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James Meredith’s courageous pursuit of racial equality and his pivotal role in integrating the
University of Mississippi (Ole Miss) marked a defining moment in the Civil Rights Movement. His
efforts not only challenged entrenched segregationist policies but also tested the federal
government’s commitment to enforcing constitutional rights. Meredith's journey from a Mississippi-
born Air Force veteran to a symbol of resistance against racial segregation underscores his significant
contribution to the fight for educational equality. His actions and the subsequent events at Ole Miss
served as a catalyst for broader social change across the United States, making him a key figure in
the history of desegregation.

Background: The Segregationist Context of Ole Miss

The State of Segregation in Mississippi
Mississippi, like many Southern states during the mid-20th century, was deeply committed to
maintaining racial segregation. The Jim Crow laws enforced racial separation in public facilities,
including schools, often through violence and intimidation. The University of Mississippi, or Ole Miss,
was a symbol of this segregationist stance, resisting any efforts to admit Black students.

The Legal and Social Barriers to Integration
Despite the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), declaring segregation in
public schools unconstitutional, many Southern states defied this decision. Mississippi’s resistance
was particularly fierce, with local authorities and citizens opposing integration at every turn. This
climate of hostility made the attempt to admit Black students a perilous endeavor, requiring federal
intervention to enforce constitutional rights.

James Meredith’s Early Life and Civil Rights Activism

Early Life and Education
Born in 1933 in Kosciusko, Mississippi, James Meredith grew up amid the realities of segregation.
Serving as an Air Force veteran, Meredith gained discipline and resilience that would later define his
civil rights activism. His pursuit of higher education took him to institutions outside Mississippi,



exposing him to broader perspectives on racial equality.

Involvement in Civil Rights Movements
Prior to his enrollment at Ole Miss, Meredith was involved in various civil rights activities, including
working with the NAACP. His efforts to challenge segregation extended beyond academia, making him
a prominent figure advocating for racial justice in Mississippi.

The Legal Battle to Enroll at Ole Miss

The Initial Attempt and Rejection
In 1961, Meredith sought to register at the University of Mississippi. However, the university initially
rejected his application, citing segregation policies and claiming that the institution was not racially
integrated. Meredith challenged this rejection, asserting his constitutional right to attend the
university.

Filing a Lawsuit and Court Orders
Meredith’s case quickly moved through the courts:

He filed a lawsuit claiming violation of his civil rights.

The case reached the Supreme Court of the United States, which ruled in Meredith’s favor in
Meredith v. Fair (1962), ordering Ole Miss to admit him.

Despite the court’s ruling, Mississippi officials and segregationists refused to comply, setting the
stage for a confrontation.

The Integration Crisis of 1962

The Attempt to Enroll and Federal Intervention
On October 1, 1962, Meredith attempted to register for classes at Ole Miss, accompanied by federal
marshals. His enrollment was met with violent resistance from segregationists, including mobs and
armed civilians. The situation escalated rapidly, threatening violence and chaos.

The Role of the Federal Government
The federal government, under President John F. Kennedy, responded decisively:



Sent U.S. Marshals to escort Meredith onto the campus.1.

Declared a state of emergency to restore order.2.

Ultimately deployed 3,000 U.S. troops to maintain peace and ensure Meredith’s safety.3.

This federal intervention marked a significant assertion of federal authority in enforcing civil rights
laws.

The Impact of Meredith’s Integration Efforts

Breaking Racial Barriers in Education
Meredith’s successful enrollment:

Set a legal precedent for desegregation efforts nationwide.


