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The Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis remains one of the most
significant events in the history of the American Civil Rights Movement. It
symbolized the intense struggle to end racial segregation in public schools
and test the federal government's commitment to enforcing constitutional
rights. Central to understanding this pivotal moment is recognizing the role
of the President of the United States at the time. So, who was president
during the Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis? This article explores the
political landscape of 1957, the key figures involved, and the broader
context of this historic event.

Contextual Background: The Civil Rights
Movement in the 1950s

The 1950s marked a turning point in American history, with the Civil Rights
Movement gaining momentum to challenge racial inequality and segregation.
Landmark Supreme Court decisions, such as Brown v. Board of Education (1954),
declared that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional.
However, many states and localities resisted these rulings, leading to
conflicts between federal authority and states' rights.

The Brown v. Board of Education Decision and
Its Aftermath

The Supreme Court decision in 1954 declared that "separate educational
facilities are inherently unequal," effectively banning segregation in public
schools. Despite this, many southern states, including Arkansas, resisted
implementing desegregation policies. The federal government, under President
Dwight D. Eisenhower, faced mounting pressure to enforce the court's ruling.

The Little Rock Nine and the 1957 Crisis

In September 1957, nine African American students, later known as the Little
Rock Nine, attempted to integrate Central High School in Little Rock,
Arkansas. Their entry was met with violent mobs and fierce resistance from
local authorities, who sought to prevent their attendance. This crisis became
a national flashpoint, highlighting the resistance to desegregation and the



federal government's role in enforcing civil rights.

Presidential Leadership During the Crisis

Who Was President During The Little Rock School
Desegregation Crisis?

The president in office during the Little Rock crisis was Dwight D.
Eisenhower. Serving as the 34th President of the United States from 1953 to
1961, Eisenhower faced a critical moment in his presidency that tested his
leadership on civil rights issues.

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Presidency and Civil
Rights Stance

Although Eisenhower is often remembered for his leadership during World War
IT and his efforts in modernizing America’s infrastructure through the
Interstate Highway System, his approach to civil rights was cautious and
pragmatic. He believed in constitutional rights but was hesitant to involve
federal authority in states' matters unless absolutely necessary.

Initial Response to the Little Rock Crisis

When the crisis unfolded in September 1957, Eisenhower’s initial response was
to attempt a diplomatic resolution. He was reluctant to send federal troops
or intervene directly, preferring to let local authorities handle the
situation. However, as violence escalated and the obstruction of
desegregation persisted, he recognized the need for federal intervention.

Federal Intervention and Deployment of Troops

In a decisive move, Eisenhower took the unprecedented step of deploying
federal troops—specifically, the 101st Airborne Division—to Little Rock. This
marked the first time since the Civil War that federal troops were used to
enforce school desegregation laws. Eisenhower’s actions aimed to ensure the
safety of the Little Rock Nine and uphold Supreme Court rulings.



The Significance of Eisenhower’s Role

Eisenhower’s decision to send troops was controversial at the time,
reflecting the complex balancing act between federal authority and states'
rights. His actions demonstrated a commitment to uphold the rule of law and
the Constitution, even in the face of strong opposition from segregationists.
It also set a precedent for federal intervention in civil rights matters,
signaling that the federal government would enforce civil rights protections.

Other Key Figures During the Crisis

While President Eisenhower was the national authority overseeing the
response, several other figures played crucial roles:

e Orval Faubus: The Governor of Arkansas, who initially opposed
integration and ordered Arkansas National Guard troops to prevent the
Little Rock Nine from entering Central High School.

e The Little Rock Nine: The nine African American students who
courageously attempted to desegregate Central High, facing hostility and

violence.

e Federal Court System: The courts upheld the Brown v. Board decision and
supported federal intervention to enforce desegregation.

e Media and Public Opinion: The national media coverage amplified the
crisis, influencing public perception and political responses.

Legacy of the Little Rock Crisis and
Presidential Impact

Eisenhower’s handling of the Little Rock crisis had lasting implications:
1. Federal Authority: It reinforced the federal government’s role in
enforcing civil rights laws and Supreme Court rulings.

2. Public Perception: The intervention was both praised for upholding
constitutional rights and criticized by segregationists.

3. Precedent for Future Actions: It set a precedent for federal
intervention in civil rights issues during the 1960s.



Conclusion

Who was president during the Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis? The
answer is Dwight D. Eisenhower. His leadership during this tumultuous period
demonstrated the delicate balance between federal authority and states'
rights, and his decisive actions helped uphold the principles of justice and
equality enshrined in the Constitution. The crisis not only marked a
significant moment in the Civil Rights Movement but also showcased the
evolving role of the U.S. federal government in safeguarding civil rights.
Eisenhower’s response remains a landmark example of presidential leadership
in the face of social and political upheaval, shaping the course of civil
rights history in America.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Who was the President of the United States during
the Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis?

Dwight D. Eisenhower was the President during the Little Rock School
Desegregation Crisis in 1957.

What actions did President Eisenhower take during
the Little Rock crisis?

President Eisenhower federalized the Arkansas National Guard and sent U.S.
Army troops to enforce the desegregation of Central High School and ensure
the safety of the Little Rock Nine.

Why was President Eisenhower involved in the Little
Rock School crisis?

Eisenhower intervened because local authorities and Arkansas Governor Orval
Faubus refused to comply with a federal court order to desegregate the
school, threatening federal authority and the students' safety.

How did President Eisenhower's response impact the



Civil Rights Movement?

His decisive action highlighted federal commitment to enforcing civil rights
and set a precedent for federal intervention in civil rights issues,
influencing subsequent desegregation efforts.

Was President Eisenhower supportive of school
desegregation?

While Eisenhower believed in upholding the rule of law, he was cautious and
believed in gradual change; his actions during Little Rock demonstrated a
commitment to enforcing desegregation when federal authority was challenged.

Did President Eisenhower face criticism for his
response to the Little Rock crisis?

Yes, Eisenhower faced criticism from segregationists for federal intervention
and from some civil rights advocates who felt his response was not swift
enough, but his actions ultimately upheld federal authority and civil rights
enforcement.

Additional Resources

Presidentship: Unraveling the Leadership During the Little Rock School
Desegregation Crisis

The Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis remains one of the most pivotal
moments in American civil rights history. To fully appreciate its
significance, it’'s essential to understand the presidential leadership during
this turbulent period. This article delves into the political landscape of
the era, focusing on the U.S. president in office during the crisis, the
policies they enacted, and how their leadership influenced the unfolding
events.

Contextual Background: America in the Early
1950s

Before exploring who was president during the crisis, it’'s important to set
the scene:

- Post-World War II America: The United States was experiencing rapid
economic growth, social shifts, and increasing tensions over race relations.
- Civil Rights Movement: The mid-20th century saw a rising push for racial



equality, culminating in landmark legal cases and protests.

- Legal Foundations: The Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of
Education declared segregated schools unconstitutional, serving as a catalyst
for desegregation efforts across the country.

The President in Office During the Little Rock
Crisis

Dwight D. Eisenhower: The 34th President of the
United States (1953-1961)

Who was Eisenhower?

Dwight D. Eisenhower, a former five-star general and Supreme Commander of
Allied Forces during WWII, was elected as the 34th president in 1952. His
presidency is often characterized by a blend of moderate domestic policies
and a cautious approach to civil rights issues.

Eisenhower’s Civil Rights Stance

Initially, Eisenhower’s approach to civil rights was pragmatic rather than
activist. He believed in enforcing existing laws but was cautious about
federal intervention in state matters, especially regarding race relations.
However, the Little Rock crisis challenged this stance and tested his
leadership.

The Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis: An
Overview

Historical Context

Following the Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954),
which declared segregated public schools unconstitutional, many Southern
states resisted desegregation. Arkansas was among these states.

The Central Event

In 1957, nine African American students, known as the “Little Rock Nine,”
attempted to integrate Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. Their
enrollment was met with violent resistance from segregationists and
opposition from state authorities, leading to a constitutional crisis.

Why Was This Crisis Significant?



It was one of the first major tests of federal authority to enforce civil
rights legislation and desegregation orders in the South. The event drew
national and international attention, highlighting the deep divisions within
the U.S.

Presidential Actions and Leadership During the
Crisis

Initial Responses and Limitations

Eisenhower’s initial response to the Little Rock crisis was cautious. He was
concerned about state sovereignty and the potential for violence, but he also
recognized the importance of upholding federal law.

- State Resistance: Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus publicly opposed
desegregation and used the National Guard to prevent the students from
entering Central High School.

- Federal Response: Initially, the federal government’s response was limited;
the Justice Department urged calm and adherence to the law but did not
immediately intervene with force.

The Turning Point: Federal Intervention

As violence and chaos escalated, Eisenhower realized that federal action was
necessary to enforce the Supreme Court’s ruling and protect the students.

- Deployment of Federal Troops: On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower issued
Executive Order 10730, placing Little Rock under federal authority and
sending the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock to enforce desegregation.
- Protection of the Little Rock Nine: The troops escorted and protected the
nine students, ensuring their safe entry into Central High School amid
hostile protests.

Leadership Style and Decision-Making

Eisenhower’s decision to deploy troops was a significant departure from his
previous cautious approach. It demonstrated:

- Federal Authority over State Resistance: Eisenhower prioritized the
enforcement of constitutional rights over states' rights claims.

- Use of Military Power for Civil Rights: This was a rare use of the military
domestically for civil rights enforcement, marking a turning point in federal
civil rights policy.



- Balancing Act: While firm in his stance, Eisenhower aimed to prevent
violence and maintain order without escalating conflict further.

Impacts of Eisenhower’s Presidency on the
Crisis and Civil Rights

Legal and Political Outcomes

- The intervention set a federal precedent for enforcing desegregation in the
face of local opposition.

- It demonstrated the federal government’s capacity to intervene when states
defy Supreme Court rulings.

Public and Political Reactions

- Eisenhower faced criticism from segregationists who saw his intervention as
federal overreach.

- Conversely, civil rights advocates saw his actions as a necessary step
toward racial equality.

Long-term Implications

- The crisis underscored the limitations of executive power but also showed
that federal enforcement could be decisive.

- It prompted further civil rights legislation and increased federal
involvement in enforcing civil rights laws.

Summary: Who Was President During the Little
Rock Crisis?

Answer: Dwight D. Eisenhower was the President of the United States during
the Little Rock School Desegregation Crisis. His leadership was characterized
by:

- A cautious initial response rooted in respect for states’ rights.

- A decisive federal intervention with the deployment of the 101st Airborne
to enforce desegregation.

- A recognition of the importance of upholding constitutional mandates over
local resistance.



Key Takeaways about Eisenhower’s Role

- His presidency marked a pivotal moment in federal civil rights enforcement.
- The Little Rock crisis was one of the first instances where the federal
government used military force to uphold civil rights.

- Eisenhower’s actions reflected a pragmatic leadership style, balancing
constitutional authority with national stability.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Leadership During a
Turning Point

The Little Rock school desegregation crisis not only tested the resilience of
American democracy but also showcased the crucial role of presidential
leadership in times of national crisis. Dwight D. Eisenhower’s decision to
deploy federal troops to Little Rock exemplifies the profound impact a
president can have in shaping the trajectory of civil rights in the United
States.

Understanding who was president during this pivotal event helps contextualize
the broader struggle for racial equality and highlights how leadership at the
highest level can influence social change. Eisenhower’s intervention remains
a landmark moment in U.S. history, illustrating that federal authority, when
wielded responsibly, can serve as a powerful force for justice and equality.
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