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The Context of Segregation and Civil Rights in
the 1950s

The Legacy of Segregation in America

The United States in the mid-20th century was deeply divided along racial
lines, especially in the Southern states where segregation was
institutionalized through Jim Crow laws. These laws mandated the separation
of Black and white Americans in public spaces, schools, transportation, and
other facets of daily life. For decades, African Americans faced systemic
discrimination, disenfranchisement, and violence, all under the auspices of
legal and social norms that upheld racial hierarchy.

The Brown v. Board of Education Decision

A significant turning point in the Civil Rights Movement was the 1954 Supreme
Court case, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. The Court unanimously
ruled that racial segregation in public schools was unconstitutional,
declaring that "separate educational facilities are inherently unequal." This
decision overturned the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson ruling that had established
the "separate but equal" doctrine, and it effectively challenged the legality
of segregationist policies across the nation.

Resistance in the South

Despite the Brown decision, many Southern states and localities resisted
desegregation efforts. Instead of complying with the federal ruling, some
states employed tactics such as closing public schools, creating private
segregation academies, or outright defiance. This resistance culminated in a
series of confrontations and crises, most notably at Little Rock Central High
School.

The Little Rock Crisis of 1957

The Enforced Integration Plan

Following the Brown decision, the Little Rock School District planned to
integrate its high school for the 1957-1958 academic year. Nine African
American students, later known as the "Little Rock Nine," volunteered to



attend Central High School, marking a pivotal moment in the Civil Rights
Movement. The school district and the NAACP worked to ensure the students'
safety and facilitate their integration.

Governor Orval Faubus's Opposition

Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus opposed federal efforts to desegregate schools
and sought to maintain segregationist policies. As the school year
approached, Faubus deployed the Arkansas National Guard to block the entry of
the Black students into Central High, claiming to preserve order but
effectively defying federal court orders.

Federal Court Orders and the Need for Intervention

The NAACP and the students' legal representatives sought federal court
intervention. A federal district court ordered that the students be allowed
to enter the school. However, Faubus's actions prompted a constitutional
crisis, with state and federal authorities on a collision course over the
enforcement of desegregation.

The Federal Response: President Eisenhower's
Decision

The Inadequacy of Local and State Enforcement

Initially, federal authorities attempted to resolve the crisis through legal
means and negotiations. However, the resistance from Arkansas state
authorities and the Arkansas National Guard made it clear that local
enforcement was insufficient and unreliable.

The Role of President Dwight D. Eisenhower

President Eisenhower faced a critical decision. While committed to the
enforcement of the Supreme Court's ruling, he also recognized the importance
of maintaining federal authority and order. After negotiations and
discussions with advisors, Eisenhower decided to take unprecedented action.

The Deployment of Federal Troops

On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower authorized the deployment of approximately
1,000 federal paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock.
These troops were tasked with ensuring the safe entry of the Little Rock Nine
into Central High School and protecting them from violence and intimidation.

The Execution of the Federal Intervention



Arrival of the Paratroopers

The 1,000 paratroopers arrived in Little Rock on the morning of September 25,
1957. Their presence was both a show of federal force and a means to uphold
the federal court orders. The troops set up a secure perimeter around Central
High School and took on roles as protectors and enforcers.

The Role of the Troops in Enforcing Integration
The soldiers were tasked with:

e Ensuring the safety of the nine Black students as they entered the
school.

e Preventing mobs or violence from disrupting the integration process.

e Maintaining order in a highly tense and hostile environment.

Their presence was instrumental in allowing the students to attend classes
and continue their education despite the hostility they faced.

The Impact of the Federal Intervention

The deployment of federal troops marked the first time since Reconstruction
that the U.S. government used military force to enforce school desegregation.
It sent a powerful message that federal authority would be upheld over state
resistance, setting a precedent for future civil rights actions.

The Aftermath and Significance of Eisenhower’s
Action

The Immediate Consequences

The intervention temporarily desegregated Central High School and protected
the students from violence. However, the crisis also exposed the deep
divisions within American society regarding race and civil rights. The
presence of federal troops was viewed by many Southerners as an overreach of
federal power, intensifying resentment.

The Long-Term Impact on Civil Rights

President Eisenhower’s decision to send troops to Little Rock had profound
implications:

1. It reinforced the authority of the federal government to enforce civil
rights laws and court rulings.

2. It signaled a shift toward active federal intervention in civil rights
issues, paving the way for subsequent legislation like the Civil Rights
Act of 1964.



3. It highlighted the resistance faced by integrated schools and the
broader struggle for racial equality.

The Legacy of Eisenhower’s Action

While controversial at the time, Eisenhower’s decision demonstrated the
importance of federal intervention in safeguarding constitutional rights. It
also underscored the complexities of enforcing civil rights laws in a nation
divided by racial tensions.

Conclusion: A Turning Point in American Civil
Rights History

The deployment of 1,000 paratroopers by President Eisenhower to Little Rock
was a pivotal moment in the Civil Rights Movement. It marked a decisive
federal response to state-level resistance and established a precedent for
federal enforcement of civil rights laws. The event highlighted the power and
limitations of federal authority, the resilience of those fighting for
equality, and the ongoing struggle to realize the promises of justice and
integration in America. Eisenhower’s actions at Little Rock remain a defining
example of the federal government’s role in advancing civil rights and
enforcing court orders in the face of entrenched segregationist opposition.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why did President Eisenhower send 1,000 paratroopers
to Little Rock in 1957?

President Eisenhower sent the paratroopers to Little Rock to enforce federal
court orders requiring the integration of Central High School after Arkansas
Governor Orval Faubus attempted to block the desegregation using National
Guard troops.

What was the significance of Eisenhower's decision to
deploy troops to Little Rock?

Eisenhower's decision marked a significant federal intervention to uphold
civil rights laws and the Supreme Court's ruling in Brown v. Board of
Education, asserting federal authority over state resistance to
desegregation.

How did the Little Rock Crisis impact the Civil
Rights Movement?
The crisis highlighted the federal government's willingness to enforce

desegregation laws, energizing the Civil Rights Movement and setting a
precedent for federal intervention in civil rights issues.



What role did President Eisenhower's leadership play
during the Little Rock crisis?

Eisenhower's leadership demonstrated his commitment to enforcing federal
court rulings and civil rights, taking decisive action by sending troops to
ensure the safety of Black students and uphold the law.

What were the long-term effects of Eisenhower's
intervention in Little Rock?

The intervention reinforced federal authority in civil rights matters, helped
to desegregate schools nationwide, and signaled a shift towards greater
federal support for civil rights enforcement during the Civil Rights era.

Additional Resources

President Eisenhower Sent 1,000 Paratroopers To Little Rock In Order To
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In the tumultuous landscape of the American Civil Rights Movement, one of the
most defining moments was when President Eisenhower sent 1,000 paratroopers
to Little Rock in order to enforce court orders to integrate Central High
School in 1957. This decisive action marked a significant federal
intervention in a local racial crisis, exemplifying the federal government’s
commitment to uphold the rule of law and protect constitutional rights amid
growing resistance to desegregation. This article provides a comprehensive
analysis of that historic event, exploring its background, the key players
involved, the strategic decisions made, and its lasting impact on civil
rights and federal authority.

The Context: Civil Rights and School Desegregation in the 1950s
The Landmark Supreme Court Ruling: Brown v. Board of Education

The roots of the Little Rock crisis trace back to the Supreme Court's
landmark decision in Brown v. Board of Education (1954). The Court declared
that "separate educational facilities are inherently unequal," effectively
overturning Plessy v. Ferguson’s "separate but equal" doctrine. This decision
mandated the desegregation of public schools across the United States,
setting a legal precedent that challenged the status quo of racial
segregation.

Resistance in the South

Despite the ruling, many Southern states exhibited fierce resistance to
integration. Local officials and white supremacist groups often employed
tactics of intimidation, legal delays, and outright defiance to maintain
segregation. Little Rock, Arkansas, was a microcosm of this resistance, with
segregationists determined to prevent African American students from
attending previously all-white schools.

The Central High School Crisis

In 1957, nine African American students, known as the Little Rock Nine,



attempted to enroll at Central High School. Their admission was legally
sanctioned following a court order, but they faced violent mobs and local
officials who refused to comply with the court’s mandate. The Arkansas
Governor, Orval Faubus, openly opposed integration and mobilized the Arkansas
National Guard to block the students' entry, escalating the crisis.

The Federal Response: President Eisenhower’s Decision
The Constitutional Dilemma

The situation in Little Rock posed a serious constitutional dilemma: while
states have authority over education, the federal government has a duty to
uphold constitutional rights, including equal protection under the law. When
local authorities either failed or refused to enforce court orders, the
federal government was compelled to intervene.

Eisenhower’s Political and Moral Considerations

President Dwight D. Eisenhower faced a complex decision. He was a former
military general and a pragmatist who valued law and order but also
recognized the importance of civil rights. Public opinion was divided, with
many southerners opposed to desegregation. Nonetheless, Eisenhower believed
that the federal government must uphold the rule of law and protect the
rights guaranteed by the Constitution.

The Deployment of Paratroopers

On September 24, 1957, Eisenhower issued orders to send approximately 1,000
paratroopers from the 101st Airborne Division to Little Rock. Their mission
was to escort the nine African American students into Central High School and
ensure their safety amid violent mobs and resistance.

The Deployment: Strategic Execution and Challenges
Planning and Logistics

— Timing: The deployment was executed swiftly, with troops arriving in Little
Rock to restore order and enforce the court’s ruling.

— Protection: The paratroopers were tasked with providing security for the
students, preventing mobs from assaulting them, and ensuring peaceful
integration.

— Coordination: The federal government coordinated with local authorities,
schools, and civil rights groups to manage the complex situation.

The Role of the 101st Airborne Division

— Military Preparedness: The paratroopers, trained for combat and rapid
deployment, were well-equipped to handle the volatile situation.

- Symbolic Presence: Their arrival was a powerful symbol of federal authority
and commitment to civil rights, signaling that federal courts and laws took
precedence over local resistance.

The Challenges Faced

- Hostility: Paratroopers encountered hostility from segregationists and



mobs, requiring them to maintain discipline and restraint.

- Media Coverage: The event drew national and international attention,
putting pressure on the federal government.

- Legal and Political Risks: Eisenhower’s decision risked alienating Southern
voters and politicians but was seen as necessary to uphold constitutional
rights.

The Aftermath and Significance
Immediate Outcomes

— Integration of Central High: The nine students successfully entered Central
High School under federal protection, marking a significant wvictory for civil
rights advocates.

— Federal Authority Affirmed: The deployment demonstrated that the federal
government would enforce court rulings, even in the face of local opposition.
— Persistence of Resistance: Despite the intervention, resistance in the
South continued, and desegregation was a slow and often tumultuous process.

Long-Term Impact

— Precedent for Federal Intervention: The Little Rock crisis set a precedent
for future federal actions to enforce civil rights laws.

- Civil Rights Movement Momentum: The event galvanized civil rights activists
and increased national awareness about racial inequality.

- Legal and Political Changes: It prompted further federal legislation and
court rulings aimed at ending segregation and promoting equality.

Key Players and Their Roles

President Dwight D. Eisenhower

— Decided to deploy federal troops to uphold constitutional rights.

— Prioritized law and order and the protection of civil rights.

— Faced political risks but believed in federal authority over state
resistance.

The Little Rock Nine

— A group of nine African American students who became symbols of courage and
resilience.

- Faced intense hostility but persisted in their pursuit of equal education.
Governor Orval Faubus

- Opposed desegregation and initially used the National Guard to block
integration.

— His actions prompted federal intervention and political fallout.

Federal Courts

- Issued the ruling mandating desegregation.
— Supported enforcement through legal orders.

The U.S. Military and Federal Law Enforcement



— Provided security and ensured compliance with court orders.
— Demonstrated the federal government’s capacity to enforce civil rights
laws.

Legacy and Reflection

The decision to send 1,000 paratroopers to Little Rock was a watershed moment
in U.S. history. It underscored the federal government’s role in safeguarding
civil rights and enforcing constitutional mandates, even when local
authorities resisted. The event highlighted the deep racial divisions in
America and the necessity of federal intervention to uphold justice and
equality.

While it did not resolve all issues related to segregation and racial
discrimination, it marked a turning point in the civil rights movement,
inspiring further activism and legislative reforms. The courage of the Little
Rock Nine and the decisive action by President Eisenhower remain enduring
symbols of the ongoing struggle for racial justice and the importance of
federal authority in protecting constitutional rights.

Conclusion

The deployment of 1,000 paratroopers by President Eisenhower to Little Rock
was more than a military operation; it was a profound assertion of federal
power and a commitment to the principles of Jjustice enshrined in the
Constitution. This event exemplifies how leadership, law, and moral
conviction can converge to challenge injustice and promote societal progress.
As history continues to reflect on this pivotal moment, it serves as a
reminder of the ongoing importance of defending civil rights and the rule of
law in a democratic society.
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