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Why, after major works by Robert A. Caro and Robert Dallek, do we need another biography of
Lyndon B. Johnson? The answer is that Johnson was so complex that every new biographer
willing to do the tough spadework of original research discovers fresh layers of Johnsonian
reality to explain, new psychological and political corridors to explore. Such is the case with this
excellent new work by University of Arkansas historian Woods (Fulbright, a Biography). Woods
finds Johnson's key motivation to be largely altruistic, emerging from righteous outrage over the
poverty and racism he'd witnessed while growing up in Texas. Woods serves up a Johnson who is
less cynical, less self-serving and more heroic and tragic than the man portrayed elsewhere.
Woods's Johnson is a man who saw his greatest personal ambitions realized with the Civil Rights
Acts of 1957 and 1964, and the Great Society programs. Not inappropriately, Woods concludes
his eloquent and riveting account by quoting Ralph Ellison, who noted that Johnson, spurned at
the end of his life by both liberals and conservatives, would "have to settle for being recognized
as the greatest American President for the poor and for the Negroes, but that, as I see it, is a very
great honor indeed."
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