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​Introduction: Why Militias Still Matter
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The story of American militias is often told as a prelude to something else, to the Revolution, to the Constitution, or to the Civil War. Rarely is it examined as a story with consequences that stretch across the whole arc of U.S. history. This book argues that the militia system is not a historical curiosity, but a central factor in understanding the balance of power between states and the federal government.

In the antebellum United States, decentralized militias gave states the means to turn secession from theory into practice. When South Carolina left the Union in December 1860, it did not have to build an army from scratch. It already had locally organized militia units, loyal to their state, that could seize forts, guard arsenals, and provide legitimacy to secessionist leaders. The existence of militias did not cause the Civil War, but it made the war possible.

In the twentieth century, Congress dismantled that decentralized system and built the federally integrated National Guard in its place. This reform solved one problem: it ensured that secession backed by armed force would never happen again. However, it created another, less discussed problem: states lost the ability to defend themselves against the federal government. Governors today have no independent military forces. Should Washington itself abuse its power, through unlawful arrests, coercion, or authoritarian overreach, states would be powerless to resist.

This book traces the militia from its colonial origins through the Civil War and into the modern Guard, showing how reforms designed to prevent another secession crisis also eroded state sovereignty. The thesis for this work is straightforward:


The decentralized militia system of the antebellum United States made secession militarily feasible by giving states immediate access to armed, organized, and locally loyal forces. In contrast, because the modern militia has been absorbed into the federally integrated National Guard, states today lack an independent military apparatus, making a repeat of the Civil War, at least in the sense of organized state secession backed by armed forces, far less likely. This centralization also carries a consequence rarely discussed: states that might find themselves at odds with an increasingly authoritarian federal government no longer possess a meaningful apparatus to defend their citizens, governors, legislators, or judges from potential federal coercion or unlawful arrest.


The book is organized into four parts: Foundations, Crisis, Reform, and Integration, which cover eighteen chapters. It tells a chronological story but builds toward a political argument with urgent contemporary relevance. In an age when both secessionist rhetoric and fears of federal authoritarianism are alive in American politics, the history of militias and the National Guard is not just about the past. It is about the fragility of American democracy.
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​Chapter 1. The Colonial Militia World
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When the first English settlers established colonies along the Atlantic seaboard in the early seventeenth century, they carried with them a deeply ingrained tradition. That the defense of the community was not the responsibility of a professional standing army, but of the people themselves. In England, dating back to the Anglo-Saxon fyrd and later codified in Tudor law, the militia system required all able-bodied free men to be enrolled for local defense. The idea was simple yet powerful. Civic obligation and military service were inseparable. To be a free subject of the realm meant being prepared to defend it.

This English inheritance became a foundation of colonial life in America. One of the foundational traditions was the Militia as a civic duty. In Massachusetts, the first settlers organized a “trainband” in 1630, a compulsory local company in which every man between the ages of sixteen and sixty was required to serve. By 1645, the colony had formalized a “Massachusetts Militia” system with regional regiments, commanders drawn from local elites, and mandatory musters several times a year. Similar laws were passed across Virginia, Maryland, and the Carolinas, where colonial assemblies codified militia service into statute.

These musters were more than military exercises. They became community events, blending drill with festivity. Men assembled on commons, drilled with muskets, then retired to feasts or taverns. Historian Michael Birkner has emphasized that militia days “functioned as civic festivals, reinforcing community identity and social hierarchy as much as military readiness” (Birkner, The Militia in Early America, 1997). Officers often led planters, merchants, or lawyers, whose social status lent them legitimacy. Service in the militia was as much about affirming one’s place in society as it was about preparing for combat.

Despite their ceremonial role, colonial militias were vital in practice. Frontier communities in Virginia or New England relied on them for defense against Native American raids. In the southern colonies, militias doubled as slave patrols, charged with suppressing rebellions and enforcing racial order. During the 1676 uprising known as Bacon’s Rebellion, both sides mobilized militia units, underscoring how the institution could be bent to different political ends.

Yet militias were fragile instruments. Training was often sporadic, weapons uneven, and discipline lax. One contemporary observer in Virginia lamented that militia musters resembled “a fair or a market” more than a martial exercise. Colonists often resisted requirements to keep arms or appear for drill. Still, the militia remained the only military institution available. With no standing army permanently stationed in the colonies, except for small royal garrisons in places like New York, defense fell squarely to the local citizen-soldier.

The reliance on militias also fed a deeper political conviction that standing armies were dangerous to liberty. English political thought, from the seventeenth century onward, associated professional armies with tyranny. The memory of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army and the absolutist ambitions of the Stuart monarchy left a deep imprint. John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon’s Cato’s Letters (1720s), widely read in the colonies, warned that professional soldiers corrupted governments and threatened the freedom of the people. This fear was not abstract. When Britain stationed regular troops in Boston in 1768 to enforce customs duties, resentment exploded. Colonists saw the Redcoats not as protectors but as enforcers of unpopular authority. The Boston Massacre of 1770 was a direct outgrowth of this tension. In the colonial imagination, militias were the defenders of liberty, while standing armies were instruments of oppression. Historian John K. Mahon concludes that “suspicion of the standing army and reliance upon the militia became an article of American political faith” (Mahon, History of the Militia and the National Guard, 1983).

The militia was not only a military and civic institution but also a mechanism of social control. In the South, militia patrols enforced the racial hierarchy by monitoring enslaved populations. Every white man was obligated to participate in “slave patrols,” rotating duty to search slave quarters, track runaways, and intimidate potential rebels. This system was essential to maintaining slavery. Historian Sally Hadden notes that “without the militia, the South could not have maintained the institution of slavery as it did” (Slave Patrols: Law and Violence in Virginia and the Carolinas, 2001). Even outside the South, militias reinforced order. In New England, they could be called to suppress riots or disturbances. Governors viewed them as tools not only of defense but of political authority. The militia’s dual character, as both community institution and arm of government, made it a uniquely flexible force in colonial society.

By the eve of the Revolution, the militia system was both embedded and embattled. Colonists distrusted professional soldiers yet increasingly doubted the effectiveness of their own musters. Reformers proposed stricter drill requirements, but compliance was uneven. Nonetheless, when the crisis arrived in 1775, it was the militia that took the field first.

At Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, it was local militia companies, especially the famed Minutemen, who confronted British regulars. These citizen-soldiers were not professional troops, but their very presence symbolized the principle of self-defense and self-government. The “shot heard round the world” was fired not by a standing army but by neighbors defending their community. George Washington’s later frustrations with militia performance in sustained campaigns could not erase their political and symbolic importance.

The colonial militia thus left a dual legacy. It provided the manpower and legitimacy that made resistance possible, but it also highlighted the weaknesses of relying on citizen soldiers for prolonged military struggles. Both legacies would profoundly shape how Americans thought about militias in the Revolutionary era, the framing of the Constitution, and the antebellum world that followed.
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​Chapter 2. Revolutionaries and Citizen-Soldiers
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When shots rang out at Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, the men who faced down Britain’s professional regulars were not soldiers of a standing army. They were farmers, tradesmen, and artisans organized into local militia companies. In Massachusetts, militia laws required that all able-bodied men keep arms and train regularly, and special “minutemen” companies were designated to respond at a moment’s notice. Their confrontation with British troops marked the symbolic triumph of the American militia tradition, free citizens defending their liberties against tyranny.

Yet as the Revolutionary War unfolded, militias revealed themselves to be both indispensable and profoundly unreliable. They embodied legitimacy and community, but they also melted away when campaigns dragged on. George Washington’s correspondence is filled with laments about their lack of discipline, short enlistments, and unreliability. The Revolution, therefore, offered a double lesson. The militia was the people in arms, but winning wars required more than enthusiasm. This tension between ideal and reality would reverberate through every future debate about militias in America.

The opening battles of the Revolution immediately showcased the strengths of the militia system. When British General Thomas Gage dispatched troops from Boston to seize colonial stores at Concord, Massachusetts, word spread rapidly across Middlesex County. Thanks to networks of riders, including Paul Revere and William Dawes, alarms summoned minutemen and militia companies from dozens of towns. By dawn, a line of militia stood on the green at Lexington.

The skirmish that followed was brief. The British overwhelmed the Lexington militia, killing eight men, but the symbolic impact was enormous. As the British advanced toward Concord, larger militia forces converged. At Concord’s North Bridge, militias fired upon the British, forcing them into retreat. Over the course of the “running battle” back to Boston, nearly 4,000 militiamen poured in from surrounding towns, sniping at the column from behind walls and trees. British losses mounted to nearly 300 killed, wounded, or missing.

This was the militia system at its best. Rapid mobilization, deep local knowledge, and the legitimacy of communities rising in defense. The Minutemen became a revolutionary icon. As historian Robert Gross notes in The Minutemen and Their World (1976), “the militia symbolized the unity of town and countryside, of ordinary men acting together as citizens in arms.” Their success at Concord was a vindication of the militia ideal.

Within months, however, the system's weaknesses became apparent. As militias surrounded Boston in the summer of 1775, the Continental Congress appointed George Washington commander of a new Continental Army. Washington quickly discovered the limitations of citizen-soldiers. In a July 1775 letter, he wrote that militias were “very inconsistent” and prone to “returning home whenever they please, without assigning any other reason than that they are tired of the service.” In another letter, he complained: “They come in, you cannot tell how; go, you cannot tell when; and act, you cannot tell where; consume your provisions, exhaust your stores, and leave you at last at a critical moment.” (Washington to the Continental Congress, 1776). The problem was structural. Militia enlistments were short, often just a few months. Men served close to home but resisted long campaigns. They were more effective at defending their towns than in sustained offensive operations. Washington, therefore, pressed Congress for a professional standing army. 

“To place any dependence upon militia, is assuredly resting upon a broken staff. Men just dragged from the tender scenes of domestic life... unaccustomed to the din of arms, totally unacquainted with every kind of military skill... must be timid and ready to fly from their own shadows.”

— George Washington to the Continental Congress, September 1776

By late 1776, with enlistments expiring and militias melting away, he despaired that “unless some great and capital change suddenly takes place, this Army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of these three things. Starve, dissolve, or disperse.” (Washington to Congress, December 1776). Washington’s frustrations revealed more than just a commander’s impatience. They exposed the fundamental contradiction at the heart of the militia system. The very qualities that made militias politically powerful, their rootedness in local communities, their voluntarism, and their symbolic role as citizen-soldiers, also made them militarily unreliable for a protracted war against the world’s foremost professional army. They could ignite a revolution and defend a town, but they could not sustain campaigns measured in years or fought across distant theaters. This realization made the creation of the Continental Army by Washington and Congress a guaranteed necessity, ensuring that the Revolution would rest on both the ideal of the militia and










​Case Studies of Success and Failure










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Federalism Disarmed:

Power, Militias, and the Fragility of
American Democracy

LIBERTY REQUIRES
BOTH GOOD LAWS
AND THE MEANS TO
DEFEND THEM.

By: John Weyermuller

A\ o R o
\\\j&\' . N From the Civic Sense series —
\ . straightforward insights and practical
answers for those who want to \
understand the world and improve it.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





