
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Throughout U.S. history, presidents have federalized state militias 
and the National Guard to conduct or support a wide range of civil 
disturbance operations. 

• In 1792, Congress first authorized the President to call forth the 
militia in order to repel invasions, suppress domestic insurrections, 
and enforce federal laws. Since then, other key statutes including the 
Militia Acts of 1795, 1862, 1903, the Insurrection Act of 1807, and 
Title 10 of U.S. Code, have redefined or expanded the militia and 
National Guard's roles in civil disturbance operations under federal 
authority. 

• In 1794 and 1799, Presidents George Washington and John Adams 
called upon state militia and volunteer units to suppress the Whiskey 
Insurrection and Fries' Rebellion. 

 
 

 
• For most of the 19th century, presidents avoided calling upon the 

militia in response to civil disturbances. Instead, state militias 
quelled labor riots and slave revolts, only coordinating with 
federal officials or units when available. 

• The great exception of the 19th century occurred during the Civil War 
and Reconstruction. In April 1861, President Abraham Lincoln called 
up a militia force of 75,000 men to suppress the southern 
slaveholders' rebellion, known as the Confederacy. Throughout the 
war and Reconstruction, federalized militia units played critical roles 
in civil disturbance operations, defending America's "new birth of 
freedom," and protecting the expansion of democracy and 
citizenship. 

• State militias and the new, modern National Guard played active 
roles in quelling the race riots and labor strikes throughout the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. However, between 1867 and 1957, no 
president federalized the militia to conduct or support civil 
disturbance operations. 

 
 

 
• Throughout the Civil Rights era, Presidents Eisenhower, Kennedy, 

and Johnson federalized the National Guard under Title 10 U.S. 
Code to enforce the expansion of civil rights and to ensure public 
order. Notable incidents include the desegregation of Central High 
School in Little Rock in 1957, the University of Mississippi in 1962, 
the University of Alabama and Alabama public schools in 1963. The 
Alabama National Guard was also called into federal service for the 
Selma-Montgomery March in 1965. 

• Beginning with the Detroit Riots in 1967, presidents federalized the 
National Guard to support law enforcement agencies in response to 
civil unrest. The King Assassination Riots in 1968, the New York 
Postal Strike in 1970, and the Los Angeles Riots in 1992 were the 
last incidents in which a president federalized the National Guard for 
civil disturbance operations. 

 

 
Washington reviews his troops before their march 

to Pennsylvania to suppress the Whiskey Rebellion, 
October 1794 

 

 
The 7th New York Militia Regiment reaches 

Washington D.C., April 1861 

 

Federalized National Guard troops on the campus 
of the University of Alabama, June 1963 

 

NOTE: The information in this document is mostly drawn from the National Guard Bureau Information Paper on federalized National Guard 
responses to civil unrest by Dr. Richard Clark, NGB-HO, dated 1 July 2020. This fact sheet excludes instances of federal mobilization in 
response to foreign incursion and to civil support in conjunction with natural disasters. 
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