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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Reproduced here in their original form are three documents.

The first two are documents detailing the proceedings, labeled Part 1, and the proposals for 
action, labeled Part 2, of the National Action Conference for Civil Rights.  Both were mimeographed 
on 8½ by 11-inch typing paper and stapled together at their left margin as two separate items.

The third document is a printed four-page flyer from late 1941 or early 1942 designed to 
raise membership in and donations to the National Federation for Constitutional Liberties.  It was 
printed in dark blue ink.

Each tells a poignant story.

It was the darkest hour in the history of American civil liberties in the twentieth century.  Only 
four and a half months earlier, the Japanese sneak-attack on Pearl Harbor had plunged the United 
States into world war.  Germany and Italy had joined the Japanese in declaring war on the United 
States, but the United States had not yet won a victory on the battlefield when the participants of 
this conference gathered.

Not yet a national organization, the American Civil Liberties Union had expelled from its ranks 
many civil rights activists because they were either members of the Communist Party or were 
not sufficiently hostile to it.  Around the country, many civil rights activists were shocked by the 
unprincipled action of the ACLU.  At a stroke, the ACLU had undermined what it espoused, as 
well as the position of thousands of activists who had risked their comfort, livelihood, freedom, 
physical safety, and even their lives to advance the cause of civil liberties in the United States.  The 
response of these principled activists was to establish alternative organizations.

In Detroit, Michigan, the Conference for the Protection of Civil Rights (CPCR) was established 
in 1935.  The organization’s reach was wide; it supported a range of issues, from a strike of poultry 
workers, to social workers Henry Meyer and Milton Kemnitz in Washtenaw County who were 
fired for urging their clients and other workers to organize, to the sit-down strike at the Ford plant 
by the United Auto Workers.  In fact, the CPCR allied itself with the infant UAW; the ACLU would 
not aid the UAW because it thought that the civil rights of the employers needed to be protected, 
too.

The CPCR became the Civil Rights Federation.  Milton N. Kemnitz came out of the Washtenaw 
County social workers strike to become its executive secretary.  The Reverend Owen A. Knox was 
its president.  With many allies, they fought a large number of civil rights battles in Detroit and 
around Michigan in the late 1930s.  Reverend Knox was invited to an organizing conference on 



 iv 

June 8 and 9, 1940, to found a national organization, and he became chairman of the resulting 
National Federation for Constitutional Liberties (NFCL) in June of 1941.  

The NFCL was established in Washington, D.C.  Milton Kemnitz moved to Washington to be 
its executive secretary, and Reverend Knox remained its chairman until his resignation in October 
of 1941.  

The NFCL operated effectively by a series of “action letters” sent out from Washington, D.C., 
to individuals and organizations around the country.  These letters gave the facts of a situation and 
asked the individuals and organizations to take specific actions to aid the cause of the individuals 
or organizations in peril.  

By the spring of 1942, the NFCL had constituent groups in thirty states, and it planned a 
National Action Conference for April of that year.  This was organization and planning that met 
with less than enthusiastic support of the FBI and many other authorities.  However, the organizers 
persevered, and the conference came to fruition.  As the name of the conference makes clear, the 
NFCL’s action theme was to be maintained and strengthened by the gathering in Washington.

The total registration for the conference numbered 159, of whom 109 were “official delegates.”  
In Washington, D.C., the government was gearing up to fight the war, and no hotel space was 
available, so the delegates were housed by sympathetic residents of the area.  As Kemnitz noted 
in his opening remarks, the delegates could “show their appreciation to their hosts, the people of 
Washington, by helping them to win the right to vote, and by helping them to pass the pending civil 
rights bill which would outlaw Jim Crow in the Nation’s Capital.”

The document that came out of the conference labeled Part 2, the proposals for action, 
compartmentalized the concerns of the NFCL into the following sections: (1) Labor’s Rights, (2) 
The Rights of Franchise, (3) Discrimination Against Minorities, and (4) Freedom of Speech, Press, 
Assembly.  The credentials report from Part 1 categorized the individuals as Trade Union, Civil 
Rights, Civil and Fraternal, Negro, Youth, and Miscellaneous, but the individual strands of the 
civil liberties were inextricably intertwined in the lives of the delegates, as in the case of Clinton 
Clark, a Negro Farm Union organizer from Natchitoches Parish, Louisiana.  

Besides Jim Crow, the poll tax, and racial segregation, the NFCL fought for the rights of labor 
to organize and for the rights of activists to petition and hand out leaflets and against discriminatory 
treatment of racial, political, and religious minorities.  It also fought against the rounding up of 
the Japanese Americans, which was then being legalized by the passage of a bill in Congress, and 
against discrimination of other foreign-born people.

As Milton Kemnitz noted in his report to the members, it was “a time when powerful forces 
are seeking to force a unity behind national policies,” and the NFCL represented a significant 
challenge to that unity.  It bitterly contested the bill that would allow the herding of Japanese 
Americans into concentration camps.  It contested the bill authorizing the FBI to engage in wire 
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taps in the interests of “national security”—a phrase that would eventually become discredited.  
And it bitterly contested segregation in the armed forces, in defense plants, and in society.

The NFCL rocked too many boats in water already made tempestuous by a world war in 
which the United States had won no victories.  The delegates were brave, and their vision was 
compelling, but their organization was in for difficult times.

Reverend Knox was so against war and totalitarianism that he could not abide the general 
desire of the membership to side with the democracies and the communists to resist the Fascists, 
Nazis, and Japanese.  However, the NFCL would not back Knox in his condemnation of American 
war policy; the delegates were patriots.  Knox left the organization, and the power of the Detroit 
connection diminished.  The strongest chapter was in New York City, and that is where the 
organization was moved.  George Marshall became chairman.  

Some of the New York members were noted for their work in other fields, including Dashiell 
Hammett, the novelist, and Joseph Curran, the playwright.  Kemnitz moved to New York in August 
of 1942 and continued to serve as executive secretary, despite several years onboard ship as a 
member of the Merchant Marine on convoys in the North Atlantic and Mediterranean.

The NFCL increasingly became a New York organization, and Kemnitz was a Michigan man.  
In October of 1947, with one young child and a second on the way, he resigned as executive 
secretary and moved his family from New York City to Ann Arbor, Michigan.  

In 1948, the Red Scare reached the point at which there were questions about anyone who 
had not outright condemned the communists in the 1930s and early 1940s.  The NFCL became an 
organization to be investigated.  Along with others, it was subpoenaed to appear before Congress.  
The usual practice was to send the executive secretary to refuse to answer the questions and to 
do jail time for contempt of Congress.  But the chairman of the NFCL, George Marshall, stepped 
forward to take the oath and the Fifth Amendment and the inevitable prison sentence.  Marshall 
was from a wealthy family and was totally committed to the cause he served.

The delegates to the National Action Conference for Civil Rights had a vision of an America 
that guaranteed to every individual the rights and liberties established in the Constitution.  Their 
vision was the one that ultimately prevailed.  Every law that they said was wrong in 1942 has 
been repealed.  Every action they protested in 1942 the country now regrets.  Every right they said 
should be established has been established as a right.

While we have endorsed the vision, we have forgotten the visionaries.  Their fight was 
overshadowed by the fight on the battlefields that engaged millions of others.  Their battles pale 
beside Midway and Normandy.  No monuments have been erected to them.  But we owe them a 
great debt, and they should not be forgotten.
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