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For my paper, I would like to examine the effect of the Watts Riots, specifically, and other outward displays of urban Black anguish, in general, on President Johnson and his policy making with regards to civil rights issues.  Johnson had done so much for African Americans with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and had plans for more legislation in the making.  Did he continue on this path after Watts or was it changed significantly?  I will assert that he continued in his efforts to aid Blacks but began to go about it in a different fashion.

Looking at his Howard University speech, it had an air of optimism and certainly points to Johnson’s desire to continue pushing for revolutionary legislation in the area of civil rights.  In addition, it is clear that Johnson was ready to fight for equal opportunity for Blacks as well—rights, in name alone, were not enough.  However, the Watts Riots seriously affected Johnson.  Why did he not answer calls from Joe Califano until 2 days after the riots started?  Why didn’t he issue a statement earlier?  The riots affected Johnson in many different ways and changed his attitude toward civil rights policy.  He tried to deal with the problems of Blacks with legislation and was ready to continue.  He believed Blacks should utilize these rights within the political system and move up from there.  The riots were a shock to Johnson in the fact that Blacks were rising in anger after he had given them so much.  Did he begin to pull back from his original civil rights policy as a result?  If so, in which direction did he move?  Why did Johnson communicate his dilemma almost solely with Roy Wilkins after the riots, and distance himself from Martin Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders?
The Watts riots opened up a whole new box of problems for Johnson because he saw that the problems were so much deeper than he had ever imagined.  It is clear that he recognized these urban problems, as seen in the tape conversation with McCone.  After recognition, however, Johnson was really stumped and did not know exactly which way to maneuver.  He thought he had the answer initially—using the legal system and new legislation—and then the riots completely changed the spectrum and introduced new elements not present before.  How did Johnson deal with these new elements?  Was the war on poverty an extension of his earlier civil rights legislation?
For this paper, I will be using a variety of sources.  Of course, the tapes will be essential in providing me with an inside view on Johnson’s private thoughts and ideas before and after Watts.  Other sources will also provide a similar “insider’s view” into Johnson’s thoughts at the time, such as Califano’s biography and LBJ’s memoir.  To give me further insight into Johnson’s actions, ideas and how they were perceived by others, I will use newspaper articles from the proquest database and interview from the oral history database such as James Farmer and Roy Wilkins.  The Kerner report will be essential to the topic and will be researched accordingly.  In addition, I will peruse secondary sources dealing with urban riots and Watts, specifically, and biographies of Johnson.
