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LBJ and the Civil Rights Movement
Read the following speech on the civil rights movement by President Lyndon Baines Johnson, given 
on November 27, 1963, and respond to the questions below. Be prepared to share your responses 
with the class.  

Mr. Speaker, Mr. President, Members of the House, Members of the Senate, my fellow 
Americans:

All I have I would have given gladly not to be standing here today.

The greatest leader of our time has been struck down by the foulest deed of our time. Today 
John Fitzgerald Kennedy lives on in the immortal words and works that he left behind. He lives 
on in the mind and memories of mankind. He lives on in the hearts of his countrymen.

No words are sad enough to express our sense of loss. No words are strong enough to 
express our determination to continue the forward thrust of America that he began.

The dream of conquering the vastness of space—the dream of partnership across the Atlantic 
— and across the Pacific as well—the dream of a Peace Corps in less developed nations—the 
dream of education for all of our children--the dream of jobs for all who seek them and need 
them--the dream of care for our elderly—the dream of an all-out attack on mental illness—and 
above all, the dream of equal rights for all Americans, whatever their race or color--these and 
other American dreams have been vitalized by his drive and by his dedication.

And now the ideas and the ideals which he so nobly represented must and will be translated 
into effective action…

An assassin’s bullet has thrust upon me the awesome burden of the Presidency. I am 
here today to say I need your help; I cannot bear this burden alone. I need the help of all 
Americans, and all America. This Nation has experienced a profound shock, and in this critical 
moment, it is our duty, yours and mine, as the Government of the United States, to do away 
with uncertainty and doubt and delay, and to show that we are capable of decisive action; that 
from the brutal loss of our leader we will derive not weakness, but strength; that we can and 
will act and act now…

On the 20th day of January, in 1961, John F. Kennedy told his countrymen that our national 
work would not be finished “in the first thousand days, nor in the life of this administration, nor 
even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But,” he said, “let us begin.”
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LBJ and the Civil Rights Movement, continued

 
Today, in this moment of new resolve, I would say to all my fellow Americans, let us continue.

This is our challenge—not to hesitate, not to pause, not to turn about and linger over this evil 
moment, but to continue on our course so that we may fulfill the destiny that history has set for 
us. Our most immediate tasks are here on this Hill.

First, no memorial oration or eulogy could more eloquently honor President Kennedy’s memory 
than the earliest possible passage of the civil rights bill for which he fought so long. We have 
talked long enough in this country about equal rights. We have talked for one hundred years or 
more. It is time now to write the next chapter, and to write it in the books of law.

I urge you again, as I did in 1957 and again in 1960, to enact a civil rights law so that we can 
move forward to eliminate from this Nation every trace of discrimination and oppression that is 
based upon race or color. There could be no greater source of strength to this Nation both at 
home and abroad.

We meet in grief, but let us also meet in renewed dedication and renewed vigor. Let us meet in 
action, in tolerance, and in mutual understanding. John Kennedy’s death commands what his 
life conveyed —that America must move forward. The time has come for Americans of all races 
and creeds and political beliefs to understand and to respect one another. So let us put an 
end to the teaching and the preaching of hate and evil and violence. Let us turn away from the 
fanatics of the far left and the far right, from the apostles of bitterness and bigotry, from those 
defiant of law, and those who pour venom into our Nation’s bloodstream.

I profoundly hope that the tragedy and the torment of these terrible days will bind us together 
in new fellowship, making us one people in our hour of sorrow. So let us here highly resolve 
that John Fitzgerald Kennedy did not live—or die—in vain. And on this Thanksgiving eve, as 
we gather together to ask the Lord’s blessing, and give Him our thanks, let us unite in those 
familiar and cherished words:

America, America,  
God shed His grace on thee,  
And crown thy good With brotherhood 
From sea to shining sea.
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1. Analyze LBJ’s argument: Why does he think passage of civil rights legislation is necessary? 

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

2. How does LBJ make this argument? What evidence does he use to support his claim?  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

3. How does LBJ use JFK’s death to encourage passage of civil rights legislation?  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________  

 ____________________________________________________________________________________

LBJ and the Civil Rights Movement, continued
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