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The crisis involving President Dwight D. Eisenhower and the Arkansas National Guard's
efforts to prevent the integration of Central High School in Little Rock remains one of the
most significant moments in the Civil Rights Movement and American history. This
confrontation tested the limits of federal authority, the resolve of the executive branch, and
the fight for racial equality. Understanding how President Eisenhower responded to these
events provides insight into his leadership style, the federal government’s stance on civil
rights, and the broader social dynamics of the time.

Background of the Little Rock Crisis

The Desegregation Order

In 1954, the Supreme Court's landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education declared
that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional. This ruling set the stage for
federal efforts to desegregate schools across the United States, including Arkansas.

The Central High School Integration

In 1957, nine African American students, known as the Little Rock Nine, attempted to
register at Central High School. Their enrollment was a direct challenge to segregationist
policies and a test of the federal government's commitment to enforcing civil rights.

The Opposition from Arkansas Authorities

Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus opposed integration and mobilized the Arkansas National
Guard to block the students’ entry, citing the need to maintain order. This act of defiance
against federal law prompted a constitutional crisis.



President Eisenhower’s Initial Reactions

Public Statements and Diplomacy

Initially, Eisenhower expressed concern over the situation but emphasized the importance
of maintaining law and order. He publicly supported the state's authority but also
reaffirmed the federal government's commitment to uphold the Supreme Court's ruling.

Private Communications and Deliberations

Behind closed doors, Eisenhower grappled with the escalating crisis. He was wary of the
chaos and the potential for violence but also committed to upholding federal authority and
civil rights.

The Limitations of Federal Intervention at First

Initially, Eisenhower hesitated to send federal troops, seeking to avoid further inflaming
tensions or appearing overly aggressive. He hoped that Governor Faubus might relent or
that negotiations could resolve the impasse.

Eisenhower’s Decisive Response: Deployment of
Federal Troops

The Escalation of the Crisis

On September 2, 1957, after the Arkansas National Guard blocked the students' entry once
again, the situation reached a critical point. The local and state authorities’ resistance
undermined federal authority, and violence was a looming threat.

The President’s Decision to Act

Recognizing the severity of the crisis and the failure of local authorities to uphold the law,
Eisenhower made a historic decision to deploy federal troops to Little Rock.

Implementation of Federal Intervention

1. Federal Orders: On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower issued orders to send
approximately 1,000 U.S. Army paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division to Little
Rock.



2. Protection of the Students: The troops escorted the Little Rock Nine into Central
High School, ensuring their safety amid hostile protests and threats.

3. Maintaining Order: The federal troops remained in Little Rock for several weeks,
overseeing the integration process and preventing violent outbreaks.

The Legal and Moral Justifications

Eisenhower justified his actions by asserting that the federal government had a
constitutional obligation to enforce the law, protect civil rights, and uphold the Supreme
Court's decision. He viewed the resistance as a challenge to federal authority and the rule
of law.

Consequences of Eisenhower’s Response

Immediate Impact

1. Safe Integration: The deployment of federal troops allowed the Little Rock Nine to
attend school safely, marking a significant step forward in school desegregation.

2. Federal Authority Reinforced: Eisenhower’s intervention demonstrated that the
federal government would uphold civil rights laws against state resistance.

3. Political Repercussions: The decision drew both support from civil rights advocates
and criticism from segregationists and opponents of federal intervention.

Long-Term Effects

* Set a Precedent: Eisenhower’s decisive action established a precedent for federal
intervention in civil rights issues and challenged state sovereignty in matters of racial
integration.

e Shift in Federal Civil Rights Policy: The event marked a turning point, illustrating
a more active federal stance on civil rights enforcement.

* Legacy of Leadership: Eisenhower’s response became a defining moment of his
presidency, illustrating the balance between constitutional authority and moral
responsibility.



Criticism and Support

- Supporters argued that Eisenhower’s actions were necessary to uphold the Constitution
and protect vulnerable students.

- Critics claimed that the intervention was an overreach of federal power and unnecessary
escalation of tensions.

Reflections on Eisenhower’s Response

Leadership Style and Decision-Making

Eisenhower’s response showcased a pragmatic leader who prioritized stability, law
enforcement, and constitutional principles. His decision to deploy troops was a calculated
move to restore order and uphold civil rights, even if it meant using military force
domestically.

Historical Significance

The intervention at Little Rock was a pivotal moment in the Civil Rights Movement,
demonstrating both the challenges of enforcing desegregation and the federal
government’s commitment to civil rights. Eisenhower’s response has been studied as an
example of presidential authority during times of crisis.

Lessons Learned

- The importance of federal intervention in enforcing constitutional rights.
- The need for decisive leadership in the face of resistance to justice.
- The significance of balancing law enforcement with moral and moral authority.

Conclusion

President Eisenhower ultimately responded to the Arkansas National Guard’s attempts to
block the integration of Central High School by deploying federal troops to ensure the safe
entry of the Little Rock Nine. This decisive action underscored the federal government’s
role in enforcing civil rights and protecting citizens’ constitutional rights. While controversial
at the time, his response played a crucial role in the broader civil rights struggle, setting
important precedents for federal authority and civil liberties in the United States.
Eisenhower’s leadership during this crisis remains a testament to the power of federal
intervention in upholding justice and equality.



Frequently Asked Questions

How did President Eisenhower initially react to the
Arkansas National Guard's attempt to block the
integration of Little Rock Central High School?

President Eisenhower was initially hesitant but expressed concern over the disruption
caused by the National Guard's actions and emphasized the importance of enforcing federal
court orders.

What decisive action did President Eisenhower take
when the Arkansas National Guard refused to remove
the barrier to Black students' entry?

Eisenhower federalized the Arkansas National Guard, took control of the Guard's troops,
and sent federalized National Guard troops to ensure the students' safe entry into the
school.

Why did President Eisenhower decide to intervene
directly in the Arkansas integration crisis?

Eisenhower intervened to uphold the rule of law, protect the constitutional rights of African
American students, and restore order after local authorities and the National Guard refused
to comply with federal court orders.

How did Eisenhower's response impact federal
authority and civil rights enforcement during the crisis?

His decisive action set a precedent for federal intervention to enforce civil rights,
demonstrating that the federal government would uphold constitutional rights even when
local authorities resisted.

What was the public and political reaction to President
Eisenhower's decision to send federal troops to Little
Rock?

The decision received mixed reactions; many praised it as a necessary step for civil rights
and federal authority, while some critics viewed it as an overreach of presidential power.

In what ways did Eisenhower's response to the
Arkansas National Guard's actions influence future civil
rights actions and federal interventions?

Eisenhower's decisive intervention established a precedent for federal government action



to protect civil rights, influencing future responses to civil rights crises and affirming federal
authority over state resistance.

Additional Resources

How Did President Eisenhower Ultimately Respond To The Arkansas National Guard's
Attempts To Block The Integration Of Little Rock Central High School?

The crisis at Little Rock Central High School in 1957 remains one of the most significant
moments in the history of the American Civil Rights Movement. At its core was a profound
confrontation between federal authority and state resistance to desegregation, a direct
challenge to the Supreme Court's landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954,
which declared segregation in public schools unconstitutional. The key figure in resolving
this standoff was President Dwight D. Eisenhower, whose response marked a pivotal
moment in the enforcement of civil rights and federal authority. This article explores how
Eisenhower ultimately responded to the Arkansas National Guard's attempts to block the
integration efforts and the broader implications of his actions.

Background: The Desegregation Crisis at Little
Rock Central High

The Brown v. Board of Education Decision and
Resistance

The Supreme Court’s 1954 ruling in Brown v. Board of Education declared that "separate
educational facilities are inherently unequal,” mandating the desegregation of public
schools nationwide. However, implementation met fierce resistance, particularly in the
South. Arkansas, under Governor Orval Faubus, exemplified this resistance, openly
opposing integration efforts.

The Enrolilment of the Little Rock Nine

In September 1957, nine African American students, known as the Little Rock Nine,
volunteered to integrate Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. Their enrollment was
intended to be a peaceful implementation of the Supreme Court’s ruling, but it faced
immediate opposition from local segregationists and the Arkansas National Guard, which
was summoned by Governor Faubus ostensibly to maintain order but was used to block the
students' entry.



The Arkansas National Guard's Role

Initially, the Arkansas National Guard, under Faubus’s orders, physically prevented the nine
students from entering the school, symbolizing state defiance of federal authority and the
Supreme Court’s decision. The Guard’s actions sparked national outrage and raised
questions about the federal government’s capacity to enforce desegregation mandates.

President Eisenhower’s Initial Response and
Rising Tensions

Public Statements and Limited Actions

At first, Eisenhower’s response was cautious. He publicly expressed concern over the
confrontational nature of the crisis but did not immediately deploy federal troops. His initial
approach centered on urging calm and hoping local authorities would resolve the situation
peacefully.

The Limitations of Federal Authority

Despite the Supreme Court’s ruling, the federal government lacked explicit authority to
enforce school desegregation directly, especially in the face of state resistance. The federal
government’s power was primarily in the realm of civil rights enforcement through the
Justice Department, which was limited in its ability and jurisdiction to intervene directly in
state matters.

The Turning Point: The Escalation of the Crisis

The situation escalated when, on September 23, 1957, Governor Faubus called out the
Arkansas National Guard to block the students’ entry. The national media covered the
incident extensively, casting a spotlight on the failure of state authorities to uphold federal
mandates and highlighting the need for decisive federal intervention.

President Eisenhower’s Ultimately Decisive
Response



The Decision to Deploy Federal Troops

Faced with escalating violence and inaction from state authorities, Eisenhower took
unprecedented steps. Recognizing the failure of local and state authorities to uphold
federal law and protect the students, the President made the decision to deploy federal
troops to Little Rock.

Key aspects of Eisenhower’s response included:

- Sending the 101st Airborne Division: On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower federalized the
Arkansas National Guard and ordered the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock. This
marked the first time since the Civil War that a federal president used military force to
enforce court-ordered desegregation.

- Ensuring the Protection of the Little Rock Nine: The troops were tasked specifically with
escorting and protecting the nine African American students, ensuring their safe entry into
Central High School amidst violent protests and hostility.

The Legal and Constitutional Justifications

Eisenhower justified his actions based on the federal government’s obligation to uphold the
Constitution, particularly the Supreme Court’s ruling, and the president’s constitutional
authority to ensure the enforcement of federal laws. He viewed the resistance by Arkansas
authorities as a failure of state governments to obey federal law, thereby necessitating
direct intervention.

The Impact on Federal-State Relations

Eisenhower’s intervention marked a significant assertion of federal authority over states’
rights in the realm of civil rights. It set a precedent that the federal government could and
would step in when states refused to uphold constitutional mandates, especially in matters
of civil rights and equal protection under the law.

Analyzing Eisenhower’s Response: Strategic,
Moral, and Political Dimensions

Strategic Considerations

Eisenhower’s decision was rooted in the strategic necessity of maintaining law and order
and preventing further violence. By deploying troops, he aimed to restore peace, protect
the students, and uphold the authority of the federal government. It was a calculated move
to demonstrate that federal law superseded state resistance.



Moral and Ethical Implications

The President’s action underscored a moral commitment to enforcing civil rights and ending
segregation. While initially cautious, Eisenhower recognized the moral imperative to uphold
the dignity and safety of African American students exercising their constitutional rights.

Political Ramifications

Eisenhower’s decision was controversial. Many Southern politicians and segregationists
condemned the federal intervention, viewing it as an overreach of federal power and an
infringement on states’ rights. Conversely, civil rights advocates praised his stance as a
necessary step toward enforcing desegregation.

Long-term Consequences of Eisenhower’s
Response

Strengthening Federal Authority

Eisenhower’s decisive action reinforced the power of the federal government to enforce
civil rights laws, setting a precedent for future interventions in civil rights cases.

Impact on Civil Rights Movement

The Little Rock crisis became a catalyst for the broader Civil Rights Movement, inspiring
activism and highlighting the resistance faced by African Americans seeking equality.

Legacy and Lessons

Eisenhower’s response demonstrated that federal intervention was sometimes necessary to
uphold constitutional principles when states refused to comply. It also illustrated the
complex balance between federal authority and states’ rights, a debate that continues in
various forms today.

Conclusion: How Eisenhower Ultimately
Responded

In conclusion, President Eisenhower ultimately responded to the Arkansas National Guard’s
attempts to block integration with a firm, decisive action that involved federal military



intervention. By federalizing the Arkansas National Guard and deploying the 101st Airborne
Division, Eisenhower transformed the federal government’s role from a passive observer to
an active enforcer of civil rights laws. His response reflected a recognition of the moral,
legal, and constitutional imperatives to uphold the Supreme Court’s decision and protect
the rights of African American students. While controversial at the time, his actions set an
important precedent for federal authority in civil rights enforcement, shaping the trajectory
of the civil rights movement and the ongoing struggle for racial equality in America.
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