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LBJ and Compassion


Lyndon Johnson often described himself as a champion of Americans of color.  His close relations with Mexican-Americans of the Texas Hill Country and his landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964 certainly built him a reputation as a man of profound tolerance.  However, how significant was Johnson’s tolerance for others?  Was it significant enough to extend towards people of color outside of the US?  In an effort to shed light on Johnson’s true degree of racial liberalism, I intend to investigate his attitudes towards foreigners.  I hope to look at Johnson’s view of the Vietnamese as a case study but will focus on Johnson’s encounters with foreigners in general if there is insufficient information.


In my research, I hope to probe into the relationship between Johnson and foreigners.  How did Johnson behave around and react to foreigners?  Where did they fall on his priority list?  Did he spend as much energy maintaining a certain image abroad as he did domestically?  Did he believe in cultural exchange, or did he believe in cultural assimilation?  Did he see his immigration legislation as a means of making minorities “Americanize” themselves or as a way to culturally expand America?  Did he see compassion towards foreigners as a form of political gain?  

In answering these questions, I hope to answer broader questions about Johnson himself:  What is Johnson’s degree of racial liberalism?  Is our perception of Johnson as a tolerant and compassionate president valid?  Was his compassion toward minorities conditional?  In other words, did Johnson support American minorities because they were American?  How would this information fit into our current understanding of his Civil Rights legislation, his Immigration Act, the Vietnam War?  Were his motives for such legislation politically or morally driven?  Was he a political opportunist, or did he truly believe in his legislation?   


My research so far has centered on newspaper articles of Johnson’s travels abroad and his legislation.  I am currently searching for foreign newspapers to gain their perspectives on his visits.  I also plan to use his taped conversations, particularly those with his close friends, to see if his views in private spheres differed from public ones.  If possible, I would also like to use Johnson’s World War II diary, in which he jotted notes of his travels in the Pacific.  And finally, older versions of The Congressional Record, which are available through the George Mason Law School in Northern Virginia, would shed light onto Johnson’s voting history.

