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Lyndon Johnson was an ambitious man who wanted to be remembered as the greatest  

president of the 20th century after Franklin Roosevelt. During the New Deal  

years, Johnson himself had worked in a government youth camp. By the 1960s he  

believed that the eradication of poverty was finally within reach. This document  

shows that although the popular image of the 1950s and early 1960s is one of  

wealth or at least prosperity, many Americans of all backgrounds remained below  

the poverty level. Whether Johnson's was on poverty could have been won is  

unclear, but the competing demand for federal resources to finance the war in  

Vietnam diverted resources from the president's domestic programs. In the late  

1960s, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Johnson would strongly disagree about which  

was more important, spending to support the war in Vietnam or to promote  

economic equality at home. 

 

 

I have called for a national war on poverty. Our objective: total victory.  

 

There are millions of Americans-one fifth of our people-who have not shared in  

the abundance which has been granted to most of us, and on whom the gates of  

opportunity have been closed.  

 

What does this poverty mean to those who endure it?  

 

It means a daily struggle to secure the necessities for even a meager existence.  

It means that the abundance, the comforts, the opportunities they see all around  

them are beyond their grasp.  

 

Worst of all, it means hopelessness for the young.  

 

The young man or woman who grows up without a decent education, in a broken  

home, in a hostile and squalid environment, in ill health or in the face of  

racial injustice-that young man or woman is often trapped in a life of poverty.  

 

He does not have the skills demanded by a complex society. He does not know how  

to acquire those skills. He faces a mounting sense of despair which drains  

initiative and ambition and energy. . . .  

 

The war on poverty is not a struggle simply to support people, to make them  

dependent on the generosity of others.  

 

It is a struggle to give people a chance.  

 

It is an effort to allow them to develop and use their capacities, as we have  

been allowed to develop and use ours, so that they can share, as others share,  

in the promise of this nation.  



 

We do this, first of all, because it is right that we should.  

 

For the establishment of public education and land grant colleges through  

agricultural extension and encouragement to industry, we have pursued the goal  

of a nation with full and increasing opportunities for all its citizens.  

 

The war on poverty is a further step in that pursuit.  

 

We do it also because helping some will increase the prosperity of all.  

 

Our fight against poverty will be an investment in the most valuable of our  

resources-the skills and strength of our people.  

 

And in the future, as in the past, this investment will return its cost many  

fold to our entire economy.  

 

If we can raise the annual earnings of 10 million among the poor by only $1,000  

we will have added $14 billion a year to our national output. In addition we can  

make important reductions in public assistance payments which now cost us $4  

billion a year, and in the large costs of fighting crime and delinquency,  

disease and hunger.  

 

This is only part of the story.  

 

Our history has proved that each time we broaden the base of abundance, giving  

more people the chance to produce and consume, we create new industry, higher  

production, increased earnings and better income for all.  

 

Giving new opportunity to those who have little will enrich the lives of all the  

rest.  

 

Because it is right, because it is wise, and because, for the first time in our  

history, it is possible to conquer poverty, I submit, for the consideration of  

the Congress and the country, the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964.  

 

The Act does not merely expand old programs or improve what is already being  

done.  

 

It charts a new course.  

 

It strikes at the causes, not just the consequences of poverty.  

 

It can be a milestone in our one-hundred-eighty-year search for a better life  

for our people. 

 



 

Document Analysis 

  What did Johnson identify as the most serious effect of poverty? 

 

  What reasons did Johnson use to justify the war on poverty? Who did he  

  maintain would benefit from this “war”? 

 

  Does the United States need a “war on poverty” today? If so, why hasn't the  

  nation taken this step? If not, why not? 


