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The National Guard: History, Role, and
Control in the United States

The Colonial Militia Tradition

The origins of the National Guard stretch back to 1636, when the Massachusetts Bay Colony
organized three militia regiments to defend its settlements. These early militias required
able-bodied men to train and serve when needed, creating a tradition of “citizen-soldiers.”
Rather than relying on professional armies, the colonies believed that citizens should protect
their own communities.

This approach reflected both practicality and principle. Colonists distrusted large standing
armies, associating them with tyranny and centralized control. The militia, by contrast, tied
military service to civic duty. This tradition endured into the American Revolution, when
colonial militias fought alongside the Continental Army to secure independence. The Guard
still traces its lineage to those first regiments, making it the oldest organized military force in
continuous service in the United States.

Constitutional Foundations

When the Founders drafted the U.S. Constitution (1787), they sought to preserve the militia
system while strengthening national defense. Article 1, Section 8 gave Congress power to
“organize, arm, and discipline” the militia but left to the states the appointment of officers
and day-to-day training. This shared responsibility balanced federal authority with state
control.

The Second Amendment (1791) later reaffirmed the militia's importance: “A well regulated
Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State...” The Framers intended this to ensure
that the people, through their state governments, retained military power alongside the
national government. Over time, this arrangement evolved into the dual state-federal system
that defines the modern National Guard.

The 19th Century: From Militias to Modernization
Throughout the 1800s, state militias participated in every major American conflict—the War
of 1812, the Mexican-American War (1846-1848), and the Civil War (1861-1865). However,
their readiness varied widely. Poor coordination between state units often created challenges,
and by the late 19th century, reformers began pushing for national standards.

The Militia Act of 1903, also called the Dick Act, addressed these issues by transforming state
militias into the modern National Guard. The law created uniform training and organization
requirements, provided federal funding, and established the principle of dual enlistment:
Guardsmen serve both their state and the nation. This marked the beginning of the Guard as
a professional, federally recognized force.
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Integration into the U.S. Military

Reform continued with the National Defense Act of 1916, which formally incorporated the
Guard into the U.S. Army structure. The Act allowed the President to federalize Guard units in
wartime and provided funding for armories and equipment nationwide. Guard members
fought overseas in World War | and later in World War I, where units like the 29th and 34th
Infantry Divisions saw heavy combat in Europe and the Pacific.

The National Security Act of 1947 created the Air National Guard, establishing a parallel
structure to the Army Guard. By the mid-20th century, the Guard had become a permanent
part of the nation’s defense system, with both combat and homeland responsibilities. The
Total Force Policy (1973) later required that all U.S. military planning include the Guard and
Reserves, ensuring that citizen-soldiers remained integral to the country's defense.

Command and Control

The National Guard's defining feature is its dual chain of command. Under Title 32 of the U.S.
Code, Guard members serve under their governors for state missions but receive federal
funding. Under Title 10, the President can place Guard units under federal control for national
defense or overseas deployment. These authorities, codified in 10 U.S.C. § 12301 and 32 U.S.C.
§ 502, ensure flexibility but can also create political tension when crises cross jurisdictional
lines.

The Insurrection Act of 1807 allows the President to federalize state Guards in cases of
rebellion or civil disorder. This power has been used sparingly—most famously in Little Rock,
Arkansas (1957), when President Eisenhower deployed federalized Guard units to enforce
school desegregation. Such moments highlight how the Guard sits at the crossroads of
military necessity and democratic accountability.

The Unique Case of the D.C. National Guard

Unlike state Guards, the District of Columbia National Guard (DCNG) reports directly to the
President through the Secretary of Defense. This structure dates to the D.C. Organic Act of
1801 and was reaffirmed by Executive Order 11485 (1969). Because the District has no
governor, its mayor lacks authority to activate the Guard independently.

This arrangement has sparked ongoing debate. During the 2020 racial justice protests, D.C.
officials had to seek federal approval before deploying Guard troops. On January 6, 2021, as
rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol, deployment of the D.C. Guard was delayed for hours while
federal authorization was processed.

Many policymakers have proposed giving the D.C. Mayor command authority through the
D.C. National Guard Home Rule Act, but opponents argue that federal control of the
capital's forces ensures national security. The issue remains unresolved, underscoring the
tension between local autonomy and federal oversight.
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Domestic Roles and Responsibilities

In peacetime, the Guard's most visible mission is domestic response. Under the Stafford Act
of 1988, governors can activate their Guards to provide disaster relief, logistics, and
humanitarian aid during federally declared emergencies.

Guard members have responded to major crises such as Hurricane Katrina (2005),
Hurricane Maria (2017), and the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2021). Their duties range from
medical support and food distribution to maintaining order and rebuilding infrastructure.

Because the Posse Comitatus Act of 1878 limits the use of federal troops in civilian law
enforcement, state-controlled Guard units are uniquely positioned to assist without violating
those restrictions. This makes them crucial to both state and federal emergency
management strategies.

Overseas Missions and the Citizen-Soldier Tradition

The Guard also plays a vital role abroad. Since World War |, it has served as the backbone of
America’s reserve military force. After September 11, 2001, over 500,000 Guardsmen
deployed to Irag, Afghanistan, and other global missions. Many provided security, training,
and reconstruction assistance in addition to combat operations.

The Guard's global reach has grown through partnerships with foreign militaries under the
State Partnership Program (SPP), which connects state Guards with allied nations for
training and disaster response. These missions strengthen U.S. diplomacy and provide
valuable experience for citizen-soldiers, who continue to balance civilian careers with military
service. This dual identity remains one of the Guard'’s defining strengths, embodying the
democratic principle that military service and civic life are intertwined.

Ongoing Debates and Constitutional Questions

The National Guard continues to sit at the heart of debates over federalism, democracy, and
military power. Who should control the Guard in domestic crises—the President or the
states? Should D.C. have the same authority as the states? How far should the Guard'’s role
extend in civil matters like border enforcement or public protests?

Moments of controversy, such as the Guard’s involvement in protests or election-related
security, have raised broader questions about the proper limits of military involvement in
civilian life. Yet the Guard's responsiveness to both state and national needs demonstrates the
continuing relevance of the Founders’ vision: a defense force that belongs to the people, not
to a permanent military establishment.
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