portion of these funds financed an advertising campaign. The initiative 
engaged approximately 3,000 opinion makers, including journalists, publicists, radio 
hosts, and film producers17. Additionally, minority organizations strongly supported 
Truman’s initiatives in the press18. Notably, 150 American diaspora organizations 
publicly endorsed the proposed legal changes through CCDP efforts19. 

Instead, arguments of traditional opponents of immigration law reforms (such as 
the American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars) were centered on claims that the 
United States had already made significant contributions to supporting European 
displaced persons (DPs), unresolved unemployment, and the anticipated exacerbation 
of housing issues20. For instance, Republican Senator William Revercomb (West 
Virginia) and Democratic Senator John William Elmer Thomas (Oklahoma) advised 
halting all immigration21. Moreover, Revercomb insisted that DPs should not be 
regarded as victims of political persecution but rather as ordinary labor immigrants 
who posed a threat to the American economy22. Republican Representative Arthur 
Lewis Miller of Nebraska went further, advocating for an indefinite suspension of 
immigration while accusing the government of promoting it23. 

The nativist senators’ position was echoed by several publications, which argued 
that any changes to immigration laws should be approved by American citizens (e.g., 
‘Chicago Tribune’, ‘Billings Gazette’, ‘Cincinnati Times-Star’). Conservative media 
provided various reasons for opposing the admission of DPs into the United States. 
Alternatives included resettling migrants in Brazil or Argentina, which were 
described as having ample undeveloped land and resources but sparse populations 
(‘Dallas News’, ‘Arizona Republic’), or leaving the DPs in Europe to supposedly 
prevent the depletion of its productive capacities (‘Chicago Tribune’). Fears of 
communist and Nazi infiltration were also voiced by figures such as Ivan Peterman in 
the ‘Philadelphia Inquirer’ and the ‘Iowa Courier’, alongside calls for the U.S. to refrain 
from assuming obligations for refugees (‘Detroit Free Press’, ‘Richmond Times 
Dispatch’)24. It is noteworthy that, in the public consciousness, the terms ‘refugee’ and 

                                                
15 Tichenor D.J. Dividing lines. The politics of immigration control in America. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2002. P. 183. 
16 Bernard W.S. Refugee Asylum in the United States: How the Law was Changed to Admit Displaced 
Persons. International Migration Review. 1975. Vol. 13, № 1-2. P. 7. 
17 Tichenor D.J. Dividing lines… Р. 184. 
18 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, S. IRO and DPC, I. IRO, B. 3, Restricted 
Report concerning American Public opinion on DPs and Immigration (October 1, 1946 – February 5, 
1947). February 6. 1947. P. 3. 
19 Hilton L.J. Prisoners of Peace: Rebuilding Community, Identity and Nationality in Displaced Persons 
Camps in Germany, 1945-1952: dissertation presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
Degree Doctor of Philosophy. Columbus, 2001. P. 424. 
20 Wyman M. DPs… P. 194. 
21 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, S. IRO and DPC, I. IRO, B. 3… P. 5. 
22 Loescher G. Calculated Kindness… P. 13-14. 
23 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, S. IRO and DPC, I. IRO, B. 3… P. 6. 
24 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, S. IRO and DPC, I. IRO, B. 3. Restricted 
Report concerning American Public opinion on DPs and Immigration (February 15 – March 31, 1947), 
April 2. 1947. P. 4. 
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‘displaced person’ were often mistakenly associated exclusively with Jews or 
communists, perpetuating anti-immigrant stereotypes25. For example, Democratic 
Representative Ed Gossett of Texas proposed closing the ‘German quota’ for ten years 
and halting the admission of individuals from Germany26. 

On June 4, 1947, Assistant Secretary of State Donald Hildring presented a program 
addressing the European DP issue to the House Subcommittee on Immigration and 
Naturalization. The diplomat outlined four possible solutions: forced repatriation 
with the use of military force and police forces; the closure of DP camps, transferring 
their administration to the International Refugee Organization (IRO), and seeking 
annual funding for its operational costs; continued maintenance of DPs in camps and 
ongoing financing; or resettling DPs in countries willing to accept them. 

A new legislative initiative emerged in early July 1947, led by Republican Senator 
Homer Ferguson of Michigan and eight colleagues27. Their bill proposed admitting 
certain DPs to the U.S. outside existing quotas over four years. Eligibility criteria 
included orphans under 21, relatives of U.S. citizens or Armed Forces personnel, and 
individuals with professional skills deemed beneficial to the American economy and 
prosperity28. 

On July 7, 1947, President Truman issued a special message to Congress 
advocating for the adoption of a law permitting the admission of displaced persons to 
the U.S.29 The president expressed hope that American lawmakers would honor the 
rights of war victims to live freely and avoid returning to communist-controlled 
territories. He also emphasized America’s tradition of welcoming immigrants and the 
necessity of making a significant contribution to addressing the tragedy of European 
DPs. Truman assured that the proposed initiative would not alter the foundations of 
U.S. immigration law and that all applicants would undergo thorough screening. 

The review of immigration reforms was based on findings from the House Foreign 
Affairs Committee’s subcommittee, which had studied the DP issue in Europe30. In 
September-October 1947, congressmen visited 150 DP camps in Germany, Austria, 
and Italy. They noted the nearing completion of repatriation efforts and 

                                                
25 Klemme M. The Inside Story of UNRRA: an Experience in Internationalism. New York: Lifetime 
Editions, 1949. P. 291-292. 
26 Genizi H. America’s fair share… P. 67. 
27 These American legislators included Howard Smith (Republican Senator from New Jersey), Leverett 
Saltonstall (Republican Senator from Massachusetts), Wayne Morse (Democratic Senator from Oregon), 
John Sherman Cooper (Republican Senator from Kentucky), Carl Atwood Hatch (Democratic Senator 
from New Mexico), James Howard McGrath (Democratic Senator from Rhode Island), John William 
Bricker (Republican Senator from Ohio), and Joseph Hurst Ball (Republican Senator from Minnesota). 
28 Lorimer M. America’s Response to Europe’s Displaced Persons, 1945-1952: a preliminary report of 
dissertation presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of Saint Louis University in partial 
fulfillment of the requirements for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in History. Saint Louis, 1964. 
P. 128. 
29 Special Message to the Congress on Admission of Displaced Persons. July 7, 1947. Public Papers of the 
Presidents of the United States. Harry S. Truman: Containing the Public Messages, Speeches, and 
Statements of the President (January 1 to December 31, 1947). Washington: United States Government 
Printing Office. 1963. P. 327-329. 
30 The head of the group was Republican Congressman James Fulton from Pennsylvania, along with 
Republican Congressman Jacob Javits from New York, Democratic Congressman Joseph Pfeifer from New 
York, and Democratic Congressman Frank Chelf from Kentucky. 
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recommended convening a special international conference to establish an interstate 
agreement, with the United States taking a leadership role31. 

Given a brief pause, diplomats and the American press intensified the 
informational campaign supporting the president’s initiative. A crucial step was the 
State Department’s appeal to the members of the 80th Congress on December 22, 
1947, advocating for temporary measures to accept migrants into the United States 
beyond existing quotas. In a letter to Republican Congressman Chester Heilman Gross 
of Pennsylvania, State Department Legal Advisor Richard Flournoy emphasized that 
the department was the most informed U.S. government body on this matter. He also 
pointed out that European refugees fleeing communism were suffering from hunger 
and other hardships, with the number of escapees from Eastern Bloc countries 
expected to increase, thus necessitating the relaxation of existing limits32. 

 
LEGISLATIVE CHALLENGES AND EARLY DEBATES 

On January 10, 1948, Assistant Secretary of State Charles Salzman delivered a 
radio address on one of the war’s most pressing consequences – the problem of 
displaced persons (DPs). Salzman expressed support for the ideas embedded in 
Stratton’s bill, which aimed to help individuals whose ‘only offense’ was having 
different political beliefs’. Should Congress fail to approve the legislation, Secretary of 
State George Marshall and General Donald Hildring outlined four alternative 
solutions: forced repatriation, the closure of DP camps with their administration 
transferred to the International Refugee Organization (IRO), the continued 
maintenance of DPs in camps, or their global resettlement, including to the United 
States33. Salzman highlighted the drawbacks of the first three options, stating that 
forced repatriation would trap individuals in ‘the grip of communism’, undermining 
faith in democracy; integrating DPs into the German economy might provoke conflicts 
with local populations; and ongoing maintenance of DP camps was financially 
unsustainable, costing the U.S. $100 million in 1947 alone, compared to $71 million in 
American contributions to the IRO. 

The fourth option, in Salzman’s view, aligned with American traditions and 
humanitarian values. By early 1948, large-scale resettlement programs had already 
begun in Canada and Belgium, while Britain, Australia, Norway, Brazil, Paraguay, and 
Venezuela had initiated DP admissions. To avert the ongoing DP tragedy, Salzman 
proposed that the U.S. accept 400,000 displaced persons, representing less than 
0.03% of the U.S. population. He argued that these migrants, including farmers, 
nurses, and tailors, would benefit the American economy. Additionally, the expertise 
of American volunteer agencies – such as the American Service for New Americans, 
the National Catholic Welfare Conference, and the World Council of Churches – gained 
through assisting DPs in Europe could be applied to integrating migrants into U.S. 
                                                
31 Memo to America… Р. 18. 
32 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, M 1284, R. 69. Letter from 
R.W. Flournoy to C.H. Gross concerning Urgent need of adoption at present Session of Congress of a 
temporary measure for admission to the United States of Displaced Persons from Europe. December 22, 
1947. img. 60. 
33 National Archives and Records Administration (NARA). RG 59, S. IRO and DPC, I. DPC. B. 1. Address by 
the Honorable Assistant Secretary of State Charles Saltzman before the United Service for New 
Americans New York City to the broadcast over Columbia Broadcasting System 10-30 – 10-45 p.m. 
January 10, 1948. P. 1-5. 
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society. Salzman also expressed hope that the IRO would fund the transportation of 
DPs to the U.S., estimating the cost of relocating 400,000 individuals at $75 million34. 

In a December 22, 1947, editorial titled ‘Congress and the DPs’, the New York 
Times highlighted the sense of international responsibility within the congressional 
majority35. However, the lack of concrete action to assist European DPs was criticized 
as a ‘strange blindness’ to the plight of individuals, particularly in the context of 
growing totalitarian threats. The editorial recalled the 1947 hearings held by the 
House Immigration Committee regarding the fate of 850,000 men, women, and 
children. The recommendations of the Judiciary Committee, which followed these 
hearings, were still awaited. Journalists called for substantive U.S. involvement in 
resolving the DP crisis, criticizing the outdated mechanisms of the quota system, 
which allowed for 153,927 entries during the fiscal year ending in June 1947. By mid-
1947, only about 70,000 individuals had been admitted under these quotas. 
Moreover, significant discrepancies existed within the system – 65,700 slots were 
allocated to Britons and 25,900 to Germans, many of whom were unwilling or unable 
to immigrate at the time. Meanwhile, nations with a large number of DPs received 
minimal quotas – Poland was allocated 6,524 slots, Lithuania 386, Latvia 286, and 
Estonia 116. Industrial Commissioner Edward Corsi described the system as obsolete, 
noting that most quotas were assigned to nations that had ceased significant 
emigration by the mid-20th century. 

At the start of the new year, President Truman urged Congress to revisit the DP 
issue. In his annual State of the Union Address on January 7, 1948, he called on 
lawmakers to permit the entry of DPs still residing in European camps, regardless of 
their religious affiliations. Truman described this initiative as a critical American 
contribution to post-war peacebuilding and a compassionate gesture toward 
destitute refugees36. 

Truman’s DP program faced mixed reactions, encountering periodic criticism from 
isolationists. For instance, in January 1948, Montana Governor Sam Ford stated his 
opposition to hosting DPs in the U.S., particularly in Montana, citing concerns over 
rising unemployment and prioritizing social protections for Americans, especially war 
veterans37. The position of the Daughters of the American Revolution, which opposed 
DP admissions, was challenged by Washington’s Catholic Archbishop Patrick O’Boyle38. 
O’Boyle argued that such views contradicted ‘America’s sacred traditions’ and 
emphasized the moral duty of Christians to aid the displaced in their search for refuge. 

Support for liberalizing immigration laws came from key figures, including 
S. Michaelerder, Executive Secretary of the World Lutheran Federation. On January 29, 
1948, Michaelerder described the DP crisis as Europe’s most pressing issue and argued 
that their resettlement in Palestine, Latin America, or the U.S. would reduce social 
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tensions in Germany39. The following day, the National Lutheran Council convention in 
Richmond called on Congress to pass Stratton’s bill40. On February 17, 1948, this 
initiative received further backing from the United American Baptist Conference41. 

The ongoing threat of Baltic refugees being handed over to the Soviet Union in 
Scandinavia galvanized American migration circles. On February 27, 1948, Assistant 
Secretary of State for Political Affairs Norman Armour met with representatives of 
the Baltic diaspora, including the Lithuanian-American Council and the Lithuanian-
American Information Center. Pius Grigaitis, Secretary of the Lithuanian-American 
Council, characterized Soviet policies in the Baltic states as genocide and urged the 
United States to prevent the complete annihilation of these small nations. Grigaitis 
also expressed concern over the inclusion of a distinct category of DPs in the Senate 
Judiciary Committee’s report: those “with citizenship in countries annexed by another 
state”. He feared that this language implied de facto recognition by the U.S. of the 
Soviet annexation of the Baltic states. Armour, however, reaffirmed the U.S. policy of 
non-recognition of the Soviet annexation and condemnation of forced repatriation of 
Baltic individuals, assuring that the policy would remain unchanged and that the 
contentious terminology would be revised42. Subsequent developments, however, 
validated Baltic fears. A statement by General Marie Pierre Koenig, Commander of the 
French Occupation Zone in Germany, on July 23, 1948, declared that Baltic residents 
in his jurisdiction would be treated as Soviet citizens43. 

Support for Baltic refugees faced mixed reception from some religious 
organizations. In March 1948, Protestant leaders from New England sent a letter to 
Senators Leverett Saltonstall and Henry Cabot Lodge Jr., voicing sharp opposition to 
potential discriminatory practices in the proposed legislation. They were concerned 
that preference would be given to individuals from the Baltic states and former Polish 
territories east of the ‘Curzon Line’, which would predominantly benefit Catholics and 
Jews44. 

From a different perspective, Republican Congressman Frank Fellows of Maine 
criticized the proposed legislation. His dissatisfaction stemmed from the suggested 
jurisdictional timeframe, which extended eligibility for DPs in camps from 
December 22, 1945, to April 21, 1947. In contrast, Democratic Congressman John 
Lesinski of Michigan, citing the Catholic Relief Council (NCWC), argued that the 
legislation did not contain religious discrimination45. 

During a Judiciary Committee session on March 4, 1948, Senator Arthur 
Vandenberg urged support for Stratton’s bill, describing it as “the sole voice of 
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freedom in the world” capable of aiding in Europe’s reconstruction46. He noted, 
however, that the bill’s provisions would barely apply to Jews. Rabbi F. Bernstein, 
meanwhile, called for a separate act allowing at least 60,000 Jewish DPs to enter the 
U.S.47 Earlier, on March 2, 1948, the Senate Committee approved the Wiley-
Revercomb bill, which proposed a two-year resettlement program for 100,000 
European DPs48. Half of the allocated visas were designated for agricultural workers, 
and the other half for individuals from territories annexed by the Soviet Union. These 
provisions were influenced by the authors’ discussions with leaders of the Polish 
American Congress49. However, representatives of numerous Jewish organizations in 
the U.S. opposed the Senate version of the bill50. American scholar Leonard 
Dinnerstein later suggested that the bill’s authors deliberately framed its terms to 
exclude Jews from the resettlement program51. 

 
ADOPTION AND LEGACY OF THE DISPLACED PERSONS ACT 

A new phase in the legislative process began on April 7, 1948, when Congressman 
Frank Fellows introduced a bill proposing 200,000 visas (24% of the DPs remaining 
in Europe) for individuals registered with the IRO as of January 1, 1948. Fellows 
advocated a ‘mortgage’ principle, allowing program participants to use up to 50% of 
their country’s annual immigration quota over multiple years52. The bill also sought 
to repeal Truman’s December 22, 1945, directive, permit 13,000 refugees already in 
the U.S. as of March 15, 1948, to remain permanently, and prioritize agricultural 
workers. This bill did not progress beyond the committee stage, prompting Fellows to 
propose a revised version (HR 6396) on April 29, 194853. 

The debate in the House of Representatives led to two amendments to Fellows’ 
bill. The first introduced a special quota for 2,000 ‘new political refugees’ from 
Czechoslovakia, while the second allocated 3,000 visas for orphaned children. On 
June 11, 1948, the House passed the bill in its first reading (289 votes to 91) and 
referred it to the Senate54. 

During Senate hearings, recommendations from a research group established on 
July 26, 1947, by Revercomb and Senator Pat McCarran to study the DP issue in 
Europe were discussed55. Senators advised adopting changes consistent with current 
U.S. immigration laws, which drew criticism from religious and ethnic organizations. 
On May 11, 1948, Senators James McGrath and Carl Hatch highlighted that, following 
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several rounds of amendments, some orphaned children might be excluded from the 
program56. 

In a May 26, 1948, Judiciary Committee discussion, Wisconsin Republican Senator 
Alexander Wiley opposed the DP bill, remarking, ‘We have enough rats’ and 
suggesting that only those of ‘good blood’ be admitted57. He proposed a one-year pilot 
program for 50,000 individuals, with an additional 50,000 admitted if the initial effort 
succeeded. 

The Senate Judiciary Committee’s debates were particularly intense regarding visa 
priorities, employment and housing for migrants, and program administration. A key 
point of contention was the number of program participants. Connecticut Democrat 
Senator Brian McMahon proposed limiting visas to 100,000, Kentucky Republican 
Senator John Cooper suggested 150,000, while Rhode Island Democrat Senator James 
McGrath advocated for expanding the program to 200,000 participants. On May 22, 
1948, Senator Homer Ferguson convinced colleagues to increase the number of 
participants in the two-year program from 100,000 to 200,000 DPs, with the vote 
narrowly passing – 40 senators in favor and 33 against58. Former U.S. President 
Herbert Hoover publicly supported these amendments59. 

During discussions, Senator Leverett Saltonstall highlighted the hidden religious 
discrimination against Jews and Catholics, proposing that DP groups be accepted 
proportionally to their distribution in European camps according to IRO data. 
Republican Senator William Revercomb strongly opposed such amendments, arguing 
that their adoption would threaten the entire structure of U.S. immigration law60. 

Notably, two versions of the displaced persons (DP) legislation emerged during 
Congressional discussions, each proposing a two-year resettlement program but 
differing significantly in their provisions. 

The Senate version (sponsored by Alexander Wiley and William Revercomb) 
allowed for 200,000 participants, with at least 50% required to be farmers. Special 
quotas were also proposed for orphans and Czechoslovak refugees fleeing 
communism. Additionally, the Senate version allocated at least 50% of the program’s 
spots to individuals from territories annexed by the Soviet Union during 1939-1940. 

In contrast, the House version (championed by Frank Fellows) emphasized skilled 
workers, including laborers, physicians, dentists, nurses, construction workers, 
teachers, and technicians. It proposed a lower participant count (100,000) and 
included provisions for 2,000 visas for Czechoslovak refugees, permanent residence 
for 15,000 individuals already in the U.S., enhanced tri-party screening, and the 
reservation of 50% of national quotas for non-program immigrants61. 

A contentious issue was the timeframes for eligibility. Senators favored restricting 
the pool to DPs who had been in camps by December 22, 1945, whereas the House 
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sought to extend eligibility to all DPs who had resided in camps or outside camps in 
U.S. occupation zones of Germany, Austria, and Italy as of April 21, 194762. 

After two weeks of Senate debates, on June 2, 1948, the senators approved their 
version of the bill (S. 2242)63. Of 24 proposed amendments, seven were adopted, with 
the territorial and temporal limits generating the most resistance from civic 
organizations, who viewed them as discriminatory toward Catholics and Jews. The 
Senate approved the ‘Displaced Persons Act’ with 63 votes in favor (39 Republicans 
and 24 Democrats) and 13 against (1 Republican and 12 Southern Democrats). 

On June 3, 1948, the New York Times editorial board criticized Senators Wiley and 
Revercomb, lamenting the rejection of Stratton’s earlier initiative. Senate opponents of 
the House bill voiced varied objections. Mississippi Democrat James Eastland argued 
that the bill would “destroy the American immigration system”64. Other senators 
supported the bill but expressed significant reservations. For example, Florida 
Democrat Claude Pepper felt that the bill discriminated against Jews, and Missouri 
Republican James Kem proposed limiting participants to 140,000. Ultimately, the 
Senate adopted an amendment from Illinois Republican Charles Brooks, giving second 
priority (after orphans) to Poles who fought against the Axis powers during the war. 

On June 11, 1948, the House approved its version of the legislation (the Fellows bill). 
This led to a conference committee, where representatives of both chambers reconciled 
the differences over five days of deliberations, resulting in a compromise bill that was 
closer to the Senate version65. The House adopted the final version on June 18, 1948, 
followed by the Senate on the next day. The approved legislation authorized a two-year 
resettlement program admitting 205,000 DPs for permanent residence in the U.S. A 
Displaced Persons Commission was established to oversee the program, including 
drafting regulations, receiving and distributing DPs, and reporting semiannually to the 
President on employment and housing conditions. The Commission was scheduled to 
conclude its work by June 30, 1951, with a final report to Congress. 

The Act defined ‘displaced persons’ using the IRO statute’s criteria66. Eligibility 
was extended to individuals who had been displaced to Germany, Austria, or Italy 
between September 1, 1939, and December 22, 1945, and who were present in those 
regions as of January 1, 1948. Victims of Nazi persecution were also eligible. 
Applicants required thorough screening and needed sponsorship by an American 
citizen who guaranteed employment and housing. Sponsors could not be under 
investigation and had to ensure adequate sanitary living conditions. 

The main program allocated 200,000 visas over two fiscal years, with 40% (no 
fewer than 80,000 visas) reserved for individuals from annexed territories 
(Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and prewar Polish lands east of the ‘Curzon Line’). At least 
30% of visas were designated for those employed in agriculture. Priority was also 
given to active anti-Axis combatants. Individuals linked to anti-American movements 
were excluded. DPs were required to report their employment and residence to the 
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Commission four times over a two-year period, with violations punishable by a $500 
fine or six months’ imprisonment67. 

Beyond the 200,000 visas, the Act allocated 2,000 slots for Czechoslovak refugees 
and 3,000 for orphans. Additionally, it permitted 15,000 individuals (primarily Jewish 
students) who had entered the U.S. before 1948 to remain there. The Act allowed DPs 
to ‘mortgage’ existing immigration quotas, thereby using future quotas in advance. 
Article 12 mandated the State Department to reestablish American consulates in 
Austria and Germany by the end of 1948. Half of the German and Austrian annual 
immigration quotas were reserved for Volksdeutsche born in Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, or Yugoslavia68. 

President Truman signed the Displaced Persons Act (Public Law 80-774)69 on 
June 25, 1948, under protest. He criticized the Act as a product of a difficult 
compromise, stating that he would have preferred to return it for revisions70. Truman 
decried the December 22, 1945, cutoff date, the 40% preference for individuals from 
annexed territories, the ‘mortgaging’ of quotas, the employment and housing 
guarantee requirements, and the congressional approval mandate for the Attorney 
General decisions in special cases. Moreover, he was displeased by the exclusion of 
refugees from communist-dominated regions. Nonetheless, Truman acknowledged 
the Act as a starting point for large-scale resettlement and expressed hope for future 
amendments71. 

On July 23, 1948, the White House announced plans to propose amendments in the 
next Congressional session to eliminate racial and religious discrimination, clarify 
administrative procedures, abolish the quota mortgaging system, extend the program 
to four years, and increase the number of participants to 402,00072. 

 
CONCLUSIONS 

The Displaced Persons Act of 1948 was a legislative response to the post-war 
migration crisis, shaped by President Truman’s vision of America’s global 
responsibility. The Act’s provisions, including the prioritization for individuals from 
annexed territories and the restrictive cutoff date of December 22, 1945, reflected 
Cold War geopolitics more than purely humanitarian goals. The exclusion of key 
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groups, such as Jewish refugees and those from communist-controlled regions, 
exposed its limitations in addressing the broader displacement crisis. 

The study highlights the pivotal role of advocacy groups like the Citizens 
Committee on Displaced Persons and political figures such as Emanuel Celler in 
pushing for reform, despite strong resistance from isolationist factions like Senators 
Revercomb and Wiley. President Truman himself acknowledged the need for 
amendments to eliminate biases, broaden eligibility, and enhance support 
mechanisms.  

The Act signaled America’s commitment to global responsibility, which reinforced 
alliances with Western nations and laid the groundwork for its leadership in future 
international humanitarian efforts. These developments solidified the U.S. role as a 
key actor in shaping post-war global migration policies and promoting its ideological 
framework on the world stage. 
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