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President Johnson helped pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights
Act of 1965, both of which eliminated many forms of racial discrimination. In June
1965, he gave a commencement speech at Howard University, a historically black
college in Washington, D.C., that set out a more aggressive policy to achieve
racial equality and outlined his reasons for instituting affirmative action.

' he voting rights bill will be the latest, and among the most important, in a long series of victories. But
this victory—as Winston Churchill said of another triumph for freedom—*“is not the end. It is not even
the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”

That beginning is freedom; and the barriers to that freedom are tumbling down. Freedom is the right to
share, share fully and equally, in American society—to vote, to hold a job, to enter a public place, to go to
school. It is the right to be treated in every part of our national life as a person equal in dignity and promise to
all others.

But freedom is not enough. You do not wipe away the scars of centuries by saying: Now you are free to go
where you want, and do as you desire, and choose the leaders you please.

You do not take a person who, for years, has been hobbled by chains and liberate him, bring him up to the
starting line of a race and then say, “you are free to compete with all the others,” and still justly believe that
you have been completely fair.

Thus it is not enough just to open the gates of opportunity. All our citizens must have the ability to walk
through those gates.

This is the next and the more profound stage of the battle for civil rights. We seek not just freedom but
opportunity. We seek not just legal equity but human ability, not just equality as a right and a theory but
equality as a fact and equality as a result.

For the task is to give 20 million Negroes the same chance as every other American to learn and grow, to
work and share in society, to develop their abilities—physical, mental, and spiritual, and to pursue their indi-
vidual happiness.

To this end equal opportunity is essential, but not enough, not enough. Men and women of all races are
born with the same range of abilities. But ability is not just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted
by the family that you live with, and the neighborhood you live in—by the school you go to and the poverty
or the richness of your surroundings. It is the product of a hundred unseen forces playing upon the little
infant, the child, and finally the man.

Source: Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1966),
2:635-36.
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