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oscar De Priest was the first african american elected 
to congress in the 20th century, ending a 28-year 

absence of black representatives. De Priest’s victory—he 
was the first black member from the north—marked a 
new era of black political organization in urban areas, as 
evidenced by the south side district of chicago, whose 
continuous african-american representation began with 
De Priest’s election in 1928. although he made scant 
legislative headway during his three terms in congress, 
De Priest became a national symbol of hope for african 
americans, and he helped lay the groundwork for future 
black members of the House and senate.1

oscar stanton De Priest was born to former slaves 
alexander and mary (karsner) De Priest in Florence, 
alabama, on march 9, 1871. His father later worked as 
a teamster and a farmer, while his mother found part-
time employment as a laundress.2 in 1878, the De Priest 
family, along with thousands of other black residents of 
the mississippi Valley, moved to kansas. The migrants 
from mississippi, louisiana, and alabama sought to escape 
poor economic and social conditions after Democrats and 
former confederates regained control of southern state 
governments at the end of reconstruction. These families, 
one historian wrote, were “pushed by fears of damnation 
and pulled by belief ” in a better life in kansas.3 De Priest 
graduated from elementary school in salina and enrolled 
in a business course at the salina normal school, where he 
studied bookkeeping. in 1889 he settled in chicago before 
the great wave of african-american migration to northern 
cities during and after World War i. in chicago, De Priest 
worked as an apprentice plasterer, house painter, and 
decorator, and he eventually established his own business 
and a real estate management firm. He married Jessie 
Williams on February 23, 1898, and the couple had one 
child, oscar stanton, Jr.4

De Priest’s foray into politics was facilitated by 
chicago’s budding machine organization. Divided 
into wards and precincts, chicago evolved into a city 
governed by a system of political appointments, patronage 
positions, and favors. Unable to consolidate control of 
the city before the 1930s, chicago mayors nonetheless 
wielded considerable authority.5 De Priest recognized the 
potential for a career as a local leader in a city with few 
black politicians whose african-american population was 
experiencing dramatic growth.6 at first comfortable with 
a behind-the-scenes role, De Priest eventually assumed a 
more prominent political position as a loyal republican 
interested in helping his party gain influence in chicago. 
By 1904, De Priest’s ability to bargain for and deliver the 
black vote in the second and Third Wards gained him his 
first elected position: a seat on chicago’s cook county 
board of commissioners. He retained this position for 
two terms, from 1904 through 1908.7 caught between 
rival factions, De Priest failed to secure a third term as 
commissioner. During a seven-year break from politics,  
he turned his attention to real estate, and became an 
affluent businessman.8 

To revive his political career, De Priest curried favor 
with powerful republican officials such as chicago mayor 
William Hale (Big Bill) Thompson and longtime U.s. 
representative martin madden. He became chicago’s 
first black alderman, enabling him to sit on the influential 
city council from 1915 to 1917.9 De Priest’s service on 
the council ended abruptly; he resigned from office at the 
urging of local republican leaders after being indicted for 
accepting money from a gambling establishment. “i shall 
devote myself unreservedly to proving my innocence and 
restoring my good name in this community,” proclaimed 
De Priest, announcing his decision not to seek another 
term in office.10 With clarence Darrow—who later became 
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one of the most famous trial lawyers in the country—as 
his defense counsel, De Priest was acquitted of the charges, 
but his political future remained uncertain because of 
several outstanding indictments.11 after failing to gain the 
republican nomination in 1918, De Priest unsuccessfully 
attempted to regain his council seat by running as an 
independent.12 However, he recovered enough power by 
1924 to be elected Third Ward committeeman.13

The turning point in De Priest’s career occurred when 
martin madden, the influential chicago representative 
and chair of the House appropriations committee, 
died suddenly after he had secured the republican 
nomination for a likely 13th term in congress. The 
republican machine, led by mayor Thompson, selected 
De Priest to replace madden as the nominee in the 
lakeshore congressional district encompassing chicago’s 
loop business section—a cluster of ethnic white 
neighborhoods—and a predominantly black area that 
included the famous Bronzeville section of the south 
side.14 some black leaders in chicago balked at the 
choice, contending that the credentials of other african-
american politicians were better than De Priest’s.15 in 
the november election De Priest squared off against 
Democrat Harry Baker and three independents, including 
William Harrison, an african-american assistant attorney 
general.16 De Priest narrowly defeated his opponents with 
only a plurality, securing 48 percent of the vote; Harrison 
siphoned off some of the black votes in the district.17 in 
his two subsequent congressional elections, De Priest won 
by more sizable margins, earning 58 and 55 percent of the 
vote, respectively.18 as the first african american elected 
to congress for nearly three decades, De Priest initiated 
a trend of black representation in urban northern cities 
repopulated by the great migration. 

as De Priest prepared to take his seat in the 71st 
congress (1929–1931) on april 15, 1929, he faced a 
potential obstacle. after his election in november, the local 
press speculated that the House might attempt to exclude 
De Priest because of an investigation involving outstanding 
“charges of sponsoring and protecting vice and gambling in 

the colored section of chicago’s south side.”19 although he 
had been cleared of the charges a few days before the start 
of the new congress, ruth mccormick, another newly 
elected republican from illinois, enlisted the assistance of 
speaker nicholas longworth of ohio to thwart potential 
challenges by southern Democrats to De Priest’s seat.20 
allegedly at the request of his wife, alice, a personal 
friend of representative-elect mccormick’s, the speaker 
dispensed with the traditional procedure for swearing in 
members by state delegation and administered the oath of 
office simultaneously to prevent members sworn in before 
De Priest from disputing the legality of his joining the 71st 
congress.21 De Priest’s first day in congress attracted the 
interest of the press and of many african americans, some 
of whom watched the proceedings from the segregated 
visitors’ gallery.22

The election of the new black representative challenged 
the segregation pervasive in the nation’s capital in the 
early 20th century. one of the most publicized incidents 
involving De Priest’s arrival in Washington, Dc, was 
the First lady’s White House tea for congressional 
wives. First lady lou Hoover’s invitation to mrs. Jessie 
De Priest provoked a wave of condemnation across the 
south. several southern state legislatures, including 
mississippi’s, passed resolutions imploring the Herbert 
Hoover administration to give “careful and thoughtful 
consideration to the necessity of the preservation of the 
racial integrity of the white race.”23 The First lady divided 
the reception into four separate sessions in an attempt to 
avoid a boycott by the wives of southern members; mrs. 
De Priest attended the smallest of the four gatherings 
with a few women who had been “screened” by the 
administration.24 De Priest called the southern legislators 
cowards. “i’ve been elected to congress the same as any 
other member,” he exclaimed. “i’m going to have the 
rights of every other congressman—no more and no 
less—if it’s in the congressional barber shop or at a White 
House tea.”25 nevertheless, he sought to make the most 
of the publicity resulting from the White House tea. less 
than two weeks later, De Priest sponsored a noteworthy 
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fundraiser in the nation’s capital for the national 
association for the advancement of colored People. The 
illinois representative invited all his republican colleagues 
in the House except the two he believed had slighted him 
because of his race.26

Discriminatory practices existed in the capitol as well. 
many southern Democrats, in particular, resented  
De Priest’s presence on the Hill and found ways to express 
their displeasure—such as refusing to accept offices near 
the newly elected black representative.27 representative 
Fiorello laguardia of new York rebuked his colleagues, 
asserting, “it is manifestly unfair to embarrass a new 
member and i believe it is our duty to assist new 
members rather than humiliate them.”28 in January 1934, 
representative lindsay c. Warren, a Democrat from 
north carolina and chairman of the House committee on 
accounts, ordered De Priest’s secretary, morris W. lewis, 
and lewis’s son expelled from the House’s whites only 
public restaurant. (There was a separate public facility for 
black customers next to the kitchen in the basement of the 
House.) The incident made headlines when  
De Priest introduced a resolution calling for an official 
investigation.29 on the House Floor he refuted Warren’s 
claim that african americans had always been banned 
from the restaurant, recalling that he and other black 
patrons had frequented the capitol establishment.  
De Priest implored his colleagues to support his resolution, 
remarking, “if we allow segregation and the denial of 
constitutional rights under the Dome of the capitol, 
where in god’s name will we get them?” He later said, 
“if we allow this challenge to go without correcting it, it 
will set an example where people will say congress itself 
approves of segregation.”30 With his resolution referred 
to the hostile rules committee, which controls the flow 
of legislation in the House (then chaired by southern 
Democrat and future speaker William Bankhead),  
De Priest kept his measure alive by using a parliamentary 
procedure: The illinois representative collected 145 
member signatures on a discharge petition to bring his 
legislation to the floor for a vote. The House ultimately 

voted in favor of De Priest’s call for an investigatory 
committee, but the panel created to study the House 
restaurant’s policy of segregation split along party 
lines (three Democrats, two republicans), refusing to 
recommend any revisions.31 During his tenure, De Priest 
also lobbied for equality in the daily protocol of the House 
chamber. in 1934, he requested that an african-american 
preacher be allowed to offer the opening prayer.32

The only african american in congress during his 
three terms, De Priest discovered that in many respects he 
represented not only his chicago district, but the entire 
black population of the United states. His entry into the 
national spotlight established a pattern for future black 
representatives, who typically found their legislative 
records scrutinized in terms of their effectiveness in 
advancing african-american rights. mindful of such 
expectations and eager to use his position to promote racial 
equality, De Priest proposed a reduction in the number 
of seats for states that disfranchised blacks, legislation 
originally introduced more than 30 years earlier by george 
White of north carolina. in 1932, he introduced a bill 
to provide monthly pensions for former slaves older than 
75 “to give recognition and do justice to those who are 
now living who were emancipated by the emancipation 
Proclamation issued by abraham lincoln in 1863.”33 a 
response to the acute economic problems of the great 
Depression, rather than the chronic problem of economic 
disparity between races, this proposal echoed social welfare 
plans advanced by Dr. Francis Townshend and Father 
coughlin.34 De Priest introduced a joint resolution in 
1933 authorizing federal courts to change the location of a 
trial if a defendant’s right to impartiality was compromised 
by consideration of race, color, or creed. This move was 
prompted by the infamous scottsboro, alabama, case 
in which nine african-american boys were sentenced to 
death by an all-white jury for the alleged rape of two white 
women, despite a lack of credible evidence.35 outlining 
several high-profile cases involving unfair treatment of 
african americans in the judicial system, De Priest said in 
a speech, “i am making these remarks because i want you 
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to know that the american negro is not satisfied with the 
treatment he receives in america, and i know of no forum 
where i can better present the matter than the floor of 
congress.”36 De Priest also backed a measure to hold states 
and counties responsible for the prevention of lynching. 
The unsuccessful legislation he introduced in 1934 would 
have fined and imprisoned local authorities if prisoners 
in their jurisdiction were lynched. in 1931 De Priest 
introduced a bill to make abraham lincoln’s birthday a 
legal holiday—a symbolic gesture for african americans.37 

although most of his legislative efforts to promote civil 
rights were unsuccessful, De Priest had a few victories. His 
most notable triumph occurred in march 1933, when he 
succeeded in adding an antidiscrimination rider to a $300 
million unemployment relief and reforestation measure.38 
The final version of the bill, which launched the civilian 
conservation corps (ccc), incorporated De Priest’s 
amendment outlawing “discrimination because of race, 
color, creed, or criminal records” in the selection of workers 
for the program. nevertheless, discrimination in the 
ccc remained rampant. By 1934 only 6 percent of ccc 
enrollees were african americans, and the figures were 
disproportionately low even in majority-black states, such 
as mississippi. That figure increased to almost 10 percent 
by the end of the decade, and while roughly a quarter 
million african americans served in the ccc, only one in 
10 was based in an integrated camp.39 While in the House, 
De Priest nominated several african-american men from 
his district to the military academies—a practice replicated 
by his black successors from the chicago area.40 De Priest 
exclaimed proudly, “i’ve done more for the negroes than 
any congressman since the time of Washington.”41

De Priest did not inherit the favorable committee 
assignments of his predecessor, representative madden. 
During his three terms in the House he served on the 
indian affairs, invalid Pensions, and enrolled Bills 
committees. De Priest also was a member of the Post 
office and Post roads committee during the 73rd 
congress (1933–1935). Though the Post office and 
Post roads assignment ranked just outside the top 

third of desirable House committees (14th overall), 
it was significant for a black member. The year De 
Priest first won election to the House, the U.s. Post 
office Department employed 45 percent of the federal 
government’s african-american workers.42 

in many respects, De Priest adhered to the general 
policy of the national republican Party of the era. like 
other republicans, De Priest generally opposed federal 
programs for economic relief in the Depression, preferring 
to focus on such efforts at the state and community levels. 
Foreshadowing its importance in congress in the coming 
years, De Priest denounced communism and warned of its 
spread in urban areas experiencing the acute effects of the 
great Depression. Fearful that communists would spread 
propaganda among disgruntled african americans, he 
lobbied unsuccessfully for a special House committee to 
investigate the leftist party.43 

De Priest’s refusal to support roosevelt’s remedial 
economic measures alienated many voters in his inner-
city district. Ultimately, his loyalty to the republican 
Party and his inability to provide economic relief for 
his constituents cost him his seat in the House. in the 
november 1934 general election, De Priest faced a 
formidable challenge from arthur mitchell, a former 
republican lieutenant in chicago’s political machine who 
switched to the Democratic Party and became an ardent 
supporter of roosevelt and the new Deal. in a campaign 
that received national attention because both candidates 
were african american, mitchell attacked De Priest’s 
refusal to vote for emergency federal aid to the poor and 
criticized his ineffective protest of segregation in the House 
restaurant.44 De Priest earned just 47 percent of the vote 
in a losing cause, paving the way for mitchell to become 
the first black Democrat elected to congress.45 The De 
Priest–mitchell contest reflected a larger political trend 
occurring in chicago and many other northern cities: 
african americans were changing their allegiance from 
the republican Party to the Democratic Party because 
of dissatisfaction with the goP response to the plight of 
Black americans during the Depression and because of new 
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Deal relief policies. Two years later De Priest failed to 
regain his congressional seat. in 1943, De Priest again was 
elected Third Ward alderman and served once more on the 
chicago city council. Defeated for re-election in 1947, De 
Priest remained active in his real estate business until he 
died in chicago on may 12, 1951, of complications after 
he was hit by a bus.46 
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