Ryan Nougaret

HIUS 401, Thesis proposal


I will be looking at the way Lyndon Johnson and the White House responded or didn’t respond to riots during the mid to late sixties.  I will specifically be concentrating on the Watts riots of 1965 and the Newark and Detroit riots in the summer of 1967.  I will be assessing the riots from Johnson’s perspective but will also use other sources such as the Kerner report not only to examine the ‘damage’ that these riots inflicted on the individual communities but to explain the driving force behind these angry rioters.  The 1965 riots in Watts, Los Angeles acted as a wake-up-call to many Americans and was just the beginning of many more ‘race riots’ to come.  Was the Johnson Administration capable of backing up the ambitious goals put forth in the Howard University speech of 1965?  Coupled with angry blacks rioting in the nation’s largest cities, the President was also having to deal with the crisis in Vietnam.  Johnson had done so much and worked so hard for the blacks (Civil Rights Act of 1964; Voting Rights Act of 1965; etc.) that maybe he was fed up and felt betrayed by what he perceived as ingratitude on the part of black rioters.  And did this therefore result in the disengagement of the entire Administration from the civil rights agenda beginning in the summer of 1965 and culminating in the political upheavals of the late sixties?  It is clear that the interactions between civil rights/race riots and the federal government became more complex following the Watts riots.  I will concentrate on the ‘three big riots’ following the Howard address and why (especially during the Watts riots) Johnson was so reluctant to provide federal assistance (was he worried about damaging his public relations;?  did he not want to bring the war in Vietnam back home to the streets of America…?).  Was Johnson trying to do too much for blacks with his dual agenda of racial and economic equality?  Johnson was facing an ‘American problem,’ but after 1965 he suddenly seemed to take himself out of the civil rights loop…why?  

I will be using a variety of sources including:  White House tapes (specifically conversations involving Johnson, Califano, Shriver, and Moyers); the Kerner report; possibly some sociological studies concerning race and black rioters; various books on key riots that I will be focusing on (ex:  Gerald Horne book on the Watts riots, etc.); dissertations pertaining to the civil rights topic.  Of course this is a tentative list of sources that is subject to change.          

