Read the article about the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and then answer the following questions: 

1. How did Johnson's background influence his support of the act?

2. What does the act say?

3. Should Johnson be remembered more for the Vietnam War or his efforts to end poverty and support civil rights?

4. Do you believe the act could be passed today? Explain. 
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(CNN) -- On the day the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was signed, U.S. Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy called Lyndon B. Johnson, urging the President to postpone his endorsement.

A stalwart of the civil rights movement, Kennedy worried signing the bill would make for a "rather difficult" July 4 weekend with "firecrackers going off anyway, with Negroes running all over the South, figuring that they took the day off that they're going to go into every hotel and motel and every restaurant."

Might the President wait until Monday? Kennedy queried.

"There's no point in waiting," Johnson responded. Not only would it "irritate a lot of people unnecessarily," but also the Republicans -- 27 of whom were integral to ending a filibuster and bringing the bill to the Senate floor for a vote -- were planning to leave Washington after the signing.

"I think they'd say I was trying to take a little glory away from them on a bipartisan basis," Johnson told Kennedy.

Johnson wanted to ensure the opposition got its due. It was politically convenient, of course, but it was also indicative of an environment that's hard to imagine today: a Washington where lawmakers could disagree without a parade of polarizing polemics designed to serve a 24-hour news cycle rather than any constituency.

As the nation celebrates the 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights Act, many will hail Johnson as the unlikely hero, the consummate wheeler and dealer without whose cajoling the bill might never have passed.

And without the act, who knows what would be the fate of black enfranchisement? Not just voting, but a host of rights that are easily taken for granted today: sitting at a lunch counter, going to school, enjoying a movie or landing a job. The act addressed them all, while laying the groundwork for more rights and tougher enforcement in years to come.

Three ex-presidents and President Barack Obama will give speeches this week at Johnson's presidential library, which aims to direct the legacy of its namesake more toward civil rights than to the Vietnam War that was Johnson's undoing. The tagline for the LBJ Library's Civil Rights Summit is "We Shall Overcome," which Johnson co-opted from the civil rights movement during a 1965 speech.

Yet there are those who say the Civil Rights Act was the work of many players, of whom Johnson was only one, and that the bill was signed as political necessity in a nation weary of the marches, billy clubs, dogs, fire hoses, bombings -- the hate -- that came with segregation.

Man or myth? 

There were observers at the time who felt the Civil Rights Act would be Johnson's enduring legacy, while others foretold it would be his downfall. Both groups were wrong.

"Johnson may be remembered as the Vietnam War president, but in his mind his greatest legacy was his efforts to improve the lives of African-Americans," Clay Risen, The New York Times' opinion page co-editor and author of "The Bill of the Century," once wrote for the Smithsonian.

"He had much to show for it: the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, the War on Poverty, Head Start and more," Risen wrote. "But as the 1960s wore on, he also saw himself in a race -- against black militancy, against rising ghetto frustrations, against an increasingly conservative white electorate."

An unlikely hero? 

In his speech announcing passage of the Civil Rights Act, Johnson alternated between stern and avuncular, subtly smiling as he reminded the nation of the principles on which it was founded, then chiding like a schoolmaster when he recalled the ways those principles were forgotten.

"We believe that all men are entitled to the blessings of liberty. Yet millions are deprived of those blessings -- not because of their own failures, but because of the color of their skin," he said.

As if soothing a worried patient, he told America the act would not restrict anyone's freedom or provide special treatment to any citizen.

"It does say that there are those who are equal before God shall now also be equal in the polling booths, in the classrooms, in the factories," he said.

A word cloud of the speech provided by the University of Virginia's Miller Center, which specializes in presidential history, shows the most commonly used words in the speech: American, freedom, law, man, our, rights and will.

Much as he knew what to say to convince a senator to cast his vote a certain way, Johnson knew which words might ease the concerns of an on-edge American public.

That isn't to say he was insincere. Those who knew Johnson are certain his motives were heartfelt.

"It had to be sincere," said Young, "because it would have been too easy for him to get out of it."

There are tapes and tales of Johnson using the N-word, but Young wrote it off as the vernacular of the times. It spurred little concern among civil rights activists. Johnson was always respectful and "had a great deal of admiration" for King, Young said.

"You see, he had been poor, and that was the difference between Kennedy and Johnson," Young said. "Kennedy was academically committed to civil rights. Johnson had lived it and felt guilty enough and had enough pain about his own hardship and poverty as a Texas schoolteacher."

According to his biography, a destitute Johnson had to borrow $75 in 1927 to attend Southwest Texas State Teachers College in San Marcos. He worked as a janitor and dropped out for a year to be a principal and teacher at the Wellhausen School, which catered to Mexican-American children in Cotulla, Texas.

"I guess he always felt like the underdog himself, and when he saw that happening to other people, he reacted against it," Goodwin, the former adviser, said. "I didn't have any doubt when it came to civil rights and his sincerity. He had made up his mind that he was going to liberate the blacks, and he did it."

Zephyr Wright, the Johnson family cook whom LBJ sometimes invoked when arguing that blacks should be allowed to enjoy public services, also felt he was sincere. In a 1974 interview, she recalled how Johnson was always excited when he passed a civil rights bill, and he'd be disappointed if Wright hadn't read about it.

The Johnsons also insisted on taking Wright with them on trips across the South, dangerous business in those days, and they'd challenge establishments' "whites only" policies.

Once on a trip through Memphis, Tennessee, Johnson's wife, Lady Bird, asked at a hotel desk if there were any vacancies, Wright said.

"Yes, we have a place for you," the woman at the desk replied.

"Well, I have these two other people," the first lady responded.

"No. We work 'em, but we don't sleep 'em," came the reply.

"That's a nasty way to be," Lady Bird Johnson said, and the three left to find another hotel.

"Mrs. Johnson always tried to find someplace nice to eat and someplace nice to sleep," Wright said.

Fast-forward 

No matter your opinion on race relations today, they have evolved considerably since 1964. An establishment denying someone a place to eat or sleep based on skin color could quickly find itself trending on Twitter, or the subject of many a news website's main page.

Despite this improved climate, many political players doubt today's Congress and White House could pass the Civil Rights Act. While Johnson urged the nation to "close the springs of racial poison," present-day American politics often seem to run on poison.

"We're supposed to discuss and debate and do things like that. You'll find none of that," said Rep. John Dingell, D-Michigan. "Look at C-SPAN, and look to see who they're talking to. They're up there looking at the cameras. They're not talking to each other."

Dingell, who has been in Congress since 1955 and backed the Civil Rights Act, said legislators make prepared statements with no regard for what was said previously or what amendment is pending.

Where the political climate of 1964 allowed Johnson and Russell to sit down for a cordial meal, even when Russell was leading the filibuster against the Civil Rights Act, today's politics are too ugly to foster such relationships, said Kearns Goodwin, the biographer.

"It is incomprehensible to think of the Republicans and Democrats sitting down and having breakfast together," she said. "First of all, they leave Washington to come home and raise money for those idiotically escalating campaign funds that they need.

"Secondly, television rewards people on the extremes, so they like to have the counterpoint when someone is interviewed so that the compromising person that is in the middle is not as interesting."

Johnson, Kearns Goodwin said, was able to persuade Dirksen, the minority leader, to support the Civil Rights Act not only because he could provide political favors, "but he knew him because he spent weekends with him; they played poker together."

"There wasn't this meanness toward each other," she said.

Or as Young put it, "People disagreed vehemently, but they were not disagreeable. They still remained friends and looked for a common ground."

Dingell said today's political climate defies the ideas the country was based on.

"Go read the Constitution, how they expected there to be vigorous and intelligent debate. There's not vigorous and intelligent debate, just all this screaming and talking heads on televisions, and the result is exactly what the Founding Fathers didn't want," he said.

The congressman said he hopes the 50th anniversary celebration provides the nation an opportunity to look at how we govern ourselves today.


	

	
	
	


***Note that many paragraphs have been removed from this article in order to keep it as brief as possible***
