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always seemed more appealing to the young southerner
than to people in other sections, Only in this latter sense
can one pethaps speak of the “southernization” of Amer-
ica as a whole. There seems to be a resurgence of Ameri-
can reverence for a wild, interior frontier, for a purer
naturalism; this too has its southern roots as surely as
the mythical cowboy of the West.

See also HISTORY AND MANNERS: Frontier Heritage; Mili-
tary Tradition; LAw: Criminal Justice; Criminal Law: Police
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Civil Rights, Federal Enforcement

Prior to 1957 federal intervention to protect the legal
rights of black southerners was infrequent at best. Begin-
ning with the Little Rock crisis, the passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1957, and the creation of the U.5. Commis-
sion on Civil Rights, however, a new era of federal legal
action in the South was born.

From 1957 through the late 1960s federal authorities
faced three major and often intertwined legal questions
concerning the South: how to ensure southern blacks’
right to register and vote; how to secure the desegrega-
tion of southern schools and colleges; and how to protect
civil rights activists from illegal and often violent harass-
ment of their efforts. On all three fronts federal offi-
cials—in the White House, at the Department of Justice,
and in the Federal Bureau of Investigation—acted cau-
tiously and conservatively in all but a few instances.

That caution of three successive presidential administra-
tions— Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson—was strongly
condemned by civil rights movement participants and
supporters. At the same time, most white southerners
failed to appreciate that the degree of federal action and
intervention was much lower than could well have been
the case, given the formal powers available to the federal
authorities.

Critics of these administrations consistently pointed
out that federal authorities were making only the most
limited use of certain powers at their disposal: the voting
rights provisions of the 1957 and 1960 civil rights acts;
the Reconstruction-era criminal statutes codified as 18
US.C. 241 and 242; the statute giving the president very
expansive federal police powers in any circumstance
where state authorities are unable or unwilling to pro-

“tect constitutional rights (1o US.C. 333); and the provi-

sions authorizing all FB1 agents and U.S. marshals to
make warrantless arrests for any violation of a federal
statute that they witnessed (18 U.S.C. 3052, 3053)

The degree of federal restraint was not a matter of hap-
penstance, nor, as some have surmised, was it simply a
result of presidential inability to mobilize the resources
and energies of the Fe1, whose longtime director, |. Edgar
Hoover, was accurately regarded as an extreme conser-
vative in matters of race. Instead, in all three areas—
schools, voting, and violence—limited federal interven-
tion was based on a straightforward policy supported by
all the presidents and attorneys general who were in-
volved: that the racial transformation of southern society
would proceed furthest, fastest, and with the fewest scars
if federal authorities encouraged maximum voluntary
compliance by southemn officials and resorted to the co-
ercive use of federal remedies and manpower as little as
possible.

Throughout the 195764 period Justice Department
officials seeking to eliminate racial discrimination from
southern voter registration offices made persuasion their
first and foremost tool. Only in counties or parishes
where registrars rebuffed such approaches and continued
to discriminate were federal civil suits brought. Simi-
larly, even in such widely heralded federal-state con-
frontations as the integration of the University of Missis-
sippi in 1962 and the University of Alabama in 1963,
federal officials relied upon private conversations and ne-
gotiation and employed actual force only when all other
means of obtaining obedience to the law had failed. Fur-
thermore, even in instances where the very lives of civil
rights activists were in danger, Justice Department offi-
cials moved with caution rather than alacrity. Many
movement workers became deeply embittered at the lack
of federal response to the shootings, burnings, and beat-
ings that occurred throughout the Deep South between
1961 and 1965,

The summer of 1964 witnessed both a new assertion of
federal power in the most violent of the sputhern states,
Mississippi, and passage of the comprehensive Civil
Rights Act. Prodded by the murder of three civil rights
workers in June 1964, the Johnson Administration estab-
lished a substantial FB1 presence in the state. At the
same time, passage of the new law gave the government a
powerful new tool for combating racial discrimination,







