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elected to the House of representatives in 1954 at  
 age 31, charles c. Diggs, Jr., was the first african 

american to represent michigan in congress. Despite his 
reserved demeanor, Diggs served as an ardent supporter 
of civil rights and an impassioned advocate of increased 
american aid to africa. as a principal architect of home 
rule for the District of columbia and the driving force 
behind the formation of the congressional Black caucus 
(cBc), Diggs crafted a national legacy during his 25 years 
in the House. John conyers, Jr., of Detroit, Diggs’s House 
colleague of many years said, “congressman Diggs paved 
the way for an entire generation of black political leaders, 
not just in his home state, but through the nation.”1

charles coles Diggs, Jr., the only child of charles 
Diggs, sr., and mamie ethel Jones Diggs, was born in 
Detroit, michigan, on December 2, 1922. Prominent 
in Detroit, the Diggs family owned a local mortuary, a 
funeral insurance company, and an ambulance service. 
in the 1920s, the city that would become the hub of 
the U.s. automobile industry underwent a massive 
transformation as southern blacks streamed northward in 
search of wage labor. Between 1920 and 1930, Detroit’s 
black population tripled—growing at a faster rate than 
any other major northern city.2 charles Diggs, sr., 
personified rising black influence in Detroit, becoming 
the first african-american Democrat elected to the 
michigan state senate.3 after graduating from Detroit’s 
miller High school in 1940, charles Diggs, Jr., enrolled 
at the University of michigan at ann arbor. after two 
years, Diggs transferred to Fisk University in nashville, 
Tennessee. While still an undergraduate in Tennessee, he 
entered the United states army air Forces as a private 
on February 19, 1943. During World War ii, Diggs was 
a member of a segregated unit that trained at an airstrip 
in alabama. commissioned a second lieutenant in 1944, 

Diggs was discharged from the military on June 1, 1945. 
Diggs resumed his academic career, enrolling in Detroit’s 
Wayne college of mortuary science. after graduating in 
June 1946, the newly licensed mortician joined his father’s 
funeral business, serving as chairman of the House of 
Diggs, inc. Diggs also delivered commentary on current 
affairs (interspersed with gospel music) as part of a weekly 
radio show sponsored by his business. married four times, 
charles Diggs, Jr., had six children.4

although it was not his original intent, Diggs ultimately 
followed in his father’s political footsteps. elected to the 
michigan state senate in 1936, charles Diggs, sr., was 
caught up in a legislative bribery scandal in 1944, bringing 
his public service to a grinding halt.5 Upon his release from 
prison in 1950, Diggs, sr., sought to reclaim his position 
in the legislature. He won his election bid, but in an 
unprecedented move, the republican-controlled michigan 
senate refused to seat him and another member-elect 
because of their criminal records.6 outraged by the events 
that prevented his father from resuming his political career, 
charles Diggs, Jr., interrupted his studies at the Detroit 
school of law to enter the special election for his father’s 
seat. Diggs won the election and served in the michigan 
senate for three years before setting his sights on the United 
states congress.7 Using the campaign slogan “make 
Democracy live,” he defeated incumbent representative 
george D. o’Brien by a two-to-one margin in the 
august 1954 Democratic primary in the overwhelmingly 
Democratic, majority-black Detroit district.8 Building 
on the momentum from the primary, Diggs easily bested 
republican landon knight—the son of John s. knight, 
editor and publisher of the Detroit Free Press—in the 
general election, capturing 66 percent of the vote to 
become michigan’s first african-american representative.9 
after winning a seat in the 84th congress (1955–1957), 
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Diggs remarked, “This is a great victory for the voters of 
the Democratic Party, and it also settles deeper issues—the 
racial issue. This is proof that the voters of the Thirteenth 
District have reached maturity.”10 Diggs rarely faced serious 
opposition in subsequent elections, typically winning by 
more than 70 percent in an impoverished urban district 
that saw a rapid decline in population and a substantial rise 
in black residents during his House tenure.11 

Diggs began his congressional career on January 3, 
1955, as a member of the committee on interior and 
insular affairs and the Veterans’ affairs committee.  
But Diggs’s committee service did not follow the upward 
trajectory to which many members aspired.12 rather 
than seeking out high-profile posts on top-tier panels 
as he accrued seniority, Diggs chose assignments that 
allowed him to positively influence african-american 
lives, and international human rights issues. in 1959, 
Diggs joined the Foreign affairs committee (later 
international relations committee), remaining there until 
he left congress in 1980. Diggs became a member of the 
committee on the District of columbia (with jurisdiction 
over the nation’s capital, which had undergone a shift from 
a majority-white population to majority-black after schools 
were desegregated in the 1950s) in 1963 and was on the 
panel for the remainder of his congressional tenure.

in the 84th congress, Diggs joined black 
representatives adam clayton Powell, Jr., of new 
York and William l. Dawson of illinois. For a young 
representative learning the institutional ropes, Powell and 
Dawson could not have provided two more different role 
models.13 Flamboyant and flashy, Powell was a leading 
civil rights figure who grabbed headlines while constantly 
challenging the status quo. Dawson, reserved and 
businesslike and ever the party and machine man, used his 
chairmanship on the government operations committee 
to exert influence from the inside. Diggs drew upon both 
these legislative styles throughout his career.

While a freshman member of the House, Diggs 
demonstrated his commitment to ending racial discrimination. 
in september 1955, the michigan representative 

garnered attention from the national media when he 
attended the trial of two white mississippians accused of 
murdering emmett Till, a 14-year-old african-american 
boy, for allegedly whistling at a white woman.14 When 
Diggs discovered that the county where the trial was 
being held had no registered black voters, he suggested 
that mississippi’s representation in congress should 
be reduced—echoing members from earlier decades 
who called for the enforcement of section Two of the 
14th amendment, requiring reduced congressional 
representation for states that discriminated against 
qualified voters.15 Two months later, Diggs proposed that 
President Dwight D. eisenhower convene a special session 
of congress to consider civil rights issues. He also was an 
outspoken advocate of the civil rights act of 1957.16

representative Diggs frequently participated in events to 
attract publicity for the civil rights movement. in February 
1965, he interviewed residents of selma, alabama, in 
an attempt to expose discrimination in federally funded 
programs in the south. Diggs also marched with 12,000 
people in charleston, south carolina, in may 1969 to 
support black hospital workers who were seeking the right 
to organize and bargain collectively.17 a leader in the fight 
to desegregate public schools, Diggs, as well as Powell, 
believed schools that refused to abide by the 1954 supreme 
court decision Brown v. Board of Education should lose 
federal funding.18 During a speech aimed at promoting 
civil rights in Jackson, mississippi, Diggs confidently 
proclaimed, “integration is as inevitable as the rising 
sun—even in mississippi.”19

nearly a decade after he joined the committee on the 
District of columbia, Diggs ascended to the chairman’s 
post when the former head, south carolina segregationist 
John l. mcmillan, failed to win renomination to his 
House seat. “i don’t plan to be the unofficial mayor of 
Washington,” Diggs said about his new position. “The 
city already has a mayor and city council. i don’t intend 
to become involved with the day-to-day operations of the 
city government.”20 instead, Diggs sought to increase the 
autonomy of the District of columbia by continuing to 
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fight for home rule for the nation’s capital. in 1973 he 
succeeded in bringing a bill to the House Floor authorizing 
partial self-government for Washington, Dc. Before the 
legislation was voted on, he reminded his colleagues, 
“When we talk about self-determination for the District 
of columbia we are not only talking about a matter of 
local interest, but because of the unique role of this capital 
community, it is of concern to each one of the members of 
the 435 districts across this country.”21 Under the direction 
of chairman Diggs, the House overwhelmingly passed the 
measure; on December 24, 1973, President richard m. 
nixon signed the District of columbia self-government 
and governmental reorganization act, enabling residents 
of the nation’s capital to elect their mayor and city council 
for the first time since 1874. During his tenure as chairman 
of the committee on the District of columbia, Diggs also 
helped establish the University of the District of columbia 
and led the movement to make Frederick Douglass’s 
historic house in anacostia a national monument.22

Throughout his career in congress, Diggs looked for 
ways to forge connections with other black members. 
Dissatisfied with the typically informal bonds between 
african-american representatives, Diggs organized 
the Democratic select committee (Dsc) in 1969 to 
promote the exchange of ideas between black members. 
Black representatives newly elected to the 91st congress 
(1969–1971), such as shirley chisholm of new York, 
William clay, sr., of missouri, and louis stokes of ohio, 
embraced the idea of a network for african americans in 
the House but pressed for a more formal organization with 
political clout. This transformation occurred in 1971 when 
the Dsc was reorganized into the congressional Black 
caucus (cBc). The first chair of the cBc (1971–1973), 
Diggs called the new caucus “the first departure from 
the individualistic policies that characterized black 
congressmen in the past.”23 also, Diggs’s involvement  
in the michigan redistricting after the 1960 census  
helped increase black representation in the House; the 
subsequent reapportionment created another majority-
black district in Detroit. With the congressional election  

of John conyers, Jr., in 1964, michigan became  
the first state since reconstruction with two african-
american representatives.24 

in addition to promoting a civil rights agenda on the 
domestic front, Diggs focused on legislation shaping U.s. 
policy toward africa. eventually dubbed “mr. africa” 
because of his dedication to and knowledge of african 
affairs, Diggs accompanied Vice President nixon on a 
tour of africa two years after taking office, and in 1958 he 
attended the all-african Peoples conference in ghana. in 
February 1969, he headed a fact-finding mission to civil 
war-torn nigeria to investigate relief programs for civilians 
and to explore a possible cease-fire. after being named 
chair of the Foreign affairs subcommittee on africa in 
1969, Diggs continued to pursue his goal of making africa 
a higher priority in american international relations. in 
his new leadership role, which he held for a decade, he 
emphasized the importance of increased american aid to 
the newly independent african countries.25 

Diggs led the early charge by african-american 
members to denounce the apartheid regime in south 
africa. He conducted a series of hearings to investigate 
how some american businesses and government programs 
helped the economy of south africa, despite the official 
U.s. opposition to the country’s racist policies. in 1971 he 
oversaw a bipartisan delegation to south africa to observe 
firsthand its business practices and apartheid system.26 
The michigan representative directed a study of the civil 
aeronautics Board’s decision to provide south african 
airways with landing rights in the United states.27 His 
aggressive stance and outspoken criticism of apartheid 
led the south african government to bar him from the 
country during a trip in 1975. 

Diggs also demonstrated his commitment to 
influencing U.s.–african relations during the political 
controversy involving southern rhodesia (now 
Zimbabwe). in response to the United nations’s 1968 
trade embargo against southern rhodesia, in southeast 
africa, senator Harry Byrd of Virginia drafted an 
amendment that would except strategic materials. since 
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the bulk of U.s. trade with southern rhodesia involved 
chrome, the Byrd amendment effectively stated that the 
United states would not abide by the embargo. Diggs 
led an unsuccessful charge against the amendment in the 
House.28 in December 1971, he resigned from the U.s. 
delegation to the United nations—a position he held for 
only a few months—to protest what he perceived as the 
continued “stifling hypocrisy” of U.s. government policy 
toward africa.29 at Diggs’s urging, the cBc later filed 
suit against the american government for continuing to 
import rhodesian chrome. Diggs and the cBc argued 
that the government had no basis for categorizing chrome 
as strategic since american companies used chrome for 
consumer supplies.30 

in the early 1970s Diggs emerged as the leading House 
critic of continued Portuguese colonialism in angola and 
mozambique. During his brief stint as a U.n. delegate, he 
urged the United states to stop opposing U.n. resolutions 
condemning Portugal’s policy. in 1975, after a new regime 
took power in Portugal, angola and mozambique were 
given their independence, but a civil war erupted in angola 
between communist forces backed by cuba and the soviet 
Union and noncommunists (UniTa) supported by south 
africa. after press reports revealed the cia was covertly 
assisting UniTa, Diggs used his position as chairman of 
the africa subcommittee to help win House support to 
cut off funding for the operation. The senate’s adoption of 
the clark amendment, a rider attached in early 1976 to 
legislation concerning foreign aid, officially banned covert 
aid to angola.31

Diggs’s political fortunes declined when he became 
the focus of a federal investigation. in march 1978, a 
grand jury indicted Diggs on multiple charges, including 
taking kickbacks from his congressional staff.32 after a 
nine-day trial, he was convicted on october 7, 1978, in a 
Washington, Dc, district court of committing mail fraud 
and falsifying payroll forms.33 Throughout the trial and 

the appeals process, he asserted his innocence, claiming 
he was a victim of “selective prosecution” because of his 
race.34 Despite the controversy surrounding his candidacy, 
voters from Diggs’s michigan district demonstrated their 
resounding support by re-electing him in november with 
79 percent of the vote.35 after his re-election, Diggs, 
voluntarily relinquished his committee and subcommittee 
chairmanships because of his conviction but voiced his 
determination to vote on the floor.36 The cBc did not 
discourage him, not wishing to deprive Diggs’s constituents 
of their guaranteed representation.37 Diggs’s decision to 
serve out his term until his appeals were exhausted aroused 
the indignation of many in the House, especially freshman 
representative and future speaker newt gingrich of 
georgia, who spearheaded an unsuccessful effort to 
expel Diggs from congress.38 Ultimately, based mainly 
on a report by the committee on standards of official 
conduct, the House unanimously censured Diggs on 
July 31, 1979. after the supreme court refused to review 
his conviction, Diggs resigned from the 96th congress 
(1979–1981) on June 3, 1980. one month later, he 
entered a minimum-security prison in alabama; he served 
seven months of a three-year federal sentence.39 in a 1981 
interview, Diggs stated, “i considered myself a political 
prisoner during my incarceration. i was a victim of 
political and racist forces. i will go to my grave continuing 
to profess my innocence.”40 

after his release from prison, Diggs opened a funeral 
home in suburban maryland and resumed his education, 
earning a bachelor’s degree in political science from 
Howard University in 1983.41 Diggs launched a brief and 
unsuccessful political comeback in 1990, losing a bid for 
a seat in maryland’s house of delegates.42 on august 24, 
1998, charles Diggs, Jr., died of complications from a 
stroke in Washington, Dc.
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