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 OVERVIEW 
President Lyndon B. Johnson entered the presidency determined to achieve passage of John
F. Kennedy’s civil rights bill. In 1964 Johnson signed into law the most comprehensive civil
rights legislation enacted up to that time. In March 1965, Johnson promised to send a bill to
Congress that would guarantee African Americans the right to vote. The 1965 Voting Rights
Act finally gave political power to African Americans. Johnson gave an important speech on
the subject of inequality at Howard University on June 4, 1965. Excerpts from the speech
appear here.

 GUIDED READING   As you read, consider the following questions:
• What does President Johnson believe is the next step in the battle for civil rights?
• What is “American justice”?

Our earth is the home of revolution.
In every corner of every continent men charged with hope contend with

ancient ways in the pursuit of justice. They reach for the newest of weapons to
realize the oldest of dreams; that each may walk in freedom and pride,
stretching his talents, enjoying the fruits of the earth.

Our enemies may occasionally seize the day of change. But it is the banner
of our revolution they take. And our own future is linked to this process of
swift and turbulent change in many lands in the world. But nothing in any
country touches us more profoundly, nothing is more freighted with meaning
for our own destiny, than the revolution of the Negro American.

In far too many ways American Negroes have been another nation:
deprived of freedom, crippled by hatred, the doors of opportunity closed to
hope.

In our time change has come to this Nation too. The American Negro,
acting with impressive restraint, has peacefully protested and marched, entered
the courtrooms and the seats of government, demanding a justice that has long
been denied. The voice of the Negro was the call to action. But it is a tribute
to America that, once aroused, the courts and the Congress, the President and
most of the people, have been the allies of progress.

Legal Protection for Human Rights
Thus we have seen the high court of the country declare that

discrimination based on race was repugnant to the Constitution, and therefore
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void. We have seen in 1957, 1960, and again in 1964, the first civil rights
legislation in this Nation in almost an entire century.

As majority leader of the United States Senate, I helped to guide two of
these bills through the Senate. As your President, I was proud to sign the
third. And now very soon we will have the fourth—a new law guaranteeing
every American the right to vote.

No act of my entire administration will give me greater satisfaction than
the day when my signature makes this bill too the law of this land.

The voting rights bill will be the latest, and among the most important, in
a long series of victories. But this victory—as Winston Churchill said of
another triumph for freedom—"is not the end. It is not even the beginning of
the end. But it is perhaps, the end of the beginning."

That beginning is freedom. And the barriers to that freedom are tumbling
down. Freedom is the right to share fully and equally in American society—to
vote, to hold a job, to enter a public place, to go to school. It is the right to be
treated in every part of our national life as a person equal in dignity and
promise to all others.

Freedom Is Not Enough
But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by

saying: Now you are free to go where you want, do as you desire, and choose
the leaders you please.

You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and
liberate him, bring him up to the starting line of a race and then say, "You are
free to compete with all the others," and still justly believe that you have been
completely fair.

Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All of our
citizens must have the ability to walk through those gates.

This is the next and more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We
seek not just freedom but opportunity—not just legal equity but human
ability—not just equality as a right and a theory, but equality as a fact and as a
result.

For the task is to give 20 million Negroes the same chance as every other
American to learn and grow, to work and share in society, to develop their
abilities—physical, mental and spiritual, and to pursue their individual
happiness. . . .

To Fulfill These Rights
There is no single easy answer to all of these problems.
Jobs are part of the answer. They bring the income which permits a man to

provide for his family.
Decent homes in decent surroundings, and a chance to learn—an equal

chance to learn—are part of the answer.
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Welfare and social programs better designed to hold families together are
part of the answer.

Care of the sick is part of the answer.
An understanding heart by all Americans is also a large part of the answer.
To all these fronts—and a dozen more—I will dedicate the expanding

efforts of the Johnson Administration.
But there are other answers still to be found. Nor do we fully understand

all of the problems. Therefore, I want to announce tonight that this fall I
intend to call a White House conference of scholars, and experts, and
outstanding Negro leaders—men of both races—and officials of government
at every level.

This White House conference's theme and title will be "To Fulfill These
Rights."

Its object will be to help the American Negro fulfill the rights which, after
the long time of injustice, he is finally about to secure.

To move beyond opportunity to achievement.
To shatter forever not only the barriers of law and public practice, but the

walls which bound the condition of man by the color of his skin.
To dissolve, as best we can, the antique enmities of the heart which

diminish the holder, divide the great democracy, and do wrong—great
wrong—to the children of God.

I pledge you tonight this will be a chief goal of my Administration, and of
my program next year, and in years to come. And I hope, and I pray, and I
believe, it will be a part of the program of all America.

What Is Justice?
For what is justice?
It is to fulfill the fair expectations of man.
Thus, American justice is a very special thing. For, from the first, this has

been a land of towering expectations. It was to be a nation where each man
could be ruled by the common consent of all—enshrined in law, given life by
institutions, guided by men themselves subject to its rule. And all—all of every
station and origin—would be touched equally in obligation and in liberty.

Beyond the law lay the land. It was a rich land, glowing with more
abundant promise than man had ever seen. Here, unlike any place yet known,
all were to share the harvest.

And beyond this was the dignity of man. Each could become whatever his
qualities of mind and spirit would permit—to strive, to seek, and, if he could,
to find his happiness.

This is American justice. We have pursued it faithfully to the edge of our
imperfections. And we have failed to find it for the American Negro.

It is the glorious opportunity of this generation to end the one huge wrong
of the American Nation and, in so doing, to find America for ourselves, with
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the same immense thrill of discovery which gripped those who first began to
realize that here, at last, was a home for freedom.

All it will take is for all of us to understand what this country is and what
this country must become.

The Scripture promises: "I shall light a candle of understanding in thine
heart, which shall not be put out."

Together, and with millions more, we can light that candle of
understanding in the heart of all America.

And, once lit, it will never again go out.
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