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The desegregation of the University of Mississippi, also known as Ole Miss, stands as a
pivotal event in the Civil Rights Movement and American history. The federal
government’s active involvement was driven by a complex legal framework aimed at
ending racial segregation and enforcing constitutional rights. Understanding the legal
basis for this intervention requires examining key legislation, court decisions, and
executive actions that mandated desegregation, particularly in higher education. This
article explores the legal foundations that justified the federal government’s role in
desegregating the University of Mississippi.

Historical Context Leading to Federal
Intervention

Before delving into the legal specifics, it’s important to understand the historical
backdrop:

- Racial segregation was legally upheld under the “Jim Crow” laws, which enforced racial
separation in public facilities, including universities.
- The landmark Supreme Court decision in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) established the
“separate but equal” doctrine, which validated segregation.
- Challenges to segregation began gaining momentum with cases like Brown v. Board of
Education (1954), which declared that “separate educational facilities are inherently
unequal,” thus invalidating segregation in public schools.

The federal government’s involvement in desegregating institutions like the University of
Mississippi was rooted in these legal precedents and the constitutional obligation to
uphold civil rights.

Legal Foundations for Federal Intervention

Several key laws, court rulings, and executive actions formed the legal basis for the
government’s involvement in desegregation efforts.



1. The U.S. Constitution and Civil Rights Amendments

- Thirteenth Amendment (1865): Abolished slavery and involuntary servitude, establishing
a constitutional foundation for civil rights.
- Fourteenth Amendment (1868): Guaranteed equal protection under the law and due
process, serving as the primary constitutional basis for civil rights litigation.
- Fifteenth Amendment (1870): Prohibited denying the right to vote based on race.

These amendments provided the constitutional guarantees that civil rights activists and
federal authorities sought to enforce through subsequent legislation and judicial rulings.

2. Brown v. Board of Education (1954)

- Legal Impact: Declared that racial segregation in public schools violated the Equal
Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.
- Implication for Higher Education: Although the ruling specifically addressed elementary
and secondary schools, it set a legal precedent that segregation in higher education was
also unconstitutional.
- Federal Enforcement: The ruling prompted federal agencies and courts to actively
enforce desegregation in all public institutions.

3. The Civil Rights Act of 1964

- Overview: Landmark legislation prohibiting discrimination on the basis of race, color,
religion, sex, or national origin in public places and employment.
- Relevance to University Desegregation: Provided legal authority for federal agencies to
enforce desegregation orders and combat discriminatory practices.
- Impact: Enabled federal intervention in cases where states or institutions resisted
desegregation efforts.

4. The Higher Education Act of 1965

- While primarily focused on funding and accessibility, this act reinforced the federal
government’s commitment to equal educational opportunities.
- It laid groundwork for subsequent policies promoting desegregation and diversity in
higher education.

5. Supreme Court Orders and Federal Court Rulings

- Injunctions and Court Mandates: Federal courts issued orders requiring the
desegregation of specific institutions, including the University of Mississippi.
- Legal Enforcement: Failure to comply with court orders could result in contempt of
court, federal marshals enforcement, and the suspension of federal funding.



The Role of Federal Court Cases in Desegregation

Federal courts played a crucial role in establishing the legal basis for government
involvement.

1. Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission Cases

- These cases challenged federal attempts to enforce desegregation, but courts upheld the
authority of federal law over state resistance.

2. The 1962 Supreme Court Case: Cooper v. Aaron

- Affirmed that states are bound by Supreme Court rulings and must comply with
desegregation mandates.
- Reinforced federal authority in civil rights enforcement.

3. The 1962 Federal Court Orders for Ole Miss

- Following the riots and resistance in 1962 during James Meredith’s attempt to enroll,
federal courts issued orders mandating desegregation.
- The courts authorized the use of federal troops and marshals to enforce compliance.

The 1962 Integration of James Meredith and the
Legal Justification

The most notable legal event in Ole Miss history was the integration of James Meredith in
1962.

Background

- James Meredith, an African American veteran, applied to the University of Mississippi in
1961.
- The state of Mississippi and university officials resisted his enrollment, citing segregation
laws and policies.

Legal Actions Leading to Federal Involvement

- Meredith filed suit under the Civil Rights Act and the Fourteenth Amendment, asserting



his right to equal access.
- Federal courts ordered the university to admit Meredith, citing violations of
constitutional rights.
- The U.S. Justice Department, under Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, supported
Meredith’s case and coordinated federal enforcement.

Legal Basis for Federal Intervention

- Enforcement of Court Orders: Under the authority granted by the Judiciary and the Civil
Rights Act, the federal government was authorized to enforce court orders mandating
desegregation.
- Protection of Civil Rights: The federal government invoked constitutional protections
under the Fourteenth Amendment, specifically the Equal Protection Clause, to justify
intervention.
- Use of Federal Power: The deployment of federal troops and marshals was justified
legally as necessary to uphold federal court rulings and protect constitutional rights.

Summary of the Legal Basis for Federal
Government’s Involvement

In summary, the federal government’s involvement in desegregating the University of
Mississippi was grounded in a combination of constitutional protections, key legislation,
judicial rulings, and executive actions:

- Constitutional Amendments: Establishing the legal rights to equality.
- Supreme Court Decisions: Setting precedents that segregation violated constitutional
rights.
- Civil Rights Legislation: Providing statutory authority to enforce desegregation.
- Federal Court Orders: Mandating compliance and authorizing federal enforcement
measures.
- Use of Federal Power: Justified by the necessity to uphold constitutional rights and
enforce court orders, including deploying federal troops if required.

Conclusion

The legal basis for the government’s involvement in desegregating the University of
Mississippi was multifaceted, rooted in constitutional protections, landmark Supreme
Court rulings, civil rights legislation, and judicial enforcement mechanisms. These legal
foundations provided the authority and justification for federal intervention, including the
deployment of federal troops and marshals to ensure compliance with desegregation
orders. The efforts demonstrated the federal government’s commitment to enforcing civil
rights and dismantling institutional segregation, shaping the course of American history
and advancing the cause of racial equality in education.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the primary legal basis for the government's
involvement in desegregating the University of
Mississippi?
The primary legal basis was the enforcement of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and federal
court orders, which mandated the removal of racial segregation policies and upheld the
constitutional rights of African Americans to equal access to education.

How did the Supreme Court influence the government's
actions in desegregating the University of Mississippi?
The Supreme Court's rulings, including Brown v. Board of Education (1954), declared
segregation unconstitutional, providing a legal foundation for federal intervention and
encouraging enforcement actions to desegregate institutions like the University of
Mississippi.

Were federal laws directly involved in the desegregation
of the University of Mississippi?
Yes, federal laws such as the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Enforcement Acts provided
the legal authority for federal agencies and the Department of Justice to intervene and
enforce desegregation orders at the university.

What role did federal court orders play in the
desegregation process at the University of Mississippi?
Federal court orders, including injunctions and rulings from federal judges, mandated the
university to admit Black students and cease discriminatory practices, serving as the legal
impetus for government involvement.

How did the Civil Rights Act of 1964 support
government action in desegregating the university?
The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination based on race in public facilities
and education, giving the federal government legal authority to enforce desegregation at
the University of Mississippi.



Did the government rely on the Constitution itself as a
legal basis for desegregation efforts?
Yes, the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment was a fundamental
constitutional basis used to challenge segregation and justify federal intervention in
desegregating the university.

What was the significance of federal intervention in the
desegregation of the University of Mississippi?
Federal intervention was crucial in enforcing constitutional rights and federal laws,
ultimately ensuring the university's compliance with desegregation orders and ending
racial segregation in higher education.

Additional Resources
Legal Basis for the Government's Involvement in Desegregating the University of
Mississippi

The desegregation of the University of Mississippi, often referred to as "Ole Miss," stands
as a pivotal moment in the Civil Rights Movement and United States legal history. The
federal government's involvement was rooted in a complex interplay of constitutional
principles, federal statutes, judicial mandates, and executive actions. To fully appreciate
the legal basis for this intervention, it is essential to examine the historical context, the
relevant constitutional provisions, key legislation, judicial decisions, and the actions taken
by federal authorities.

---

Historical Context Leading to Federal
Involvement

Before delving into the legal foundations, understanding the socio-political landscape of
the mid-20th century is crucial.

- Jim Crow Era: Post-Reconstruction, Southern states, including Mississippi, implemented
laws enforcing racial segregation. Public universities like Ole Miss remained segregated,
with African Americans barred from enrollment.
- Brown v. Board of Education (1954): The landmark Supreme Court decision declared
racial segregation in public schools unconstitutional, challenging the "separate but equal"
doctrine established by Plessy v. Ferguson (1896).
- Resistance in Mississippi: Despite Brown, many Southern states, including Mississippi,
resisted desegregation initiatives, often through legal and extralegal means, including
violence and intimidation.



The combination of these factors created a tense environment where federal intervention
became necessary when state authorities failed or refused to uphold constitutional
mandates.

---

The Constitutional Foundations for Federal
Intervention

The primary legal basis for federal involvement in desegregating Ole Miss stems from
constitutional principles enshrined in the U.S. Constitution.

1. The Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment

- Provision: "No state shall... deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection
of the laws."
- Relevance: This clause prohibits states from enacting laws or policies that discriminate
on the basis of race.
- Application: The segregation policies at Ole Miss directly violated this clause, as they
systematically denied African Americans the same educational opportunities.

2. The Supremacy Clause (Article VI, Clause 2)

- Provision: The Constitution, federal laws, and treaties constitute the supreme law of the
land.
- Relevance: When state laws or actions conflict with federal constitutional rights or
statutes, federal law prevails.
- Implication: State resistance to desegregation, including blocking African American
enrollment, was subject to federal override under the Supremacy Clause.

3. The Commerce Clause (Article I, Section 8, Clause 3)

- Provision: Congress has the power to regulate commerce among the states.
- Relevance: The federal government could invoke this clause to justify actions that impact
interstate commerce, including the operation of public universities.

---



Key Legislative Acts Supporting Federal
Intervention

While constitutional provisions provided the foundation, specific legislation empowered
federal authorities to enforce desegregation.

1. Civil Rights Act of 1964

- Overview: A comprehensive law prohibiting discrimination based on race, color, religion,
sex, or national origin in public places, employment, and federally assisted programs.
- Relevance: The Act provided federal authority to enforce civil rights, including in
educational institutions.

2. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (1965)
and Higher Education Act (1965)

- These laws increased federal oversight and funding for educational institutions,
emphasizing non-discrimination policies.

3. Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VI

- Provision: No person in the U.S. shall, on the ground of race, be excluded from
participation in, denied the benefits of, or subjected to discrimination under any program
or activity receiving federal financial assistance.
- Relevance: The University of Mississippi, as a federally funded institution, was subject to
Title VI, which mandated desegregation.

4. The Voting Rights Act of 1965 & Federal Funding
Conditions

- While primarily targeting voting rights, the Act reinforced federal authority in enforcing
civil rights, including education.

---

Judicial Decisions as a Legal Basis for Federal



Action

Courts played a vital role in establishing the legal grounds for federal intervention in
desegregation.

1. Brown v. Board of Education (1954)

- Declared that "separate educational facilities are inherently unequal," invalidating
segregation in public schools.
- Created a legal obligation for states to desegregate "with all deliberate speed."

2. Cooper v. Aaron (1958)

- Affirmed that states are bound by Supreme Court rulings and must comply with Brown.
- Reinforced the authority of the federal judiciary over state resistance to desegregation.

3. The Mississippi Sovereignty Commission and State
Resistance

- Many Mississippi officials attempted to defy federal court orders, prompting federal
courts to enforce desegregation mandates.

4. Federal Court Orders and Injunctions

- Federal courts issued specific orders requiring Mississippi authorities to proceed with
desegregation, including the admission of James Meredith in 1962.

---

Federal Executive Actions and the Role of the
Justice Department

The executive branch, particularly the Department of Justice (DOJ), was instrumental in
enforcing constitutional and statutory mandates.

1. The Role of the Department of Justice



- Legal Challenges: The DOJ filed lawsuits against Mississippi authorities resisting
desegregation.
- Injunctions and Court Enforcement: The DOJ sought court orders to compel compliance
with desegregation mandates.
- Protection of Students: During critical moments like James Meredith’s attempt to
register, federal marshals were deployed to ensure safety and enforce court orders.

2. The Civil Rights Act and Federal Oversight

- The DOJ used the Civil Rights Act to threaten withholding of federal funds or impose
sanctions on institutions refusing to desegregate.

3. The Use of Federal Troops and Marshals

- James Meredith’s Integration (1962): When Mississippi officials refused to admit
Meredith, President John F. Kennedy authorized federal marshals to enforce the court
order, marking a significant assertion of federal authority.

---

Specific Legal Events Leading to the
Desegregation of Ole Miss

The legal basis was tested and reinforced through several landmark events:

1. James Meredith’s Admission (1962)

- Meredith, an African American Air Force veteran, sought admission.
- Mississippi officials initially refused, citing state laws and policies.
- After legal battles, the Supreme Court ruled in Meredith’s favor.
- When Mississippi authorities attempted to prevent his registration, the federal
government intervened, deploying federal marshals under the authority of the judiciary
and the executive branch, citing constitutional mandates and federal statutes.

2. The Riot of 1962

- The violent resistance to Meredith's registration highlighted the need for federal
intervention.
- The federal government’s involvement was justified legally by the obligation to uphold
Supreme Court rulings and protect federal court orders.



3. The 1963 Ole Miss Integration

- Following Meredith’s enrollment, efforts continued to ensure the full integration of the
university.
- The federal government’s legal authority, derived from constitutional protections and
civil rights statutes, was exercised to maintain order and enforce desegregation.

---

Legal Challenges and the Federal Government’s
Continuing Role

The process of desegregation was not a one-time event but involved ongoing legal and
federal oversight.

- Legal Challenges: Segregationists and state officials challenged federal orders, leading
to numerous court cases reaffirming federal authority.
- Federal Enforcement: The Department of Justice and federal courts continued to monitor
compliance with desegregation orders.
- Legislative Backing: Laws like the Civil Rights Act provided ongoing legal tools to
address resistance.

---

Summary: The Legal Basis for Federal
Involvement

In conclusion, the federal government’s involvement in desegregating the University of
Mississippi was grounded in a robust legal framework comprising:

- The 14th Amendment's Equal Protection Clause, establishing that states could not deny
citizens equal rights.
- The Supremacy Clause, ensuring federal law and court rulings took precedence over
state resistance.
- The Brown v. Board of Education decision, which provided the constitutional mandate for
desegregation.
- Legislative statutes such as Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, which prohibited
discrimination in federally funded programs.
- Judicial enforcement through court orders and rulings, notably the Supreme Court’s
affirmation in Cooper v. Aaron.
- Federal executive actions, including the deployment of marshals and federal troops,
justified by constitutional authority and federal statutes, to enforce court decisions and
uphold civil rights.



This legal foundation created a comprehensive framework that justified and mandated
federal intervention, making the desegregation of Ole Miss not only a moral and social
imperative but also a legally enforced obligation. The culmination of constitutional
principles, judicial rulings, and legislative statutes exemplifies the federal government’s
pivotal role in dismantling segregation and promoting civil rights in the United States.
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