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The question of how President Dwight D. Eisenhower responded to the attempt to keep Central High
School in Little Rock, Arkansas, is a pivotal moment in the history of the Civil Rights Movement and
federal intervention in racial desegregation. The crisis at Central High in 1957 marked a significant
test of federal authority versus state resistance to desegregation following the Supreme Court’s
landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954). Eisenhower’s response reflected the
complex balance between enforcing federal laws and managing political and social tensions in a
deeply divided nation. In this article, we explore how President Eisenhower responded to the efforts to
maintain segregation at Central High School, including his decisions, actions, and the broader
implications of his presidency during this critical period.

The Context of the Little Rock Crisis

Before delving into Eisenhower’s response, it is essential to understand the background of the Little
Rock Central High School crisis.

Brown v. Board of Education and Federal Mandates
- The 1954 Supreme Court ruling declared racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional.
- This decision mandated the desegregation of schools across the United States, setting a legal
precedent and fueling efforts to dismantle Jim Crow laws.

Resistance in Little Rock, Arkansas
- Despite the ruling, many Southern states, including Arkansas, resisted desegregation efforts.
- At Central High School, nine African American students, known as the “Little Rock Nine,” volunteered
to integrate the school in 1957.
- The Arkansas Governor, Orval Faubus, openly opposed integration and mobilized the Arkansas
National Guard to prevent the students from entering the school.

Initial State and Local Responses to Integration

The efforts to keep Central High segregated escalated tensions, prompting a federal response.



Governor Faubus’s Stand Against Integration
- Faubus publicly declared his opposition to desegregation, citing states' rights and local control.
- On September 2, 1957, Faubus used the Arkansas National Guard to block the African American
students from entering Central High School.
- This act was viewed as a direct defiance of federal authority and the Supreme Court’s ruling.

Public and National Reaction
- The nation watched as peaceful African American students faced violent mobs and state resistance.
- The incident highlighted the failure of local authorities to uphold federal law and protect civil rights.

President Eisenhower’s Response: The Federal
Intervention

President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s response was shaped by the gravity of the situation, the need to
uphold the rule of law, and the desire to restore order and protect the students.

Initial Federal Position
- Eisenhower believed in respecting states’ rights but also recognized the importance of enforcing
federal court rulings.
- He was initially cautious, seeking a peaceful resolution and emphasizing the importance of law and
order.

Decision to Send Federal Troops
- On September 24, 1957, after attempts at negotiation failed and violence escalated, Eisenhower
took decisive action.
- He federalized the Arkansas National Guard, removing it from Governor Faubus’s control.
- He then deployed around 1,000 federal paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock.
- Their mission was to enforce the law, protect the nine students, and ensure their safe entry into
Central High School.

The Significance of Eisenhower’s Actions
- This marked the first time since the Civil War that the federal government used military force to
enforce school desegregation.
- Eisenhower’s decision demonstrated a firm stance on upholding Supreme Court rulings and federal
authority.



Implications of Eisenhower’s Response

The president’s response had lasting consequences for civil rights and federal authority.

Restoring Order and Protecting Civil Rights
- The federal troops ensured the safety of the Little Rock Nine, allowing them to attend school amidst
hostile opposition.
- The intervention sent a clear message that federal law superseded local resistance to
desegregation.

Political and Social Repercussions
- Eisenhower’s decision was controversial, especially in the South, where many viewed it as
overreach.
- It marked a shift toward increased federal involvement in civil rights issues, setting a precedent for
future interventions.

Long-Term Impact on Civil Rights Movement
- The crisis at Little Rock galvanized civil rights activism.
- It highlighted the need for federal leadership in dismantling segregation and ensuring equal rights.

Criticisms and Support of Eisenhower’s Response

Eisenhower’s handling of the Little Rock crisis drew both praise and criticism.

Supporters’ Perspective
- Advocates argued that Eisenhower’s action was necessary to uphold the Constitution and federal
law.
- It protected the rights of African American students to education and equality.

Critics’ Perspective
- Some believed Eisenhower’s intervention was an overreach of federal power, infringing on states’
rights.
- Others felt the military presence escalated tensions and could have been handled differently.



Legacy of President Eisenhower’s Response to Little
Rock

Eisenhower’s response to the attempt to keep Central High School segregated remains a defining
moment in American history.

Legal and Political Legacy
- Reinforced the authority of the federal government to enforce civil rights laws.
- Demonstrated the importance of executive action in times of crisis.

Historical Significance
- The intervention set a precedent for federal enforcement of desegregation.
- It marked a turning point in the Civil Rights Movement, inspiring further activism and legislative
changes.

Conclusion

In summary, President Dwight D. Eisenhower responded to the attempt to keep Central High School in
Little Rock, Arkansas, segregated by deploying federal troops to enforce court orders and protect the
African American students seeking integration. His decision to federalize the Arkansas National Guard
and send the 101st Airborne Division was a bold move that underscored the importance of upholding
the rule of law and federal authority. Despite the controversy and political challenges, Eisenhower’s
actions played a crucial role in advancing civil rights and demonstrated the federal government’s
commitment to enforcing desegregation. His response at Little Rock remains a powerful example of
presidential leadership during a pivotal moment in American history, shaping the future of civil rights
enforcement and federal intervention in racial equality efforts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What actions did President Eisenhower take in response to
the attempt to keep Central High School in Little Rock,
Arkansas, segregated?
President Eisenhower federalized the Arkansas National Guard and sent U.S. Army troops to enforce
the desegregation of Central High School, ensuring the safely of African American students and
enforcing the Supreme Court's decision.

Why did President Eisenhower decide to intervene in the



Little Rock Central High School crisis?
Eisenhower intervened to uphold federal court rulings that mandated school desegregation and to
restore order after Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus deployed National Guard troops to block African
American students from entering the school.

How did Eisenhower's response impact the civil rights
movement?
Eisenhower's decisive action marked a significant federal intervention in civil rights issues, setting a
precedent for federal enforcement of desegregation and signaling support for the Brown v. Board of
Education ruling.

What was the public reaction to President Eisenhower's
decision to send troops to Little Rock?
The public reaction was mixed; many Americans viewed Eisenhower's move as necessary to uphold
federal authority and civil rights, while others criticized it as an overreach of federal power in state
matters.

Did President Eisenhower’s response to the Little Rock crisis
have lasting effects on federal civil rights policy?
Yes, Eisenhower's intervention demonstrated the federal government's willingness to enforce civil
rights laws, paving the way for future federal actions to combat segregation and protect civil rights
nationwide.

Additional Resources
Eisenhower’s Response to the Little Rock Crisis: An In-Depth Analysis

The Little Rock Crisis of 1957 remains one of the most pivotal moments in the history of the American
Civil Rights Movement. At the heart of this conflict was the attempt to uphold the desegregation of
Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas—a direct challenge to the entrenched segregationist
policies of the time. President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s response to this crisis not only tested his
leadership but also set critical precedents for federal intervention in civil rights issues. This article
offers an in-depth exploration of how President Eisenhower responded to the attempt to keep Central
High School segregated, examining the political context, the decisions he made, and the lasting
implications of his actions.

---

Contextual Background: The Desegregation of Central



High School

Before delving into Eisenhower’s specific response, it is essential to understand the broader historical
and social context that framed the crisis.

The Brown v. Board of Education Decision
In 1954, the Supreme Court’s landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education declared racial
segregation in public schools unconstitutional. This ruling was a catalyst for the Civil Rights
Movement, challenging the “separate but equal” doctrine and igniting efforts across the nation to
desegregate schools.

Arkansas’ Resistance and the Formation of the Little Rock
Nine
Despite the ruling, many states, including Arkansas, resisted integration. In Little Rock, the school
board announced plans to comply with Brown, but local segregationist groups opposed the
desegregation efforts. The NAACP and nine African American students, known as the Little Rock Nine,
volunteered to attend Central High School in 1957, symbolizing a direct challenge to segregationist
policies.

The Arkansas Governor’s Stance
Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus emerged as a vocal opponent of desegregation. On September 2,
1957, he deployed the Arkansas National Guard to block the students from entering the school,
claiming he was maintaining order and preventing violence. This act of state resistance prompted
national concern and necessitated federal intervention.

---

President Eisenhower’s Initial Position and Rising
Tensions

Eisenhower’s response to the Little Rock crisis was shaped by his constitutional responsibilities,
political considerations, and moral judgment.

Early Reactions and Public Statements
Initially, Eisenhower was cautious. He publicly emphasized states’ rights and federalism, advocating
for local solutions and avoiding immediate federal intervention. He believed that the federal
government should respect states’ authority unless law and order were threatened.



The Challenge of Federal Authority
However, as the situation escalated—particularly after Governor Faubus’s actions—Eisenhower faced
a dilemma: uphold the federal law requiring desegregation or respect state sovereignty. The blocking
of students and threats of violence intensified the crisis, forcing a reevaluation of his stance.

---

The Turning Point: Federal Intervention

The turning point in Eisenhower’s response came when the situation at Central High School
threatened violence and the safety of the students.

Deployment of Federal Troops
On September 24, 1957, after weeks of mounting tension, Eisenhower took unprecedented action: he
federalized the Arkansas National Guard and ordered the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock. This
marked the first time since the Civil War that the federal government used military force to enforce
civil rights legislation in the South.

Key steps taken by Eisenhower included:

- Federalizing the Arkansas National Guard: Removing the Guard from Governor Faubus’s control to
prevent it from acting against the students.
- Deploying the 101st Airborne Division: Providing a federally controlled military force to oversee the
safe entry of the Little Rock Nine.
- Establishing Federal Authority: Ensuring that federal law—specifically the Supreme Court’s
ruling—superseded state actions obstructing desegregation.

Legal and Moral Justifications
Eisenhower justified his intervention by citing the Constitution’s supremacy clause and the need to
uphold the rule of law. He believed that the federal government had a duty to enforce constitutional
rights, even in the face of local opposition.

---

Analysis of Eisenhower’s Leadership Strategy

Eisenhower’s approach to the Little Rock crisis was multifaceted, combining legal authority, military
power, and political prudence.



Balancing Federal Authority and Political Realities
Eisenhower was aware of the political sensitivity surrounding civil rights, especially in the South. His
decision to intervene militarily was controversial, but he prioritized maintaining order and protecting
the constitutional rights of the students. His actions demonstrated a willingness to use federal power,
even in a region traditionally resistant to federal authority.

Prioritizing Law and Order
Eisenhower’s primary concern was ensuring safety and order at Central High School. His deployment
of troops was motivated by the need to protect the Little Rock Nine from violence and intimidation,
reflecting his emphasis on law enforcement over political compromise.

Long-term Implications of His Response
Eisenhower’s decisive action set a precedent for federal intervention in civil rights issues. It signaled
to segregationists that federal authority could override state resistance, laying groundwork for future
civil rights enforcement.

---

Criticisms and Controversies Surrounding Eisenhower’s
Response

Despite the significance of his actions, Eisenhower’s response was not without criticism.

Perception of Federal Overreach
Many Southerners viewed the deployment of troops as an overreach of federal power, infringing on
states’ rights and sovereignty.

Limited Engagement with Civil Rights Causes
Some critics argue that Eisenhower’s intervention was primarily motivated by maintaining order
rather than genuine support for civil rights. His cautious approach to broader civil rights issues has
been scrutinized.

Impact on Civil Rights Movement
While his actions enforced desegregation at Central High, Eisenhower’s overall record on civil rights
was mixed. Nonetheless, his response to Little Rock was a landmark example of federal resolve in the
face of resistance.

---



Legacy of Eisenhower’s Response to Little Rock

Eisenhower’s handling of the crisis left a lasting legacy on American civil rights and federal authority.

Legal and Political Significance
His decision reinforced the authority of the federal government to enforce constitutional rights,
setting a precedent for subsequent civil rights legislation and actions.

Symbolic Impact
Eisenhower’s intervention served as a powerful symbol of federal commitment to ending segregation
and protecting individual rights, inspiring future civil rights activism.

Historical Reflection
Historians view Eisenhower’s response as a pragmatic and necessary step toward desegregation,
despite his initial reluctance. It exemplifies the complex balance a president must strike between law,
order, morality, and political realities.

---

Conclusion: A Leadership Moment in American History

President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s response to the attempt to keep Central High School segregated in
Little Rock exemplifies a pivotal moment in American history—one that tested the limits of federal
authority and moral leadership. His decision to deploy federal troops ultimately ensured the safety of
the Little Rock Nine and upheld the constitutional mandate for desegregation. While controversial at
the time, his actions underscored a commitment to the rule of law and set a precedent for future civil
rights enforcement. As an expert analysis, Eisenhower’s handling of the crisis remains a testament to
the complex responsibilities of presidential leadership in safeguarding both order and justice in a
divided nation.
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