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Research Proposal


As the focus of my research, I would like to analyze the relationship between Lyndon Johnson and Robert Kennedy, with particular emphasis as to how their relationship influenced and impacted civil rights action and policy.  This is a relationship that one author asserts “defined a decade”; that debate aside, it was certainly a contemptuous, bitter rivalry that had implications for their times.

This project requires that the individual personalities of the two men be looked at, and some important questions asked.  What were their backgrounds, both personally and professionally?  What sort of personalities did they have?  Who were they close with?  What were their views on government?  How did they perceive civil rights, and what involvement did they have with the issue before the Johnson administration?  These are all questions that need to be addressed.

The project also requires that the issue of civil rights, both as a movement and legislatively, be described.  What had occurred to the point?  Who were the leaders, and who were they leading?  What were the goals, generally speaking?  This part could be a whole paper unto itself, so it is important to keep this section succinct.  However, to figure out the significance of the relationship to history, this sort of historical background and placement is required.

From here begins the analysis of the relationship as a whole beginning in 1959 with both Johnson and John Kennedy vying for their party’s nomination for president.  Then the paper will continue on to the two’s relationship in the Kennedy administration, during and in the aftermath of John Kennedy’s assassination, to Johnson’s administration, and finally to the early stages of the 1968 presidential election.  Some important questions will have to be answered such as what Johnson’s relationship was like with John Kennedy, how he treated and what he thought of other members of the Kennedy family, and the competition between the two in general.

After looking at their general political struggles, the particulars of civil rights, will be addressed and discussed.  What did each man advocate in particular situations such as Selma or Watts?  What were their general views on the great issue of race in the 1960’s?  How did they handle the differences in opinion they had to make policy, and did they see this policy as effective?

Lastly, the question of the legacy of this relationship needs to be addressed.  This involves asking; how did this influence American political life?  Did it influence, directly or indirectly, the lives of average Americans?  If so, how?  How do we look at this feud this many decades removed?


To answer these questions and address these points, I will use a great deal of primary sources, including telephone conversations and transcripts, oral history transcripts, and other documents, along with secondary sources to help address the general issues.  I hope to produce a finished product that conveys a sense of the two men and their importance in the critical historical juncture that was civil rights in the 1960’s.

