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Excerpt from President Lyndon B. Johnson's 

Special Message to the Congress: The American Promise  
March 15, 1965  

[As delivered in person before a joint session at 9:02 p.m.]  
 

THE PURPOSE OF THIS GOVERNMENT 
 

My first job after college was as a teacher in Cotulla, Tex., in a small Mexican-American 
school. Few of them could speak English, and I couldn't speak much Spanish. My 
students were poor and they often came to class without breakfast, hungry. They knew 
even in their youth the pain of prejudice. They never seemed to know why people 
disliked them. But they knew it was so, because I saw it in their eyes. I often walked 
home late in the afternoon, after the classes were finished, wishing there was more that I 
could do. But all I knew was to teach them the little that I knew, hoping that it might help 
them against the hardships that lay ahead. 
 
Somehow you never forget what poverty and hatred can do when you see its scars on the 
hopeful face of a young child. 
 
I never thought then, in 1928, that I would be standing here in 1965. It never even 
occurred to me in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help the sons and 
daughters of those students and to help people like them all over this country. 
But now I do have that chance--and I'll let you in on a secret--I mean to use it. And I hope 
that you will use it with me. 
 
This is the richest and most powerful country which ever occupied the globe. The might 
of past empires is little compared to ours. But I do not want to be the President who built 
empires, or sought grandeur, or extended dominion. 
 
I want to be the President who educated young children to the wonders of their world. I 
want to be the President who helped to feed the hungry and to prepare them to be 
taxpayers instead of taxeaters. 
 
I want to be the President who helped the poor to find their own way and who protected 
the right of every citizen to vote in every election. 
 
I want to be the President who helped to end hatred among his fellow men and who 
promoted love among the people of all races and all regions and all parties. 
 
I want to be the President who helped to end war among the brothers of this earth. 

 
NOTE: The address was broadcast nationally. 
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