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Abstract 

The use of awards by the United States military is a tradition dating back to the American 

Revolutionary War. Since their inception, awards have been either adapted or created to suit the 

needs of the military of the time. Common among these needs are attempts to influence the 

American people’s perception of the government and military. The American public’s support, 

or lack thereof, has consistently been a cause for concern for the military, as public support is 

wanted, if not needed, for successful military actions. Looking at the evolution of the military’s 

repertoire of awards alongside public perception allows for the analysis of how the two have 

related throughout the history of the United States. Tracing which awards are introduced or 

altered by era, alongside the public opinion of the era, shows how the military responded to the 

changing beliefs of the public. The Medal of Honor is prevalent among these awards, both as a 

well-studied subject and as an award with clear alterations over its existence, and as such, 

provides a focused case study furthering the argument of the thesis. Looking at the history of 

American military awards, and the Medal of Honor specifically, alongside the changes in 

American public opinion, highlights the interplay between the two as the military attempts to 

influence the public.  
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Introduction 

The introduction of the Fidelity Medallion during the American Revolutionary War 

created a long-standing tradition of award use in the armed forces of the United States. The 

conferring of awards throughout the history of the United States shows alterations in image, 

criteria, and use to fit the current times more efficiently. In the United States government uses 

awards to influence public opinion, to encourage enlistment, and boost public support for the 

armed forces especially during major conflicts. The broadening roster of awards, alongside a 

growing stringency and specificity in their awarding, stems from the need of the American 

government to attempt to include larger groups of soldiers in awards without appearing to dilute 

high prestige awards.  

 This study focuses on the evolution of American military awards and their connection to 

the relationship between the American military and the public. It also looks at the Medal of 

Honor as a specific case study that epitomizes the paper’s argument. The evolution of military 

awards over time shows the perceived needs of the day, and historically, those needs vary by era 

and conflict. Looking at the public’s perception of the military exhibits the relationship between 

the two as each attempt to influence the other. Focusing on the Medal of Honor provides a case 

study of one of the oldest awards in the United States, as well as the one that is both the most 

well-known and held in the highest regard.   

This study will primarily interpret public perception through public opinion polls and 

newspaper articles of the time, with awards examined alongside government documents. Public 

opinion of the military will be synonymous with the opinion of the government while carrying 

out military actions. Additionally, while "medal" and "decoration" are often synonymous in 

popular vernacular, they have differences. However, as decorations can include medals and 
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medals can include decorations, and for the sake of clarity in this thesis, the terminology used for 

both, whenever possible, will be "awards.” 

The evolution of American military awards was influenced both by the public’s 

perception of the military and by the military’s need to influence the public. The creation of 

ever-more specialized awards eventually helped to create an established hierarchy of awards, 

often called the “pyramid of honor,” that helped to further the goals of the United States 

military.1  Among these goals was the attempt to gain or maintain the support of Americans for 

the military, which was done through the creation of heroes, the establishment of new awards, 

and the ever-publicized use of awards. The United States established new awards with precise 

reasoning, and how they evolved over time can be better understood by looking through the lens 

of public perception. 

Historiography  

 Scholarship on the nexus of American military awards and American public opinion is 

relatively uncluttered in the present day. Both fields have works helping to establish a base upon 

which to build, but few interact with the other field. With both fields separate, looking at the 

state of each is crucial to understanding how they can fit together. Analyzing both the history of 

military awards and public perception is essential to the argument of this thesis, and as 

evidenced, both fields can benefit from additional scholarship.  

American military awards are primarily discussed in literature in one of three ways: as 

broad textbooks, as studies on specific awards, or as mentions in works focused on an 

individual’s life. Awards simply do not receive much focus in academic work and are typically 

mentioned as a piece of side information stemming from main topics. With no standardized 

 

1 PBS, “The Pyramid of Honor,” PBS, 2003. 
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histories of American military awards besides the most basic of information provided in military 

service guidebooks, there are really no works that encompass the breadth of the full history of 

awards throughout history.  

Works like Joseph McDowell Morgan’s Military Medals and Insignia of the United 

States or Col. Frank C. Foster’s U. S. Army Medals, Badges, and Insignia take the first route and 

describe American military awards with factual studies.2 These authors look at medals and focus 

more on how awards look, are worn, or provide lists and collections of different types of awards. 

These types of books are useful as they provide broad information on military awards. They also 

have a practical purpose in serving military personnel, their families, and others by helping them 

understand the meaning and importance of different awards.   

The next way that American military awards have been written over time is in works 

focusing on specific medals. Most of the works of this type are written about the Medal of Honor 

or have the Medal of Honor as their main focus. Some works that exemplify this are Dwight 

Mears’ The Medal of Honor: The Evolution of America's Highest Military Decoration, Ron 

Owens’ Medal of Honor: Historical Facts & Figures, Charles Hanna’s African American 

Recipients of the Medal of Honor, and Gregory Appling’s Managing American Warrior-

Heroism: Awards of the Congressional Medal of Honor, 1863-1973.3 Mears and Owens take 

textbook approaches to the Medal of Honor, with Mears tracing the changes in legal 

requirements to receive the Medal of Honor over time and Owens analyzing the awarding of the 

 

2 Joseph McDowell Morgan, Military Medals and Insignia of the United States (Glendale: Griffin-Patterson 

Publishing Co., 1941); Col. Frank C. Foster, U. S. Army Medals, Badges and Insignia (New Zealand: MOA Press, 

2019). 
3 Dwight Mears, The Medal of Honor: The Evolution of America's Highest Military Decoration (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2018); Ron Owens’ Medal of Honor: Historical Facts & Figures (Nashville: Turner, 

2004); Charles Hanna, African American Recipients of the Medal of Honor (Jefferson: MacFarland, 2002); Gregory 

Appling, “Managing American Warrior-Heroism: Awards of the Congressional Medal of Honor, 1863-1973,” PhD 

diss., (Cornell University, 1979). 
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Medal of Honor on a war-by-war basis.4 Hanna explores how race and racism shaped African 

Americans’ experience with the Medal of Honor.5 Lastly, Appling analyzes how the Medal of 

Honor was used to create heroes by studying citations and the comparing between enlisted 

personnel and officers who received the award.6 A rare example of a book focusing on a 

different award is Frederic Borch’s Purple Heart: A History of America's Oldest Military 

Decoration, which provides much needed information on the overall scholarship of American 

military awards.7 

The last way that American military awards are written about is in either autobiographies 

or biographies. Audie Murphy’s To Hell and Back and Roy Benavidez’s Medal of Honor: One 

Man's Journey From Poverty and Prejudice are examples of autobiographies that cover the lives 

of highly-decorated American servicemen, which include the awarding of a multitude of 

awards.8 Biographies such as Allene Carter’s Honoring Sergeant Carter: a Family’s Journey to 

Uncover the Truth About an American Hero and Roy Wenzl’s The Miracle of Father Kapaun: 

Priest, Soldier and Korean War Hero accomplish the same goal and inform on military awards 

while focusing on a greater picture of an individual’s life.9 These works, while not focusing on 

awards specifically, do help to inform on awards while simultaneously impressing upon readers 

the significance of various awards. 

 

4 Dwight Mears, The Medal of Honor: The Evolution of America's Highest Military Decoration (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2018); Ron Owens’ Medal of Honor: Historical Facts & Figures (Nashville: Turner, 

2004). 
5 Charles Hanna, African American Recipients of the Medal of Honor (Jefferson: MacFarland, 2002). 
6 Gregory Appling, “Managing American Warrior-Heroism: Awards of the Congressional Medal of Honor, 1863-

1973,” PhD diss., (Cornell University, 1979). 
7 Frederic Borch, Purple Heart: A History of America's Oldest Military Decoration (Borch & Westlake Pub, 1996). 
8 Audie Murphy, To Hell and Back (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1949); Roy Benavidez, Medal of Honor: 

One Man's Journey From Poverty and Prejudice (Sterling: Potomac Books, 2005). 
9 Allene Carter, Honoring Sergeant Carter: a Family’s Journey to Uncover the Truth About an American Hero 

(New York: Amistad, 2004); Roy Wenzl, The Miracle of Father Kapaun: Priest, Soldier and Korean War Hero 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2015).  
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The way American military awards have been written establishes that certain medals are 

woefully underrepresented in the literature, with the Medal of Honor taking up the majority of 

works. With specific works focusing on only well-known awards, there is a lot of room for 

expansion for other awards. Additionally, with so many books focusing on military awards in a 

more practical sense, there is room for further detailed study on the topic, especially considering 

the entirety of the material.  

Public perception of the United States’ military and government often comes in two 

forms. Authors typically study either a broad view of public opinion of the government over time 

or focus on the government and the military in specific incidents. Most works of public opinion 

rely heavily on interviews, public opinion polls, publications of the period, voting trends, and 

other such data to come to conclusions or to make documents. As such, much of the same 

categories of data will be used later in both Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. Specific works about the 

public opinion of the military outside of wartime are extremely limited, which again is why the 

public opinion of both the military and the government will be used in an interchangeable 

manner. Works discussing public opinion help show the correlation between how the public felt 

about the military and the military’s actions to influence those beliefs. 

Examples emblematic of a broad, long-term look at public opinion in the United States 

are Stephen Craig’s Broken Contract?: Changing Relationships Between Americans And Their 

Government, Eric Larson’s Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role Of Casualties In 

Domestic Support For U.S. Military Operations, and Paying the Human Costs of War.10 Craig’s 

work exemplifies studies of this kind, with a focus on how the American people felt about the 

 

10 Stephen Craig, Broken Contract?: Changing Relationships Between Americans And Their Government (Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1996); Eric Larson, Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role Of Casualties In Domestic 

Support For U.S. Military Operations (Santa Monica: Rand Publishing, 1996); Christopher Gelpi, Peter Feaver, and 

Jason Reifler, Paying the Human Costs of War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009). 
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government overall, without focusing on the military.11 Craig’s book provides trends in support, 

or a lack of it, over the latter half of the twentieth century.12 With the data provided in Broken 

Contract?, a general background to more focused studies is provided, allowing other works to 

build off of the information provided. Paying the Human Costs of War, written by Christopher 

Gelpi, Peter Feaver, and Jason Reifler, examines American public opinion from the Korean War 

to American involvement in Iraq.13 Casualties and Consensus looks at similar material to Paying 

the Human Cost of War and provides additional information on the American public.14 Both 

Casualties and Consensus and Paying the Human Costs of War show that wartime opinion is 

influenced heavily by the visibility of American casualties, regardless of support for the actual 

cause of the war.15  

The other type of public opinion-oriented books are focused studies. Some examples of 

focused studies over time are Timothy S. Lowry’s And Brave Men Too, Justus Doenecke’s 

Nothing Less Than War: A New History of America’s Entry into World War I, Steven White’s 

World War II and American Racial Politics: Public Opinion, the Presidency, and Civil Rights 

Advocacy, and Kenneth Osgood and Andrew K. Frank’s Selling War in a Media Age: The 

Presidency and Public Opinion in the American Century.16 Each of these works provides an in-

 

11 Stephen Craig, Broken Contract?: Changing Relationships Between Americans And Their Government (Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1996). 
12 Ibid. 
13 Christopher Gelpi, Peter Feaver, and Jason Reifler, Paying the Human Costs of War (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009). 
14 Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role Of Casualties In Domestic Support For U.S. Military Operations 

(Santa Monica: Rand Publishing, 1996). 
15 Christopher Gelpi, Peter Feaver, and Jason Reifler, Paying the Human Costs of War (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2009); Casualties and Consensus: The Historical Role Of Casualties In Domestic Support For 

U.S. Military Operations (Santa Monica: Rand Publishing, 1996) 
16 Timothy S. Lowry, And Brave Men Too (New York: Crown Publishers, 1985); Justus Doenecke, Nothing Less 

Than War: A New History of America’s Entry into World War I (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 

2010); Steven White, World War II and American Racial Politics: Public Opinion, the Presidency, and Civil Rights 

Advocacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Kenneth Osgood and Andrew K. Frank, Selling War in 

a Media Age: The Presidency and Public Opinion in the American Century (Gainesville: University Press of 

Florida, 2010). 
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depth examination of the conflux of public opinion, the military, and social climates. Works like 

these provide a way to understand better how the American people felt about their government 

during significant times in history. Using these works builds upon the base created by more 

broad studies on public perception and allows authors the freedom to focus on more individual 

events or actions.  

As public opinion is typically written about in detail only when referring to specific wars 

or incidents, the field allows a lot of specialization. This specialization is available because of 

more general works, alongside more raw data from opinion polls and other more personal 

information. With the field as it stands, there is plenty of room for more advancements and more 

studies across a broad range of topics. Thankfully, with the current field being so open, the topic 

of public opinion and military awards has not been covered, leaving room in the scholarship for 

advancements in the subject material. 

As public opinion during wartime is not often directly written about or organized, relying 

on secondary academic sources is paramount in understanding the specific beliefs and lives of 

the American people on the home front. Prominent secondary sources relevant to this study 

include James L. Abrahamson’s The American Home Front: Revolutionary War, Civil War, 

World War I, and World War II,  Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller’s The Northern Home 

Front During the Civil War, Christopher Capozzola’s Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and 

the Making of the Modern American Citizen, Melissa McEuen’s Making War, Making Women: 

Femininity and Duty on the American Home Front, 1941-1945, Laura McEnaney’s Civil Defense 

Begins at Home: Militarization Meets Everyday Life in The Fifties, and John Bodnar’s Divided 
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by Terror: American Patriotism after 9/11.17 While not studies whose arguments or direct 

focuses always align with those of this thesis, the information within these works aids the 

argument of this thesis in a multitude of ways. 

Abrahamson’s The American Home Front simply tries to cover as much of life on the 

American home front during the American Revolutionary War as possible.18 The author focuses 

broadly because he believes that understanding the home front is vital to understanding war 

efforts overall. Out of the secondary sources used, Abraham’s argument aligns more than most 

with that of the thesis, as his focus on the overall home front directly relates to this thesis’ 

argument of the home front influencing new awards. Other works used focus on social 

movements, more refined geographic areas, or the military’s direct interactions with the 

American people.19 

Cimbala and Miller’s The Northern Home Front During the Civil War argues that a focus 

on the home front in the Union during the American Civil War is underrepresented in academic 

works and attempts to remedy that issue.20 Like Abrahamson, the work’s focus on purely the 

home front aligns better with that of the thesis when compared to other works. The information 

explored is extremely relevant to this thesis and provides a detailed look at the lives of 

 

17 James L. Abrahamson, The American Home Front: Revolutionary War, Civil War, World War I, and World War 

II (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Publishing, 1983); Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller, The 

Northern Home Front During the Civil War (New York: Fordham University Press, 2023); Christopher Capozzola, 

Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern American Citizen (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2010); Melissa McEuen, Making War, Making Women: Femininity and Duty on the American Home Front, 

1941-1945 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011); Laura McEnaney, Civil Defense Begins at Home: 

Militarization Meets Everyday Life in The Fifties (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000); John Bodnar, 

Divided by Terror: American Patriotism after 9/11 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2021). 
18 James L. Abrahamson, The American Home Front: Revolutionary War, Civil War, World War I, and World War 

II (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Publishing, 1983). 
19 Don Higginbotham, The War of American Independence: Military Attitudes, Policies, and Practice, 1763-1789 

(Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1983); J. Franklin Jameson, The American Revolution Considered as a 

Social Movement (Princeton: Princeston University Press, 1973); James J. Gigantino II, The American Revolution in 

New Jersey: Where the Battlefront Meets the Home Front (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2015). 
20 Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller, The Northern Home Front During the Civil War (New York: Fordham 

University Press, 2023). 
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Americans during the bloodiest war in American history. Other important works on the 

American Civil War that mention life on the home front focus on both sides of the Civil War, or 

particular actors within the home front.21 

Capozzola’s Uncle Sam Wants You argues that the changes implemented in the United 

States to engage in World War I led to an alteration of American culture directly stemming from 

increased power being given to the government.22 While Capozzola focuses on different aspects 

of the home front as a part of the bigger picture of sweeping changes to the United States, the 

information he provides on American public opinion is extremely relevant to topics within this 

thesis. Uncle Sam Want’s You is emblematic of other works on World War I, which often 

attempt to place the changes that occurred within a larger framework.23 

Melissa McEuen’s Making War, Making Women argues that the culture pushed upon 

women during World War II under the guise of total war simultaneously granted freedom while 

reinforcing differences between various groups of Americans.24 McEuen’s examination of the 

home front focuses on women and the challenges they faced with the war effort, rationing, and 

other wartime hardships. While not focusing on the entire home front, Making War, Making 

Women provides detailed accounts of the home front as experienced by a large portion of the 

 

21 J. Matthew Gallman, Northerners At War: Reflections on the Civil War Home Front (Kent: The Kent State 

University Press, 2010); Judith Giesberg, Army at Home: Women and the Civil War on the Northern Home Front 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Steven J. Ramold, Across the Divide: Union Soldiers View 

the Northern Home Front (Manhattan: New York University Press, 2013); Paul Finkelman and Donald R. Kennon, 

Civil War Congress and the Creation of Modern America: A Revolution on the Homefront (Athens: Ohio University 

Press, 2018). 
22 Christopher Capozzola, Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the Modern American Citizen 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
23 David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2004); Petra DeWitt, The Missouri Home Guard: Protecting the Home Front during the Great War (Columbia: 

University of Missouri Press, 2022); Karsten H. Piep, Embattled Home Fronts: Domestic Politics and the American 

Novel of World War I (Leiden: Brill Academic Publishers, 2010). 
24 Melissa McEuen, Making War, Making Women: Femininity and Duty on the American Home Front, 1941-1945 

(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2011). 



10 

population. While different than that of the argument of the thesis, McEuen’s provide a unique 

look on the home front that can help explain broader changes explored later. Like McEuen, other 

works focus on specific topics within the framework of World War II, including gender, race, 

and specific years.25 This portioned approach to World War II is logical, as attempting to cover 

any major topic within WWII would not be conducive to creating a normal academic work, as 

there is simply too much data to organize.   

McEnaney’s Civil Defense Begins at Home argues in broad terms that during the opening 

years of the Cold War the United States militarized its population in preparation for war with the 

Soviet Union.26 While the argument is not directly related to the topic of this thesis, McEnaney 

does provide a look into the greater connection between the military and American people that 

will become relevant in the following chapters. Focusing on the extent to which the government 

can directly influence the American people, Civil Defense Begins at Home also intersects with 

several themes throughout this thesis. Other works on the topic are similar, with interconnected 

topics of race, media, and popular culture.27 

Bodnar’s Divided by Terror argues the extent to which patriotism influences the actions 

of the home front.28 Bodnar looks at American media and politics to analyze how the American 

people shift in their beliefs, and why those beliefs are so strongly held. While focusing on the 

 

25 William K. Klingaman, The Darkest Year: The American Home Front 1941-1942 (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 

2019); Alistair Cooke, The American Home Front: 1941-1942 (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press. 2006); Rachel 

Waltner Goossen, Women Against the Good War: Conscientious Objection and Gender on the American Home 

Front, 1941-1947 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997). 
26 Laura McEnaney, Civil Defense Begins at Home: Militarization Meets Everyday Life in The Fifties (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2000). 
27 Mary L. Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2002); Glen Altschuler, All Shook Up: How Rock ‘N‘ Roll Changed America (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2003); Manning Marable, Race, Reform, And Rebellion: The Second Reconstruction and Beyond 

in Black America, 1945-2006 (Oxford: University Press of Mississippi, 2007); John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A 

New History (Westminster: Penguin Books, 2005). 
28 John Bodnar, Divided by Terror: American Patriotism after 9/11 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina 

Press, 2021). 
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influence of terrorism on the American people during the War on Terror, Bodnar still provides a 

wider range of information on the home front over the same time period in general. Similar to 

this thesis, Bodnar uses the how the American people consume and react to media to argue 

points, albeit with a different focus. Other works including the beliefs of the American people in 

recent times also focus specifically on terror, as well as mental health and the reintegration of 

soldiers.29 

 With both fields involved in the topic of this thesis being relatively open, this work will 

help fill a spot in the literature by examining both topics thoroughly. The thesis will explore the 

evolution of military awards by analyzing these awards through the lens of public perception. 

While perception is typically written about in a statistical sense and awards in a textbook way, 

combining the two allows room for arguments to be made that can help build upon the previous 

literature of both groups. Military awards, especially, are currently made up of a field of 

information, not academic works, leaving plenty of room for advancement. Building on political 

science methodologies, this thesis will use the Medal of Honor, the most researched award, as a 

case study with which to validate and deepen the main argument of the thesis.  

 The goal of this thesis is to change the current literature surrounding both American 

military awards and the American public’s perception of the government’s actions during 

wartime. The thesis will do so by examining the interactions between the military and the people 

through the lens of awards. This uniquely focused study maintains a new argument for all fields 

involved, creating a stepping point from which even further research can be taken.  

 

29 Stuart Croft, Culture, Crisis and America's War on Terror (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Sarah 

J. Hautzinger, Beyond Post-Traumatic Stress: Homefront Struggles with the Wars on Terror (New York: Routledge, 

2013); William C. Banks and Stephen Dycus, Soldiers on the Home Front: The Domestic Role of the American 

Military (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
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Chapter 1 - American Military Awards and Public Perception 

Introduction 

The legacy of award use in the military of the United States begins with the 

Revolutionary War and leads into the present day. The way that military awards have changed 

over time reflects the needs of the United States at different points over the course of its history. 

The US has created and altered awards to fit changing landscapes both in warfare and on the 

home front. The opinion of the American people has helped to influence many of the changes 

that awards have gone through over time. Looking at the American public’s perception of the 

military during given eras provides a chance to analyze and compare the two. With both the 

government and the public attempting to influence each other over the course of centuries, 

looking at both in a chronological study provides the clearest picture of their relationship. 

To this end this section will both look at the evolution of military awards, as well as the 

changes in public opinion that coincide with said evolution. Major awards will be prioritized for 

the majority of this section, as they showcase the most notable relationships between awards and 

public perception. Minor awards, consisting of Good Conduct, Achievements, Campaign, 

Expeditionary, and Service Medals, will also be looked at as a collection. While each “minor” 

medal may not be as significant, the introduction of each type of medal expands on the argument 

established by the examination of the major awards.  

The American Revolutionary War 

The American Revolution saw the establishment of the United States through armed 

rebellion against the British Empire. However, the (formerly) British colonists were not united 

against the British. John Adams’ recognized the American colonists were divided even as he 

believed a majority supported independence, stating “We were about one third Tories, one third 
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timid and one third true Blue.” More realistic estimates show up to half of the colonists openly 

supported the British or remained neutral in the conflict.30 With such a mixed population on the 

topic of the revolution, public perception of the war differed wildly across people, cities, and 

colonies. The revolution supporters often did so at the peril of their own lives. Those who 

remained neutral risked reprisal from both sides. Those who supported the British lived life in 

fear of their neighbors. These three groups undoubtedly had three vastly different perceptions of 

revolutionary armies. Working under the assumption that the revolutionary forces tried to, at the 

least, placate the neutral colonists and convert or intimidate the loyalist ones, the priority of this 

study will focus on the supporters of the revolution. 

 While the popular idea of the revolutionaries fighting for freedom and nothing else is 

admirable, it is untrue. Soldiers of the revolutionary armies needed support; a need that often 

went unmet. Whether the issue stemmed from pay with colonial currency, which often faced 

inflation, issues with counterfeits and a lack of standardization, a lack of supplies to engage in 

warfare, or popular support from local colonists, the problems were manifold.31 Revolutionary 

generals and the Continental Congress understood they needed ways to motivate their soldiers. 

One way the military found it could show its men that their effort was respected was with 

awards.  

James L. Abrahamson’s The American Home Front details the struggles faced by 

Americans during the Revolutionary war.32 The colonists found themselves caught between the 

British Empire, the Revolution, and those simply trying to survive. Starvation, theft, and disaster 

 

30 John Adams to Benjamin Rush, March 19, 1812; Alan Taylor, American Revolutions: A Continental History, 

1750-1804 (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2016), 202-203. 
31 United States Board of Treasury, Descriptions of Counterfeit Bills (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: United States 

Continental Congress, 1779); South Carolina, Laws, etc. 1776 Apr. 9 (Charleston, S.C.: South Carolina, 1776). 
32 James L. Abrahamson, The American Home Front: Revolutionary War, Civil War, World War I, and World War 

II (Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Publishing, 1983). 
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ran rampant in the colonies throughout the duration of the war. Parts of the public trusted the 

new, and some trusted the old, leading to divisions running deep through colonial society. The 

revolutionaries fared little better, with Abrahamson stating of the reaction to the war that “It 

destroyed the value of their monetary enlistment bonuses, and a soldier's wage, sometimes more 

than a year behind in payment, became increasingly inadequate."33 As most of the 

revolutionaries were still attempting to support their families at home, the institution of new 

medals for revolutionaries also influenced their families and friends at home. Soldiers receiving 

support in trying times helps pacify complaints while the revolutionaries attempted to solve 

wider problems by winning the war.  

Using awards for a military was not a novel idea. Military awards already had a lengthy 

history, especially in the European armies that George Washington attempted to emulate. What 

made Washington’s use of awards different from the European armies was the criteria for 

awarding medals. European militaries typically awarded medals to nobles and officers, not the 

general forces. Washington instead made the awards of the United States available to any who 

met their criteria, which helped emphasize the overall narrative of the revolution that the war was 

the common man against the largest Empire in the world with rich military traditions. 

On November 3, 1780, the Continental Congress created the Fidelity Medallion, 

America’s first military award.34 The first recipients were three New York State Militia members 

who captured British Major John André. The significance of the capture of Major André stems 

from the major's corroboration with notorious turncoat Benedict Arnold. André was the main 

conduit for communications and negotiations between Arnold and the British Army. By 

 

33 Ibid, 6. 
34 The United States in Congress, Resolution of Congress Voting Medals to John Paulding, David Williams, and 

Isaac Van Wart, November 3, 1780.  
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capturing André, they exposed Arnold's plans to hand over West Point to the British. Lastly, 

Andre unsuccessfully attempted to bribe the militiamen after being captured. The three awardees, 

all privates, received the medallion in September 1782.35 This awarding shows that the 

Continental Congress actively looked for actions that went beyond the norm and worked to 

recognize them.36 

George Washington ordered the next award to be used by the American forces in 1782, 

calling it the Badge of Military Merit. Washington's insistence that the award should be open to 

any soldier who met the requirements was a notable distinction separating American awards 

from the European military tradition. With this, Washington showed that while emulating the 

European military tradition, the idea was “Americanized” to fit the rebel forces better. 

Washington declared that the award would be given "whenever any singularly meritorious action 

is performed…Not only instances of unusual gallantry, but also extraordinary fidelity and 

essential service in any way shall meet with a due reward."37  Like the Fidelity Medallion, only 

three confirmed recipients of the Badge of Military Merit exist.  

While only two such awards ended up being created, the idea behind the awards was 

sound and would be called upon in future years. The creation of the Fidelity Medal and the 

Badge of Military Merit helped establish a precedent that could and would be called upon in the 

future to serve such needs as morale and acknowledgment once again.  However, with the 

revolution against the British over, the United States did not see a need for the inclusion of 

additional awards for over fifty years. 

 

35 Ibid. 
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16 

Wars Preceding World War I  

The United States did not introduce or use awards in its armed forces until the American 

Civil War. The American Civil War between the United States and secessionist states led to the 

most significant American casualty count of any American war. Unsurprisingly, that level of 

conflict spawned the need for additional morale boosting that was not needed in the more minor 

conflicts bridging the span between the American Revolution and the American Civil War.  

Paul Cimbala and Randall Miller’s The Northern Home Front During the Civil War 

details life in the North during the American Civil War.38 Americans faced division through their 

country, states, cities, and families, leading to widespread stress and conflict. On top of divisions, 

the Civil War produced seemingly endless casualties for both sides, affecting agriculture, 

industry, and family life.39 Many Americans grew dissatisfied with the government of the North, 

especially during low points in the war. The public felt dissent with the growing casualty counts 

and with the disruption in home lives especially. The government’s attempt to show the success 

of people’s family members with the introduction of the MOH shows once again an attempt to 

influence the public through their family members, alongside actions like helping fight a lack of 

agriculture manpower with “a generous immigration policy.”40 

With the United States struggling in its actions against the Confederacy, one solution 

proposed for the North’s war effort was the Medal of Honor (MOH). The Medal of Honor was 

initially available to American Navy servicemen and later to both the Army and the Navy. The 

original purpose of the award was to recognize those in the military who distinguished 

themselves by their individual actions. The award was used to boost morale, encourage units to 

 

38 Paul A. Cimbala and Randall M. Miller, The Northern Home Front During the Civil War (New York: Fordham 
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stay in the military when their time was up and acknowledge heroic actions. Over the course of 

the American Civil War the MOH was awarded over 1500 times, far outnumbering its use in any 

other war.41 The Medal of Honor has lasted to the present day in an ever-evolving form and 

remains just as crucial in modern times as it was during the Civil War.  

After the Civil War the United States involved itself in the “Indian Wars,” The 

Philippine-American War, and the Spanish-American War, alongside many engagements of a 

smaller scale. The wars between the American Civil War and World War I saw American 

support for military action maintain favorable levels, allowing the United States to engage in 

these actions without worrying about the home front. During this time period the Medal of Honor 

remained the only award available for individual actions during wartime, lasting until World War 

I. Due to this distinction the United States commonly awarded (compared to later wars) the 

MOH throughout these conflicts, as there were no other options.  

World War I 

The United States abstained from direct involvement in the First World War until 1917, 

three years after the Great War began. The United States did not initially involve itself in what 

many Americans saw as a “European War” for several reasons. Many Americans believed they 

had no responsibility to fight in Europe for Europeans, which stemmed from strong isolationist 

tendencies among many Americans at the time. Americans simply did not see the protecting or 

policing of other countries as a problem they needed to involve themselves in. The United States 

also had a policy of neutrality as established by President Woodrow Wilson, who ran for 

reelection in the 1916 using anti-war slogans such as “He kept us out of war.”42 Lastly, the 
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United States did not have a large standing army and, as such, was not prepared to enter into 

WWI, meaning that people knew that building up a military would cost a lot more time, money, 

and effort for war than most did not see a reason to enter into in the first place.  

Christopher Capozzola’s Uncle Sam Wants You: World War I and the Making of the 

Modern American Citizen examines how American society responding to being thrown into 

World War I.43 Capozzola details the divisions raised in society, especially with controversies 

surrounding conscientious objectors. The book show’s that Americans did not enter into World 

War I like they did with the Civil War or World War II, as they instead seemingly joined the war 

effort only begrudgingly. With divisions running high, violence and discrimination ran rampant, 

with the author stating that even “Antiobjectionists threw the book at conscientious objectors: 

persuasion, physical coercion, ridicule, and even psychiatric treatment. Straightforward verbal 

persuasion was the most common approach.”44 Attempts to alleviate this issue came with the 

introduction of awards, as with more available awards more people could receive them. With the 

greater availability of awards, Americans had more heroes to look up, an attempt to counter their 

divisions by the government. The US also eventually lessened the treatment of conscientious 

objectors, and the public would come to accept the necessity of entering World War I. The 

American people during World War I were slow to change, but change they did, helped along by 

the choices of their government.  

Best summing up American opinion preceding the involvement of the United States in 

World War I is a section of dissertation focusing on World War I and American public opinion, 

written by Walter Hicks. Hicks as a relatively contemporary source relays that “‘Our isolated 
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position and freedom from entangling alliances,’ the Literary Digest summed up, ‘inspire our 

press with the cheering assurance that we are in no peril of being drawn into the European 

quarrel.’ American sympathies were divided, but opinion was united in the belief that the United 

States could never be other than a spectator.”45 Citing written media of the time unavailable to 

current historians, Hicks emphasizes that Americans truly did not believe it was their place to get 

involved in World War I.  

 As such, most Americans wanted to stay out of the war. While actions such as the 

Zimmermann Telegram and the German U-boat fleet's attacks of merchant vessels drew 

American ire and grew support for involvement, World War I still did not receive nearly the 

same levels of support as World War II or either side of the Civil War.46 During WWI, the 

United States also instituted a nationwide draft of men aged 21 to 30.47 Much of the lack of 

support regarding American involvement in WWI stemmed from the draft, which forced 

Americans to fight for Europeans against their will. In sum, the American public slowly came 

around to support the idea of American involvement in WWI, but the military and government 

knew the public’s support was tenuous at best. 
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Sweden." New York Times (1857-1922), Sep 10, 1917. 
47 40 Stat. 76 (Pub. Law 65-12). 



20 

 The stressed relationship between the people and the government meant that the 

government worked to find ways to alleviate the issues. The Wilson Administration’s solutions 

included creating propaganda posters to sway popular opinion, highlighting of the atrocities of 

the Central Powers, and introducing of new military awards.48 While posters, newspapers, and 

radio broadcasts often highlighted the negative aspects of the enemy, military awards prioritized 

the recognition of heroes. Awards allow the public to recognize and celebrate the good instead of 

just looking at the bad. Awards create heroes, which is precisely what the American people 

needed.  

 Giving people heroes gives them a person to look up to. A hero puts a face to the 

countless nameless soldiers fighting and dying for the United States. Heroes and their actions 

allowed the people to see that the war was not in vain and was a necessary evil, one that was rife 

with good men fighting tooth and nail to combat actual evil. American heroes like Sergeant 

Alvin York often appeared publicly to speak with crowded halls of people celebrating and 

idealizing them.49 People wanted to know and understand their heroes so that they may become 

more like them. Giving the public heroes allowed the government to slowly induce the public to 

forget their past objections, which including joining the war, effectively convincing the people 

that the military and its actions were both excellent and worthy of support.   

The First World War changed numerous facets of warfare globally, and the United States 

did not escape unscathed. One aspect of action that changed was the communication of news. 

Battles in Europe could be written about in American papers within days of their occurrence, 
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keeping Americans abreast of the state of the war.50 Thanks to this vast communication 

improvement, American heroes like Alvin York returned home to an America that had read 

about their exploits in the newspapers or heard them on the radio. These men and others helped 

win over the American public, with their struggles giving the people a glimpse of what their 

family members or friends faced overseas.  

However, this fanfare needed the government to fuel it. With the government awarding 

those who served honorably with the Medal of Honor and other awards, one could distinguish 

heroes by criteria. Government officials could use awards to focus media attention on especially 

captivating stories that would build public support for the war. Reading through reports to find 

captivating accounts of warfare would be nigh impossible, and while genuinely heroic events 

would undoubtedly be found, most would never come to light. Additionally, if government 

officials highlighted extraordinary actions by soldiers without reawarding them, public opinion 

might turn against the administration and sour on supporting the war. 

 President Woodrow Wilson established the Distinguished Service Cross and the 

Distinguished Service Medal for the Army in 1918, marking the beginning of rapid growth in 

new military awards. The Distinguished Service Cross "is awarded for deeds not sufficiently 

distinguished to warrant the Medal of Honor."51Those deeds must be completed during combat 

action for the Distinguished Service Cross, while the Distinguished Service Medal can be 

awarded for any activity, either wartime or peacetime. This would allow greater recognition for 

 

50 Edwin L. James, 1918, by The New York Times Company, Special Cable To The New York Times, "Americans 

Win Battle For Hill: 1,000 German Dead Left On The Field After Fierce Struggle In The Argonne. Fight In Blinding 

Storm Gains Toward Lancon And West Of Fleville Weaken Foe's Hold In Forest. Americans Win Battle For Hill 

Pershing Reports Hot Fight. Foe's Desperate Resistance Overcome On Aire Heights. Berlin Admits Allied Gains. 

But Says Haig's Attack Was Successful Only At The Centre," New York Times (1857-1922), Oct 09, 1918.  
51 Joseph McDowell Morgan, Military Medals and Insignia of the United States (Glendale: Griffin-Patterson 

Publishing Co., 1941), 52. 



22 

heroic actions that could occur at any time. The same act that created the Distinguished Service 

Cross and the Distinguished Service Medal instituted the Silver Star. The Silver Star is awarded 

as a "citation for gallantry in action, published on orders issued from the headquarters of a force 

commanded by a general officer not warranting the award of a Medal of Honor or Distinguished 

Service Cross." The addition of the Silver Star to the military's repertoire helped create a 

hierarchy of awards, with the Medal of Honor at the top and the Silver Star for the time at the 

bottom. This addition further expanded the number of individuals receiving awards, as a “lower” 

level award was available to more people. 

The Navy followed the Army's example when Congress passed legislation introducing 

the "Navy Cross and the Navy Distinguished Service medal to correspond with two similar 

decorations of the Army," on February 4, 1919. Like the Army's Distinguished Service Cross, 

the Navy Cross is awarded to those whose actions are highly heroic and yet do not merit the 

absolute pinnacle of awards, which at the time and in the present day is still the Medal of Honor. 

Also similar to the Army, the Navy Distinguished Service Medal is offered under no 

requirements of active combat.  These awards, which helped ensure parity between the two main 

branches of the military at the time, accomplished much within the military. The mirroring of the 

Navy and the Army confirmed that individuals in both branches would be equally rewarded for 

equally meritorious actions, regardless of branch. 

Introducing new medals that allowed the more thorough and widespread recognition of 

American service members’ actions help sustain morale and build public support for the war. 

With the more varied use and repertoire of medals, the United States clearly once again drew 

upon European inspiration. This is made obvious with the creation of the Distinguished Service 

Cross, which "was intended to correspond with the British Military Cross and the French, 
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Belgium and Italian Croix de Guerre."52 While American awards vastly differed from their 

European counterparts’ usage, they were adapted to fit the American people and military to suit 

better the needs that arose during World War I.  

The Interwar Years 

The interwar years (the years between World War I and World War II) saw the military 

the United States built to win World War I greatly diminish in size over the years. At the end of 

WWI, the United States had around four million men under arms, but the government ordered a 

rapid demobilization.53 As such, in 1940, the US Army had less than three hundred thousand 

soldiers.54  

This lack of a large peacetime standing army fit well within the historical precedent of 

American military forces. The military officers and personnel left during the interwar years 

maintained the basic logistics and bureaucracy needed for such a large organization, attempted to 

prepare for new ways of warfare as established by WWI, and waited. As such, public opinion of 

the military during this time was different than the United States during wartime. The public saw 

the military as another government organization that attempted to do its job. With no wars to be 

fought, there were no wars to oppose, and the public and the military coexisted for the most part 

during this era. 

The interwar years also saw vast changes across American society. The comedown from 

World War II, swiftly followed by the Great Influenza Epidemic, the Roaring Twenties, and the 

Great Depression saw the country go through rapid changes in mere decades. John McClymer’s 

The Birth of Modern America, 1914 – 1945 examines these changes in the Homefront in detail. 
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McClymer shows how the American people responded to the end of the “War to End All Wars” 

in a positive way, with the United States coming out victorious at the conclusion of the war.55 

The government attempted to maintain these high spirits, while working towards the future with 

the introduction of new awards. As most of the issues of this era stemmed from factors beyond 

the military, the military did not need to do as much as other conflicts in their attempts to 

influence the American people. 

While the public remained at worst ambivalent about the military during this time, the 

military appears to have learned from its experiences in WWI and began to prepare for the future 

of warfare. While not actively facing public distrust, the government seemingly wanted to 

proactively prepare for the possibilities of the future. Learning from previous conflicts to prepare 

for future ones is commonplace within military culture, and in the years following World War I 

the United States proved to be no exception to this norm. To this end, the United States 

established the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), the Soldiers Medal, and the Purple Heart, all 

of which helped the US in future conflicts. 

Firstly, among the United States preparation for the future was the Distinguished Flying 

Cross (DFC) "for heroism or extraordinary achievement while participating in an aerial flight."56 

The DFC shows the recognition of the importance of air power in the future of warfare, with the 

government preparing to recognize those who served admirably in the new plane of battle. The 

DFC is notable for the broad range of actions it can be awarded for, and for a time, even civilians 

could earn the award alongside military personnel. However, currently, the DFC can only be 

awarded to military personnel. Notable civilians awarded the DFC include Amelia Earheart and 
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the Wright Brothers, who were retroactively awarded in 1929 for their actions in flight 

pioneering.57  Also of note is the awarding of the DFC to Astronaut Neil Armstrong, who, as a 

civilian, required Congress to make an exception in the criteria to receive the medal. Alongside 

Earheart, the Wright Brothers, and Armstrong, the DFC has also been awarded to other 

innovators in aviation history, including Capt. Charles A. Lindbergh and Brigadier General 

Chuck Yeager, along with key figures in American political history, such as former President 

H.W. Bush, former presidential nominees John McCain and George McGovern, and numerous 

Senators and state Governors for their actions while serving in the Armed Forces.58 This broad 

range of awardees shows the successful foresight of the original institution of the DFC, as it 

became an acknowledgment of accomplishment used not only in the next war but in future 

conflicts as well.  

The Soldier's Medal, like the Distinguished Service Medal and the Navy Distinguished 

Service Medal before it, applies to actions taken outside combat. Unlike the DSM and NDSM, 

the Soldier's Medal only applies to non-combat actions. The War Department created the 

Soldier's Medal to address the need to recognize courage in actions completed outside of combat 

or during peacetime. "The SM is awarded to any person of the Armed Forces of the United 

States…who distinguished himself or herself by heroism not involving actual conflict with an 

enemy."59  Interestingly enough, "The minimum degree of heroism required is comparable to that 

of the DFC for heroism," firmly establishing the emphasis on the importance of the "heroic" 
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aspect of the medal.60 This medal specifically ensures that soldiers during the interwar years and 

other periods of peace could still be recognized for their actions going beyond expectations.  

Lastly, the Purple Heart is a reworking of the earlier Badge of Military Merit. Instituted 

on the 200th anniversary of George Washington's birth, February 22, 1932, the medal pays 

homage to Washington as the creator of the Badge of Military Merit, both in the Purple Heart's 

use of Washington's likeness on the medal and its original heritage. The Purple Heart is currently 

awarded to any military personnel who "are wounded in action against an enemy of the United 

States, or as a result of an act of such enemy, provided such would necessitates treatment by a 

medical office."61 Prior to the issuing of Executive Order 9277 in 1942, which instituted the basis 

for the current requirements for the Purple Heart, the award could also be given out for 

"meritorious or valorous service in the US Army."62  After ten years of mixed-use, the Purple 

Heart was cemented as an award for those who received injuries from an enemy force, while the 

newly established Legion of Merit took over for the "meritorious or valorous" aspect of the 

Purple Heart. The institution of the Purple Heart shows that the United States understood that 

honoring its soldiers’ sacrifices was needed both for the military and the people as a way to 

recognize the horrific realities of war.  

 During the Interwar Years, the military needed to prepare itself to prevent even the 

possibility of a disconnect between the people and the armed forces in the case of another major 

war. Unlike previous wars with involvement from the United States, World War I established the 

United States as a power on a global scale. The US chose to involve itself in a war with the 
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major powers of the day by waging war on the European mainland.  The United States 

understood that its actions placed the US in a position to become involved in future wars on a 

global scale. To this end, the institution of the DFC, Soldier’s Medal, and Purple Heart played an 

important role. The DFC allowed the growing Army Air Corps to recognize the valor of pilots 

and airmen, especially giving them a focus on par with the participants in other combat planes. 

The Soldier’s Medal presented military members who accomplished heroic actions outside 

combat or during peacetime a chance to be recognized.  The Purple Heart prepared Americans 

for another major war in which many men would be injured. All of these awards served the 

purpose of showing acknowledgment and foresight to prepare for the future. Having these 

medals ready before the next major war gave the military of the United States an advantage 

heading into WWII that did not exist before WWI. 

World War II 

During World War II, the American public strongly supported the war effort. The 

widespread support for so-called “total war” was evidenced at every level of society, from 

children to the elderly and across economic divides. This level of support resulted from the 

outrage felt in the United States after the December 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor attacks. Americans, 

stunned by a surprise attack on American soil, reacted viscerally to the perceived injustice of the 

attack. 

Public involvement in the war effort shaped everyday life in the United States, with 

almost most citizens working to do their part in the war effort. Young children collected scrap 

metal, families started “victory gardens” and rationed, women worked in previously unavailable 

fields, millions of men volunteered for the military, and countless other efforts took place in the 



28 

name of victory.63 A New York Times article published on December 6, 1942 (almost exactly a 

year after Pearl Harbor) describes the feeling of the American people after being attacked 

without (in their eyes) provocation best in a quote, “We believed that war could not happen here 

unless we willed it. It has happened against our will. Therefore, we have to act to make sure that 

it will not happen again.”64  

Support for the war was driven not only by outrage but by government propaganda as 

well. Widespread posters encouraged Americans to live their lives for the war effort. Posters 

encouraged them to save gas, ration food, work together, work in factories, and more, promising 

their tribulations would benefit Americans overseas.65  The combination of indignation and 

government influence created a culture where support for total war reached levels not often seen 

historically. 

World War II saw the American home front unite on an unprecedented level, which 

Melissa McEuen’s Making War, Making Women covers in detail.66 The American people, 

brought together after the attack on Pearl Harbor, worked tirelessly to win the war. Despite the 

war rationing and new jobs for many Americans, they still worked to maintain some semblance 

of their old lives while supporting the war effort.67 This immense effort shows the belief and 

perseverance of the American people on the home front. This support helps show that Americans 

truly did everything they could for their armed forces at this time. With such support, the military 

only needed to work to maintain, not create a positive public perception. The awards of this era 
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do that well, with new awards opening up even more people to receptions, which in turn would 

be broadcast to the people via media sources. Americans accepted an embraced these changes, 

which helped give the military a supportive populace behind them as they waged global war.     

However, the general public did not unify until after the attack on Pearl Harbor. Prior to 

the surprise attack, many Americans wanted no part in a war in Europe or Asia. Americans 

especially differed in their opinions on Nazi Germany. Americans either born in Germany or 

with parents born in Germany made up an estimated five million Americans, with tens of 

millions more Americans of German descent.68  With such a large part of the American 

population being German, some Americans either supported Germany or at the least did not want 

the United States to go to war with Germany. For example, “As Albert Zimmer, a Cincinnati 

Nazi leader, said: ‘Of course, most of these people [Germans in Cincinnati] do not agree with 

Hitler, but at the same time Hitler represents Germany to them. And they will not tolerate any 

criticism, verbal or written, of Germany. They consider it a reflection on themselves.’ “69Another 

author writes that, “However, some German-Americans favored the Nazis for non-ideological 

reasons. They were enthusiastic nationalists, retaining a pride of and love for Germany, and, 

consequently, approved of the Nazis’ attempts to rebuild the nation and increase its prestige after 

a decade of humiliating confusion…Their love of Germany had little, if anything, to do with 

foreign policy, imperialism, anti-Semitism, Pan-Germanism, or other Nazi ideas and policies.”70 

With German-Americans torn between their motherland and their new home, many simply 

hoped that the two would never come into conflict in the first place.  
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The relationship between German Americans and the idea of war with Germany was not 

the only obstacle to widespread American support of war in Europe.  Many Americans did not 

see a reason to enter another “European War,” echoing many objections to World War I. Gallup 

polls reflect these issues with war in Germany, along with others, with a poll taken on April 10-

15, 1941, suggesting that only 19% of Americans supported entering the war in Europe.71  Only 

eight months later, in a poll taken on December 12-17 (a week after Pearl Harbor), 97% of 

Americans supported going to war against Japan, Germany’s ally, tacitly agreeing to war with 

Germany.72   

Americans supported war with Japan at much higher rates than Germany before Pearl 

Harbor, which stemmed from Pearl Harbor and a history of cultural interactions between Japan 

and the United States that negatively mirrored that of the United States and Germany. Unlike 

Germans, Japanese immigration to the United States did not produce a substantial Japanese-

American population. Numbering less than two hundred thousand, Japanese Americans had no 

majority in any part of American life.73  Japanese Americans already faced discrimination before 

Pearl Harbor, which stemmed from racism and American perceptions of the Japanese culture. 

American perceptions of the Japanese, fueled by the Japanese opinion of colonialism and, to an 

extent, anti-whiteness and the oft-found normalized (at the time) racism in Anglo perceptions of 

other races, led to two cultures with virtually nothing in common except for dislike.  

John Dower writes that the “Yellow Peril,” an idea that unstoppable tides of Asians 

would take over the Western way of life, lived in American minds as an ever-present threat that 
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constantly influenced American beliefs of Asian cultures.74 Americans often considered Japanese 

people inferior or lesser, and using insults to describe the Japanese was quite normal. One 

example of this is taken from a letter published in the New York Times, which stated that “As I 

may have written you, nothing (not even Japs) petrifies me as much as an earthquake.”75  The 

letter, referring to a letter written by Hawaiian civilian Mary Lewis describing the attack on Pearl 

Harbor, casually used the term “Jap.” The use of the slur in the letter and in a nationally 

circulated newspaper showcases the prejudice against the Japanese among Americans. With an 

already established mutual dislike, along with a lack of positive history, it is clearly 

understandable why, in April 1941, a Gallup poll showed that 70% of Americans supported 

taking action to prevent the spread of the Japanese Empire, even if it ended in war. This result is 

a stark difference to the American opinions on war with Germany at the time.  

With the national support for American involvement in World War II after Pearl Harbor, 

the military did not need to introduce awards to gain the support of the public. Instead, the 

United States attempted to maintain that support by introducing awards that showed appreciation 

for American troops. It sent the message that the military took care of its men, whose families 

were spending so much time and effort on war support. The introduction of awards to better fit 

the ever-increasing specialized roles within the military, thus making sure that every member of 

the armed forces could receive acknowledgment for their efforts, ensuring more visibility of 

American actions amongst the public and military support for their men.  
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The prioritization of showing appreciation for American troops was also crucial because 

of the draft in the United States, with nearly three million men being conscripted.76 With men 

being forced to fight, many against their will, the United States needed to keep their morale high 

lest discontent cause issues among the ranks. While the draftees may have felt resentment for 

their position, the United States wanted to prevent that discontent from worsening. One of the 

many ways to help boost morale, especially among combat troops, was awards. American 

combat troops faced harsh conditions in both theaters of World War II, facing weather, enemies, 

and disease to achieve their goals. Recognition for their efforts, especially significant 

accomplishments or their injuries received in the line of duty, ensured that servicemembers 

would have something to show for their involvement.  

The United States also created “lower tier” awards, such as the Bronze Star, guaranteeing 

increased military members receiving awards. The Bronze Star especially, building on the 

foundation set by the Silver Star, allowed actions that, while not considered the most courageous, 

were still important enough to be acknowledged, showing the public that their sons, brothers, 

husbands, and fathers' sacrifices were not made in vain. This visibility often allowed family 

members to take pride in the actions of their men in a public setting, with communities reliant on 

newspapers seeing the publishing of awards in newspapers.  

Prominent Among the awards introduced during this time are the Legion of Merit (1942), 

Air Medal (1942), Navy and Marine Corps Medal (1942), and the aforementioned Bronze Star 

(1944). The Legion of Merit expanded on the original stipulations for a medal for meritorious 

service as established by the Purple Heart, creating an award with a broader base of possibilities 
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for awarding. It is also worth noting that while the Legion of Merit is usually only available to 

American military personnel, it can be awarded to civilians as well as members of another 

nation's military; as stated in the Code of Federal Regulations, it "may award to such civilians of 

the nations prosecuting the war under the joint declaration of the United Nations and of other 

friendly foreign nations."77   The Legion of Merit is also exceptional because only one base 

configuration is available for American personnel (designated "level" Legionnaire). At the same 

time, foreign forces receive the award depending on their rank and position in their country's 

military or government.                                                      

The Air Medal, which on paper seems similar to the Distinguished Flying Cross, has been 

awarded differently. The DFC is a more prestigious medal, meaning it should be more 

challenging to obtain than the Air Medal. However, when it was established, the Air Medal's use 

during World War II saw tremendous variety in its awarding. The awarding of the Air Medal 

suffered from differences in criteria across theaters of war, role in the military, and other factors. 

Some commands used scorecard-like requirements to earn the medal.  Figure 1 demonstrates one 

such system developed by Headquarters VIII Air Support Command, in which there is a clear 

path to the DFC and Air Medal, with the DFC requiring significantly more accomplishments. 

The problem with such an approach lies in its use by only Headquarters VIII Air Support 

Command, leading to its members receiving awards that individuals in other commands might 

also qualify for but would not receive because of different standards. The Air Medal also differs 

from the DFC in that one could theoretically earn the medal with simply enough time in the air. 
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At the same time, the DFC traditionally required (outside of the scorecard-like system) a specific 

event emphasizing the extraordinary, as mentioned in the previous section.   

The Navy and Marine Corps Medal is awarded "to any person who, while serving in any 

capacity with the Navy or the Marine Corps, distinguishes himself by heroism not involving 

actual conflict with an enemy."78  Like the Soldier's Medal, the Navy and Marine Corps Medal is 

the pinnacle of achievement for actions outside conflict. Rounding out non-combat medals for 

the other service branches, the Coast Guard Medal (1949) and Airman's Medal (1960) later 

brought specificity to the acknowledgment of life-threatening actions outside of combat among 

American military forces. 

Key among awards of this era was the Bronze Star. President Franklin Roosevelt created 

the Bronze Star with the passing of Executive Order 9419 in 1944. Roosevelt specified that the 

Bronze Star requires an individual who "distinguishes, or has distinguished, himself by heroic or 

meritorious achievement or service, not involving participation in aerial flight, in connection 

with military or naval operations against an enemy of the United States."79  The idea for the 

Bronze Star came from Colonel Russell P. Reeder, who saw a need for an award similar to the 

Air Medal for ground forces. Reeder believed that an award for those who had not taken part in a 

singular heroic moment but instead fought day in and out for their country with little to show for 

it would help boost morale among infantrymen. Reeder, a colonel, eventually had his idea moved 

up the chain of command until President Roosevelt approved of the idea. Roosevelt created the 

Bronze Star and made it retroactively applicable to any service carried out from the beginning of 

World War II. General George Marshall, who played a crucial role in supporting the Bronze Star 
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and getting it in front of the President, echoed Reeder and stated, "The awards of the Air Medal 

have had an adverse reaction on the ground troops, particularly the infantry riflemen who are 

now suffering the heaviest losses, air or ground, in the Army, and enduring the greatest 

hardships."80  The only alteration made to the criteria of the Bronze Star happened in 1962, 

making it possible for the Bronze Star to be awarded not only for action against an enemy of the 

United States but also "while engaged in military operations involving conflict with an opposing 

foreign force; or while serving with friendly foreign forces engaged in an armed conflict against 

an opposing armed force in which the United States is not a belligerent party."81   

The LOM, Air Medal, Navy and Marine Corps Medal, and Bronze Star, along with the 

updated requirements for the Purple Heart as solely an award recognizing injury as established in 

Executive Order 9277, all served to better appreciate a growing military force fighting the 

largest-scale war the world has ever seen.82 These awards, as well as the DFC, Silver Star, DSC, 

and Navy Cross, introduced in previous sections, also serve this purpose. However, soldiers 

serving in combat were not the only ones to merit awards. The Soldiers Medal, Distinguished 

Service Medal, and Navy Distinguished Service Medal all helped to show the importance of the 

millions of servicemen who never saw combat and yet still significantly contributed to the war 

effort. There were sixteen million US servicemen during WWII. As such, many never came 

anywhere close to combat. Yet these men and women were crucial to the war effort. Again, the 

World War I and the interwar-era reforms helped provide awards to those who earned them in 
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noncombat roles, indicating their importance to the men themselves and the public, a public that 

may have not associated non-flashy noncombat roles as important. 

With increased visibility, and alongside a growing number of awards and awardees due to 

the sheer manpower taking part in the action of World War II, the military’s favorable treatment 

of its soldiers was as clear to the public as it had ever been. The aspects of total war that 

permeated American society were repaid by the understanding that the effort put forth by the 

American people would be known, recognized, and awarded as deserved. The awards were for 

the awardees’ families as much as they were for the awardees themselves. Even today, families 

still take great pride in their relatives’ actions during World War II, and while families taking 

pride in their member’s accomplishments and awards is not unique to World War II, the effort at 

remembering the actions of WWII in particular far outshine the efforts for awardees in other 

wars. 

The Cold War 

While the exact timeline of the Cold War is often debated, for this thesis, the end of 

World War II is considered the beginning of the “war”, and the end came with the collapse of the 

Soviet Union (USSR) in 1991. The Cold War saw the refinement of the United States’ repertoire 

of awards, with the addition of new awards following established precedents. The Cold War era 

includes American involvement in the Korean War and Vietnam, as well as the dozens of 

smaller-scale engagements that took part either between the United States and other entities or 

between the United States and the USSR through proxies. During these conflicts, the United 

States learned from its past to use awards to influence both the public and military members of 

the United States. 
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 The major differentiating factor between the Cold War Era and previous eras for the 

United States was the lack of de-escalation that typically followed significant wars in American 

history. After the Revolutionary War, Civil War, and World War I, the United States military 

saw substantial decreases in size and strength, which lasted until the next major engagement. 

However, after WWII, the US kept a larger standing army, which would expand even further 

during primarily the Korean and Vietnam Wars.83 

 Due to the nature of the Cold War, there were no major engagements directly between the 

United States and the USSR. Despite that fact, there were numerous small and large conflicts 

during the era, involving primarily third-world countries and proxies of the US and Soviet 

Union. With this new prolonged type of warfare, it is only logical that the US opted to retain a 

much larger military force after World War II than after previous wars. The new type of warfare 

also increased the need for new and/or improved medals. The public during this time often did 

not support American actions, and American actions during this time commonly did not replicate 

the battlefields of the World Wars. This new type of war created different needs than previous 

wars, which led to the adaptation of military awards. 

 One significant change during the Cold War era was prolonged eras of a lessening of 

public support. As previously covered in this thesis, there have been times when the American 

people have not fully supported their military actions. What made the Cold War different was the 

length of anti-war or anti-military sentiment in the United States. Most of the negative attention 

from the public centered around either the Vietnam War or the use of nuclear weapons. As anti-

nuclear demonstrations and sentiments originated during the 1960s, sporadically took place 
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throughout the Cold War, and still exist today, they cover a time scale that dwarfs any other 

period of similar sentiments.84 A more focused example would be the Vietnam War, which saw 

many demonstrations, verbal and written attacks, and a severely divided public being set against 

the military. 

The early days of the Cold War set the tone for the home front for the duration of the 

conflict.  Laura McEnaney’s Civil Defense Begins at Home studies life in America as the country 

entered the Cold War.85 Americans struggled with their new place in the world, racism at home, 

rapid industrialization, and a booming economy. Racism, and civil rights in general, would 

continue to play a massive role in American society for decades to come. McEnaney states that 

“The idea that racism was “a blot” on the nation was to become a very familiar theme. In the 

years following World War II, a wave of violence swept the South as African American veterans 

returned home.”86 Even the victors of World War II were not safe in their own homes. These 

home issues, coupled with global issues including later wars and conflicts, led to a fragmented 

society. Alongside attempts to integrate the Civil Rights Movement, the draft and Vietnam, and 

global military involvement, there were a lot of issues facing the government and affecting the 

people. Despite efforts to solve all of these problems, they would persist throughout the course of 

the twentieth century. With the government introducing even more varied awards, more 

members of the military would be recognized for their efforts, but these attempts to improve 

morale and public opinion appear to have generally fallen short.  

Whether or not attempts to use awards to influence the American people in a positive 

manner were successful, events during the Vietnam War showed the significance of awards in 
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the eyes of the people. Vietnam veterans, fed up with their treatment by the government and the 

government’s actions during the time, were known to throw away their awards as a symbolic act. 

Notable among these cases is John Kerry, a career politician who ran against George Bush in the 

2004 Presidential Election. Kerry, depending on the source, allegedly threw either his own or 

another veteran’s awards away.87 Regardless of which story is true, Kerry’s office would later 

state “John Kerry and thousands of veterans had the courage to lead an act of patriotic dissent by 

fighting to end a failed war and using their military decorations as symbols of their opposition.”88 

This use of awards to fight against the government shows their importance to the people, as 

whether or not Americans supported the government or its actions they recognized how crucial 

awards were. Symbols are by definition important, otherwise no one would bother to use them as 

they would not matter. The case of awards being used by both the government and those against 

the government during the Vietnam war emphasizes the sheer power of awards in American 

society, as a symbol being used by both sides of a political divide is a rarity.  

The Vietnam War became a catalyst for public discontent with the government on many 

fronts. Anti-war protests were held to show dissatisfaction with American involvement in 

Vietnam.89 Supporters of the military lost faith in the government with the extended times 

American POWS spent in horrid conditions under enemy control.90 Soldiers, especially draftees, 

felt that they were being sent to their deaths for no discernible reason, which caused many 
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draftees to dodge the draft.91 The war, from start to finish, was largely a string of tactical 

victories that did not lead to a strategic success, eventually resulting in a rushed American 

evacuation of the country.92 All of these issues combined gave the American people an 

increasingly negative opinion of the Vietnam War from all levels of American society. 

Attempting to alleviate some of the negative feelings associated with the Vietnam War, 

President Ronald Reagan added the Prisoner of War Medal to United States Code Title 10 in 

1985. The Prisoner of War Medal is given to  

"any person who, while serving in any capacity with the armed forces, was taken prisoner and 

held captive— (1)while engaged in an action against an enemy of the United States;(2)while 

engaged in military operations involving conflict with an opposing foreign force; or(3)while 

serving with friendly forces engaged in an armed conflict against an opposing armed force in 

which the United States is not a belligerent party.93 

The medal retroactively applied to any US military member or civilian working with the US 

military captured since World War I. Interestingly enough, the medal is not eligible for those 

captured by a force not directly in conflict with the United States, such as terrorist organizations 

or the governments of countries the United States is not at war with.94 The creation of an award 

out of outspoken post-Vietnam sentiments showed that the attempts to use awards to the 

advantage of the United States remained consistent throughout every era of American history, 

despite mixed results. 
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 Another significant change during the Cold War era was the type of engagements the 

United States took part in. Historically speaking, the United States often fought in either static 

wars, like the World Wars or the Civil War, or wars fought from a position of power, like the 

Spanish-American War or any of the Indian Wars. The Cold War, for the most part, did not 

contain these types of conflicts. While the Korean War was fought more traditionally, it was the 

exception for this time period. 

With much of the Cold War involving posturing and threats of mutually assured 

destruction, the United States could not simply engage its enemy. Instead, the US provided 

support or limited manpower to third-world countries or groups in third-world countries that 

were antagonistic to USSR expansion, which in turn engaged groups backed by the USSR to 

thwart American expansion.95 These proxy wars did not leave much room for clear cut awards as 

used in previous wars. With the lines at the time blurring between military and government 

action, including a new and expanding Department of Defense (which took over for the War and 

Navy Departments), recent awards of this era typically attempted to cover more broad events 

than previous ones. 

Many of the awards created during this era are not branch or combat-specific, allowing 

latitude for adaptation to cover a greater variety of possible events under uncertain 

circumstances. Chief among this type of award of the era are the MSM, DDSM, DSSM, and the 

DMSM, all created during the Vietnam War or the 1970s. These awards allowed for the 

recognition of critical actions that supported the United States for those who may not otherwise 
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have been eligible, showing both the public and American servicepeople that said actions were 

just as crucial as those taken serving within the primary service branches. 

President Lyndon B. Johnson created the Meritorious Service Medal (MSM) in 1969 with 

the passing of Executive Order 11448. The MSM initially required a recipient "who has 

distinguished himself by outstanding meritorious achievement or service."96 Additionally, the 

MSM underwent revisions twice throughout its existence. The first revision occurred on January 

16, 1969, and added "for meritorious service or achievement while serving in a non-combat area" 

to the requirements. 97 The government instituted the second revision after the September 11th 

Attacks, adding additional provisions pertaining to the attacks of "On or after September 11, 

2001, for outstanding non-combat meritorious achievement or service in a non-combat or combat 

area."98 

President Richard Nixon created the Defense Distinguished Service Medal (DDSM) by 

issuing Executive Order 11545 in 1970. The DDSM is awarded to a "military officer who 

performed exceptionally meritorious service in a duty of great responsibility with the Office of 

the Secretary of Defense, the Organization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a specified or unified 

command, a Defense agency, or such other joint activity as may be designated by the Secretary 

of Defense."99  Additionally, Nixon established the DDSM "in an order of precedence after the 

Medals of Honor and the Distinguished Service Crosses of the Armed Forces and before the 
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Distinguished Service Medals of the Armed Forces."100 Placing the DDSM between the 

Distinguished Service Crosses and Distinguished Service Medals cemented the DDSM as the 

highest-tier medal for actions outside of combat, as combat is not a stated requirement for the 

DDSM. As the DDSM is only available to officers and requires "a duty of great responsibility," 

the medal often goes to high-ranking military officers in prominent positions of power, such as 

three or four-star generals (or admirals), officers in key diplomatic roles, and members of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff. All of the typical awardees are in positions that may not otherwise receive 

such clear-cut recognition. 

President Gerald Ford created the Defense Superior Service Medal (DSSM) by passing 

Executive Order 11904. The DSSM requires an awardee "who has rendered superior meritorious 

service in a position of significant responsibility with the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the 

Organization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a specified or unified command, a Defense agency, or 

such other joint activity as may be designated by the Secretary of Defense."101 The DSSM can be 

thought of as the "junior" award pairing for the DDSM, typically going to lower ranking officers 

than the DDSM for similar non-combat service. Additionally, as with the DDSM, there is a clear 

place in the hierarchy of American military awards as stipulated in the executive order of its 

creation. The DSSM "shall place the Defense Superior Service Medal in an order of precedence 

after the Medal of Honor, the Distinguished Service Cross, the Defense Distinguished Service 

Medal, the Distinguished Service Medal, and the Silver Star Medal, but before the Legion of 

Merit."102 
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President Jimmy Carter established the Defense Meritorious Service Medal (DMSM) by 

passing Executive Order 12019 in 1977. The Defense Meritorious Service Medal is awarded "to 

any member of the Armed Forces of the United States who has rendered outstanding non-combat 

meritorious achievement or service while assigned to the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the 

Organization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a specified or unified command, a Defense agency, or 

other such joint activity as may be designated by the Secretary of Defense."103  Mimicking the 

DSSM and DDSM, the DMSM is also established as part of a clear hierarchy, sitting "in an order 

of precedence after the Medal of Honor, the Distinguished Service Cross, the Defense 

Distinguished Service Medal, the Distinguished Service Medal, the Silver Star Medal, the 

Defense Superior Service Medal, the Legion of Merit Medal, and the Bronze Star Medal, but 

before the Meritorious Service Medal."104 The DMSM is typically awarded to mirror the criteria 

of the DDSM and the DSSM as a non-combat award for meritorious achievement, but again to 

an even lesser degree than the DSSM. 

 New awards that stemmed from older awards established during the Cold War era 

primarily focused on the new United States Air Force, which grew from the Department of the 

Army into its own organization. The United States Air Force was believed to have become 

immensely important after World War II, with the perceived success of strategic bombing tactics 

during WWII led to the idea that the future of warfare lay in that way. Especially right after 

WWII and during the 1950s, this idea was strengthened by the ever-evolving nuclear arsenal of 

the United States, which at the time needed to be dropped from planes.105  
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 To this effect, the United States created the Airman's Medal (1960), Distinguished 

Service Medal (1960), and the Air Force Cross (1965), the legal documents of which are 

contained within Title 10 of the United States Code. The exact document marking the distinction 

that separates the Airman's Medal and Distinguished Service Medal from other services states 

that "References that other laws, regulations, and orders make, concerning the Air Force, to the 

distinguished-service cross and the Soldier's Medal shall be considered to be made to the Air 

Force cross and the Airman's Medal, respectively."106 These orders helped give the Air Force its 

medals, denoting its status as an individual branch instead of keeping its awards under the Army 

as the Air Force itself once was. Earning the Air Force Cross originally required any U.S. Air 

Force personnel to exhibit “extraordinary heroism, not justifying the award of a Medal of 

Honor.”107 The actions to earn the AFC must take place "while engaged in an action against an 

enemy of the United States; while engaged in military operations involving conflict with an 

opposing foreign force; or while serving with friendly foreign forces engaged in an armed 

conflict against an opposing armed force in which the United States is not a belligerent party."108 

Currently the AFC is also available to Space Force personnel for the foreseeable future as the 

new branch has not developed its own awards yet.109The articles in Title 10 work create a legacy 

separate from the other branches of the Armed Forces. 

This prioritization of making the Air Force “up to date” showed the public that the new 

branch was just as important, if not more so, than the older military branches. Including Air 
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Force-specific awards helped cement the Air Force as a critical component in the United States’ 

future. Additionally, it is clear that the United States expected a lot out of the new Air Force and 

wanted to have awards ready for the occasion before it occurred.   

The last way American military awards evolved during the Cold War era was by 

rounding out awards available to multiple branches. Awards available to the Army and Navy 

were made available in rebranded versions to the Air Force and the Coast Guard. These advances 

helped establish an equal footing between the branches, ensuring that actions in one branch that 

would lead to an award would also lead to an award if taken part in by the members of another 

branch. Along with the Air Force-specific awards already discussed, the Coast Guard also gained 

new awards.  

Congress enacted Title 14 of the United States Code on August 4, 1949. Among the laws 

and regulations Title 14 established are the Coast Guard Distinguished Service Medal 

(CGDSM), which mirrored the Distinguished Service Medal of the Army and the Navy 

Distinguished Service Medal, and the Coast Guard Medal (CGM), which reflected the Army's 

Soldier's Medal and the Navy and Marine Corps Medal. The CGDSM can be earned by "any 

person who, while serving in any capacity with the Coast Guard, distinguishes themselves by 

exceptionally meritorious service to the United States Government in a duty of great 

responsibility."110  The CGM is awarded to "any individual who, while serving in any capacity 

with the Coast Guard, displays heroism not involving actual conflict with an enemy."111 Title 14 
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mainly affirmed the Coast Guard's Status as an equal to the Army, Air Force, and Navy and 

provided Coast Guard-centered equivalent awards.  

Overall, the awards of the Cold War era helped to meet new needs of the military and 

attempted to deflect increasing levels of public discontent with military actions. The newly 

instituted awards allowed more members of the broader Defense Department to be recognized 

and to show the public the military's successes. While awards alone could not combat the decline 

in public support, especially during the Vietnam War, they ensured that servicemembers at least 

could feel some support from their superiors. Additionally, both Title 10 and Title 14 worked to 

create a legacy separate from the other branches of the Armed Forces for the Air Force and Coast 

Guard, which installed more equity for the approval of awards across all military branches.  

Post-Cold War 

The United States used the Cold War as a crucible to improve and strengthen the military, 

which included awards. As such, most of the innovation found during that era remained in use 

after it ended. The US has created only two major awards since the end of the Cold War, which 

work to continue some of the balancing between branches and divisions of the military 

established in earlier eras. The post-Cold War era also saw some uptick in public support for the 

military, peaking right after the September 11 Attacks. The rise in public support mirrors the 

post-Pearl Harbor days of World War II, with a similar cause. That level of support remained 

steady through the early-aughts, with a noticeable decline afterwards and into the twenty-tens 

lasting to the present day. 

Public perception of the United States military during the post-Cold War era is 

irrevocably intertwined with American action in the Middle East and Northern Africa. In the 
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final years of the Cold War, the United States took part in peacekeeping missions in places like 

Lebanon, supported the Afghani resistance against the USSR’s 1979 invasion, bombed Libya, 

and led the liberation of Kuwait from Iraqi occupation during the Gulf War. These actions by the 

United States firmly established an American presence in the region, which would last until 

contemporary times. The Gulf War especially marked a turning point in engagements for the 

United States, as the military pivoted from preparing for war in Europe against the USSR to a 

quick-paced invasion using “next-generation” technology on what was considered a third-world 

country.112 The Gulf War allowed the United States to demonstrate its full conventional military 

power for the first time since the Korean War. Despite the resounding success of the United 

States and Coalition forces during the Gulf War, the public did not show excessive support. Polls 

in the months leading up to the Gulf War only showed between 38% and 57% support for the 

war in Iraq.113 Polls taken after the Gulf War in January 1992, February 1992, and February 2001 

all showed the public’s approval ratings for the Gulf War within 7 points of each other, with a 

low of 59% and a high of 66%.114 In conclusion, while there was some support for the American 

military’s involvement during the Gulf War and afterward, it is not comparable to levels seen 

during the World Wars or prior. 

 An analysis of the American home front of contemporary times would not be possible 

without studying the War on Terror. American involvement in the Middle East, originating in the 

late 1980s, increased after the September 11th attacks and would last until the present day in 
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some forms. John Bodnar’s Divided by Terror analyzes the effect that terrorism has had on 

Americans, and how it influences our beliefs and politics.115 Americans at home have had 

unprecedented access to video and information from the Middle East, which has led to strong 

opinions on the War on Terror and the American armed forces in general. Many Americans feel 

as if intervention in the Middle East is necessary, yet many also believe that enough is enough 

and that the United States spent too much time, money, and lives on its involvement there. While 

the government has tried to grow support for its actions, many have failed or show little results. 

Among these are the efforts to introduce new awards. Despite wards, and other initiatives, the 

military appears to be falling out of favor, leading to a variety of consequences including an 

extreme loss in recruiting.116 

The first major US incident in the Middle East during this new era occurred in Somalia in 

1993 as part of a United Nations Peacekeeping mission. At the time, roughly 85% of Americans 

polled prior to US involvement in 1992 supported American military involvement in Somalia, 

with overwhelming support in opinion polls for intervention lasting throughout the peacekeeping 

mission.117 With a surplus of support, albeit noticeably quelled after the notorious Battle of 

Mogadishu, the United States was moving past the darker days of the Cold War. Americans 

began to either warm up or accept the realities of continued involvement in the region. This early 

support set the foundation for American actions in the Middle East that would last to the present 

day. 
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The most defining event of this era when discussing the military, public perception of the 

military, and the United States is the September 11 attacks. The people of the United States 

showed an unprecedented response to terrorist attack. Tens of thousands of Americans enlisted in 

the military, military funding increased substantially, and support for the military reached highs 

not seen for decades. Opinion polls in the months after 9/11 show almost consistent support for a 

military reaction well into the late 80s or early 90s percentage-wise.118 The levels of support 

remained stable through US action in Afghanistan well into 2003, when the United States 

invaded Iraq. At that time up to 72% of Americans still supported the Bush administration’s use 

of military force in  response to 9/11, which in the case of Iraq stemmed from alleged support for 

terrorist groups against the United States by Saddam Hussein, Iraq’s president, as well as Iraq’s 

alleged possession of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).119 As the War on Terror continued, 

the US military remained in Iraq, even after achieving stated goals, with new goals driving their 

ever-prolonged stay. The continued carrying out of stated goals, like the capture of Bagdad, the 

destruction of the Iraqi army, the capture and subsequent execution of Saddam Hussein, and the 

(fruitless) search for WMDs, combined with the increased involvement of the United States 

despite accomplishing the majority of its goals, all led to a decrease in support for the war.120 

Five years after the invasion of Iraq, a large number of Americans no longer believed it was the 

right choice or even that the war was going well.121 The increased stay and level of involvement 

in the Middle East, along with nonconventional warfare against groups like Al Qaeda, the 
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Taliban, and later ISIS, disproportionately put American troops in danger with no actual 

accomplishments left to achieve. The last major “success” of the War on Terror occurred on May 

2, 2011, when the architect of the September 11 Attacks, Osama bin Laden, was killed in a raid 

by the United States. Soon after, the United States withdrew from Iraq, with Americans split 

almost evenly on whether or not the invasion was ever worth it in the first place.122 

While the United States did not need to work to improve on the perception of the public 

of its actions right after 9/11, it did need to work to maintain that support. Support for the 

military’s actions waned in the years after 9/11 due to allegations of torture, murder, corruption, 

and other things, which all lowered the public’s opinion of the war.123 Less support for the war 

also led to a drop in the number of new US servicemen, with the size of the military dropping in 

2004, 2006. 2008, and following the conclusion of the Iraq War.124 One way the US military 

fought these issues was by using awards.  

Awards helped maintain the support of the public through the presentation of heroes 

while also showing Americans that their troops’ valiant efforts were being recognized. Awards 

also helped to attempt to retain American servicemen, who made up a completely volunteer 

military. In addition to awards helping military personnel be recognized for their actions, they 

also provided accolades to help further military careers. Receiving awards could help convince 

 

122 Pew Research Center, “Views of Iraq,” Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, November 17, 2011; Carroll 

Doherty and Jocelyn Kiley, “A Look Back at How Fear and False Beliefs Bolstered U.S. Public Support for War in 

Iraq,” Washington, D.C.: Pew Research Center, March 14, 2023. 
123 Amnesty International, “Iraq: 20 Years Since The US-Led Coalition Invaded Iraq, Impunity Reigns Supreme,” 

Amnesty International, March 20, 2023. 
124 Macro Trends, “U.S. Military Size 1985-2023,” Macro Trends via World Bank, 2023. 



52 

Americans to stay with the military in hopes of future promotions, alongside providing fuel for a 

lengthy career.  

The Iraq War was shown in every facet of American life, from the radio and newspapers 

to nightly news coverage. The Iraq War is by far the most televised in American history, with 

casualty counts and engagements often covered daily. With these negative depictions of warfare 

came the opportunity for positives as well. Media accounts covered awards and their recipients 

throughout the war, highlighting American efforts and actions to the audience at home.125 

The awards created during this time work to, as in previous eras, assure the public that 

every branch of the military is equal, and every member of the military is capable of earning 

awards. The two significant awards created during this time are the HSDSM and the Coast Guard 

Cross. Both awards hold an essential place in the hierarchy of military awards and provide added 

benefits to a broader range of military personnel.  

President H.W. Bush's passing of Executive Order 12824 in 2003 created the Homeland 

Security Distinguished Service Medal (HSDSM), originally named the Transportation 

Distinguished Service Medal (TDSM). The HSDSM recognized "a member of the Coast Guard 

who has provided exceptionally meritorious service in a duty of great responsibility while 

assigned in the Department of Transportation, or other activities under the responsibility of the 

Secretary of Transportation."126 President George W. Bush later altered Executive Order 12824 

with the passing of Executive Order 13286 in 2002, which replaced "Transportation" with 
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"Homeland Security."127 Nearly a decade later, President Barack Obama passed Executive Order 

13569, part of which increasingly altered the original parameters for Executive Order 12824 by 

replacing "a member of the Coast Guard" in the original language and replacing it with "any 

member of the Armed Forces of the United States."128 The final result is an award not limited to 

a single service branch that instead applies to anyone who served the United States interests 

throughout their military careers. This final form of the HSDSM works, like the service medals 

of the Cold War era, to ensure availability to all who meet the requirements, devoid of a single 

branch or agency. 

The last and most recent addition to the major awards of the United States military is the 

Coast Guard Cross. Created in 2010, The Coast Guard Cross is eligible for "a person who, while 

serving in any capacity with the Coast Guard, when the Coast Guard is not operating under the 

Department of the Navy, distinguishes themselves by extraordinary heroism not justifying the 

award of the Medal of Honor."129 The requirements specify that the recipient needs to act under 

the Coast Guard itself, not the Navy, because the previous precedent for war categorized the 

Coast Guard as under the Navy, similar to the Marine Corps. The Coast Guard Military Medals 

and Awards Manual further emphasizes that the medal must be "cited for extraordinary heroism" 

and that "An accumulation of minor acts of heroism does not justify the award."130 Due to a 

combination of factors, including its recent establishment, the lack of Coast Guard involvement 
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in open war, and the fact that previous possible recipients received the Navy Cross as their 

position warranted, there are no recipients of the Coast Guard Cross. Even so, the Coast Guard 

Cross is equivalent to the Distinguished Service Cross, Navy Cross, and Air Force Cross and 

remains at almost the pinnacle of military achievement for Coast Guard members, sitting under 

only the Medal of Honor. This last award allows the accomplishments of Coast Guard personnel 

to be recognized on par with those of other branches, allowing those in the Coast Guard to be 

seen in a similar light to the other branches both within the military and in the eyes of the public. 

“Minor” Awards 

Good Conduct, Achievements, Campaign, Expeditionary, and Service Medals all play a 

different role for the United States than the major awards previously listed. These types of 

awards are used across military branches to ensure duty is recognized, no matter the importance 

of the job. These types of awards show the public that their armed forces are working hard and in 

doing so are being recognized for their efforts. Looking at these awards grouped by their type, 

which this thesis labels as “minor” awards, instead of examining them with the previous awards 

in chronological order is intentional. Examining the minor awards separately allows for the 

grouping of similar awards to understand them as a whole, which differs from previous awards 

that are unique in their individual developments.   

Good Conduct Medals (GCMs) are a type of award available to members of any branch 

of the United States Armed Forces, with five distinct versions available. The current versions 

share virtually the exact requirements regardless of branch, as all of the medals denote that the 

recipient served either three years in peacetime or one year during wartime without receiving any 
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disciplinary infractions.131  The Navy created the first good conduct medal in 1869, originally 

calling it the "Good Conduct Badge," and awarded the medal for traits including "obedience, 

sobriety, and cleanliness."132 Over time, the Navy altered the name and later the criteria for the 

Good Conduct Medal, which brought the medal more in line with other military awards. Other 

service medals joined the (Navy) Good Conduct Medal, leading to (in chronological order of 

institution) the Marine Corps Good Conduct Medal, Coast Guard Good Conduct Medal, Army 

Good Conduct Medal, Air Force Good Conduct Medal, and soon a Space Force Good Conduct 

Medal. 

Good Conduct Medals serve to show appreciation for servicemembers who, while not 

taking part in necessarily heroic actions, serve their country admirably when called upon. GCMs 

show the public that the military isn’t focused on only big picture events; not everyone receives 

the Medal of Honor or even a Bronze Star. Nevertheless, service members doing their jobs and 

doing them well are what drives the military. Without average individuals completing less than 

notable tasks every day the military would cease to function. As such GCMs show the public the 

respect held for the “normal members” of the military by its establishment, respect that should be 

replicated in the wider public.  

Achievement medals are branch-specific medals that signify the recipient as someone 

notable for accomplishing a significant achievement or achievements that deserve recognition 

but not to the extent equal to any of the awards covered in previous sections. The Navy created 
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the first achievement medal in 1964 under the name "Navy Commendation for Achievement," 

with the name changing to the "Navy Achievement Medal" and then later the "Navy and Marine 

Corps Achievement Medal."133 The criteria for the first achievement medal is that "The award 

may be authorized for specific achievement (i.e., as an impact award) or for sustained 

meritorious service."134 The award also required that the action deserving of the award be taken 

outside of combat. 

The Secretary of the Air Force created the Air Force Achievement Medal (AFAM) in 

1980. Like the original Navy Commendation Achievement, the AFAM later changed its name 

and evolved into the Air and Space Achievement Medal (ASAM) to fit the inclusion of the Space 

Force as a part of the Air Force. The ASAM, similar to the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement 

Medal, is awarded "for outstanding achievement or meritorious service rendered specifically on 

behalf of the Air Force."135 

The Army Achievement Medal (AAM) joined the Navy and Marine Corps Achievement 

Medal and the ASAM in 1981. The AAM is notable for its difference from the other branches' 

achievement medals, as it can be awarded for actions taken in a combat zone as long as the event 

that the award is recognizing is "for non-combat meritorious achievement and service for the 

Global War on Terrorism."136 There are more recipients of the AAM than recipients of other 

branches' achievement medals due to the distinction to include non-combat achievements 
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accomplished in combat zones, which, combined with American military involvement in the 

United States, led to ample opportunities.  

Rounding out the achievement medals as a group is the Joint Service Achievement Medal 

(JSAM). The Secretary of Defense instituted the JSAM in 1983 to cover any service members 

unable to receive any other achievement medals for actions that would otherwise qualify for said 

awards. Those eligible to receive the award include "The defense agencies, Headquarters of 

Unified Commands, Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Office of the Secretary of 

Defense," and to earn the award, a recipient must complete an achievement that "while of a 

lesser degree than that required for award of the Joint Service Commendation Medal, must have 

been accomplished within distinction."137 

 Achievement Medals, like GCMs, show the public that military achievement does not 

always correlate to major engagements or actions. Achievement Medals celebrate actions that are 

not combat related (with the exception of the AAM), which highlights that service can still be 

admirable when not involved in warfare. The use of Achievement Medals shows the American 

Public that joining the military does not require a person to enter combat to showcase 

accomplishments in their actions. 

The last types of individual awards covered in this section are Campaign, Expeditionary, 

and Service Medals. All three are grouped together as their requirements are relatively similar 

and share the same differences from the previous awards mentioned. Earning all three types of 

awards requires military participation during a certain time or in a particular campaign, mission, 
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or theater. As such, the awards denote involvement, not an individual act like most of the awards 

already covered.138 

The first campaign medal created for the United States Armed Forces was the Army Civil 

War Campaign Medal. The War Department enacted the Army Civil War Campaign Medal in 

1907 and ordered the award go to any surviving veterans of the American Civil War.139 The 

establishment of the Army Civil War Campaign Medal set a precedent for standardizing 

campaign medals, with campaign medals (for each branch of the military) for the Spanish-

American War following in its footsteps. The United States has awarded campaign medals for 

every major conflict in which the US plays a role, making campaign medals significantly more 

common than most other awards. Participants in individual conflicts or engagements not falling 

under the umbrella of campaign medals are awarded expeditionary medals, which serve as 

campaign medals do to represent that the recipient served in that particular engagement.  

Service medals are almost the same as campaign and expeditionary medals, with the 

exception that the awards are for non-combat activities. Service medals are typically available to 

those who served in combat zones in noncombatant roles. They are also available for specific 

missions carried out in significant noncombatant roles. The first distinct service medal issued by 

the United States is the National Defense Service Medal (NDSM). President Dwight D. 

Eisenhower created the NDSM with the passing of Executive Order 10448 in 1953. The NDSM 

may be awarded to “members of the Armed Forces of the United States who served during any 

period after June 26, 1950, and before July 28, 1954, or who served during any period after 
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December 31, 1960, which the Secretary of Defense designates as being a period for which 

active military service merits special recognition.”140 The NDSM is primarily given in the 

present day to military members who take part in missions that do not have distinct service, 

campaign, or expeditionary medals. As the years following the introduction of the NDSM saw 

over ten additional service medals created, the NDSM now serves more to provide blanket 

coverage for actions taken during less prominent events. 

Campaign, Expeditionary, and Service Medals serve a special purpose within the 

military, both for military personnel and the public. These awards work to recognize and 

memorialize specific events in American military history. While not necessarily denoting major 

accomplishment, the medals help the public better understand individuals withing the military as 

well as serving as a reminder to past actions taken.  

Conclusion 

 The United States has created an ever-expanding repertoire of military awards since the 

inception of the country. These awards have served to boost morale, retain volunteers, influence 

the public, and to overall gain support for the military. One of the main drivers behind the 

evolution of award use in the United States is public opinion. The military needs to be able to 

retain public support in order to carry out its duties as successfully as possible. To this end the 

military has used awards to attempt to convince the public to approve of military actions, and to 

continue to support the military when times change. Awards have helped to achieve this by 

showcasing heroes to the public, reassuring Americans that the military is taking care of its 
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troops, emphasizing that all branches and service members are capable of valor, and by 

guaranteeing with the introduction of lower tiers of awards that no action will go unrecognized. 

These efforts, highlighted by the media of the day, worked to show the American people that 

their military was accomplishing goals and that those goals were only possible thank to the 

individuals participating in these actions.  

 

  

Figure 1: A Chart Depicting Varying Standards of Awarding Requirements  
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Chapter 2 - Medal of Honor Case Study 

Introduction  

As the United States introduced newer more specialized awards, the role of the Medal of 

Honor (MOH) changed. The decline in the number of MOHs awarded allowed the award to be 

used in a more precise manner. The growing precision and exclusivity in the awarding of the 

MOH helped influence public perception of the military. Over time, the Medal of Honor’s 

growing role gave it an almost mythic status among the public. MOH awardees are revered and 

recognized across a multitude of media platforms, from newspapers to video games. Video 

games especially show the success of the military in influencing American culture, with the 

Medal of Honor being a prominent feature among a variety of highly popular games. The United 

States military uses this status to its advantage, awarding the medal to draw attention to specific 

events and military members, once again drawing on the creation of heroes to gain public favor. 

The MOH has helped address racial and gender inequality within the military and the United 

States as a whole, influenced generations of young servicepeople through its presence in media, 

and risen from a simple award to become the symbolic pinnacle of military excellence in the 

United States. 

The original use of the Medal of Honor during the American Civil War drastically 

differed from the use of the medal today. This case study will show that the evolution of the 

military’s use of the medal was a result of changes in US society. The chapter will thus explore 

the linkages between changes in US society and how the military has used the Medal of Honor to 

affect public perceptions of the military and service personnel. As the Medal of Honor is strictly 

awarded during wartime, the following sections will focus on American involvement in wars. As 

the Medal of Honor evolved to become the peak of American military awards, it became a 
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specialized tool that the United States constantly used to influence public opinion over the course 

of its existence. 

There are currently 3,515 MOH recipients on record, including 19 double recipients.141 

At present (2023), there are three physically distinct Medals of Honor, one each for the Army, 

Navy, and Air Force. The Coast Guard and Marine Corps also receive the Navy’s Medal of 

Honor, while Space Force does not currently have an official designation for the use of MOH. 

Presumably, Space Force will follow the precedent of the Navy, Coast Guard, and Marine Corps 

in using the medal of their sister military branch, which in Space Force’s case is the Air Force. 

However, there is also the possibility for Space Force astronauts to also be awarded the 

Congressional Space Medal of Honor, which is available “to any astronaut who in the 

performance of his duties has distinguished himself by exceptionally meritorious efforts and 

contributions to the welfare of the Nation (United States) and of mankind.”142 

Over the past one hundred and sixty years, the military altered and refined the process for 

awarding the award, leading to the Medal of Honor of today. The Medal of Honor stands at the 

top of the hierarchy of American military awards, with dozens of other awards below. 

Understanding how the Medal of Honor went from the only award to the most critical award 

helps show how the needs of the United States changed as the types of wars that were fought 

evolved over time. The MOH changed to help not only with influencing the public, but also for 

morale, genuine recognition, and other benevolent justifications.   

Medal of Honor and Public Perception: Early Wars 
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 The Medal of Honor “is the United States' highest award for military valor in action.”143 

The medal originated in 1861 when Republican Senator James W. Grimes of Iowa proposed 

legislation to create a medal for the Navy to award to personnel who “distinguish themselves by 

gallantry in action and other seamanlike qualities.”144 Congress approved, and on December 21, 

1861, President Abraham Lincoln signed the legislation introducing a Medal of Honor for the 

Navy. A few months later, a Republican Massachusettsan Senator named Henry Wilson 

introduced similar legislation to provide Medals of Honor for the Army. Congress subsequently 

approved the measure, and President Lincoln signed it into law in July 1862. The two medals of 

the American military (with a third Medal of Honor being approved for the Air Force in 1956 

and physically introduced in 1965) would go on to be altered several times leading up to the 

present day. 

The Navy Medal of Honor was originally only available to “enlisted seamen and 

marines.”145 The Navy later made officers eligible for the medal in 1915. Similar to the Navy, 

the Army Medal of Honor originally only applied to “non-commissioned officers and 

privates.”146 Unlike the Navy, the Army made officers eligible almost immediately – in 1863. 

The United States initially used the Medal of Honor during the American Civil War to 

recognize bravery among US servicemen. The use of the award during this time was to influence 

the military itself as well as the public. The United States did not always hold the advantage 

during the Civil War, and the Confederate forces even reached within twenty miles of 
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Washington, D.C., during Robert E. Lee’s Maryland Campaign.147 The North wanted to assure 

its people and soldiers that victory was possible, and one of the ways it did so was through the 

awarding of the Medal of Honor. Once the Civil War was won, the United States military did not 

face significant backlash to its actions through the end of the nineteenth century. Once 

establishing that the Medal of Honor successfully worked to help benefit the military and 

influence public opinion during the Civil War, the US saw no need to change its usage and 

maintained the status quo through the end of the century.  

 The first award of the Medal of Honor came on March 3, 1863. Six individuals of a 

volunteer Union Army group named “Andrews’ Raiders” earned the MOH for their attempt to 

disrupt Confederate rail lines in Georgia. Led by James J. Andrews, a civilian scout, Andrews’ 

Raiders consisted of Andrews and twenty-three men (one civilian and twenty-two Union 

volunteers). Behind enemy lines, the group commandeered a Confederate locomotive and 

proceeded to outrun Confederate forces for close to a hundred miles. During the chase, the group 

cut telegraph lines, disrupting communications for the Confederacy. The group initially planned 

to blow up bridges and tunnels and, generally, to create as much destruction as possible along the 

rail line, but the quick response of the Confederate forces denied Andrews’ Raiders that 

opportunity.148 

 The captured locomotive, the General, eventually ran out of fuel, forcing the group to 

disperse deep behind enemy lines, leading to the capture of many involved within weeks of the 

event.  The Confederacy declared all involved to be spies and tried those captured in military 

court. The trials led to the execution of Andrews, along with seven others, by way of hanging. 
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The remaining fourteen men separated, with eight escaping and successfully returning to the 

Union, while the last six were later traded for Confederate prisoners. 149 

 The majority of the members of the group earned the Medal of Honor, with an initial 

group of six men receiving the medal in March 1863. The first of the group, Jacob Parrot, earned 

the distinction of being the first person ever to be awarded the MOH for the abusive treatment he 

was given at the hands of his Confederate captors. Later, thirteen more members of the group 

received the medal, bringing the total to nineteen of the original twenty-four men. Those failing 

to earn the award included James Andrews, as civilians could not earn the MOH.150 

 The North faced several problems with both public support and military morale, 

especially before the outcome of the war became a guarantee. The public, especially those closer 

to the Confederacy, faced threats to their lives and livelihoods, which was only worsened by 

many families’ men being drafted into the Union Army.  Soldiers, both those who were drafted 

against their will and those who volunteered, faced brutality, sickness, starvation, and hardship 

on an unprecedented scale. Americans knew they were fighting other Americans; whether or not 

there was a personal relationship, this caused a level of distress not seen when fighting more 

conventional enemies. Many Union soldiers, especially those who were drafted, simply could or 

would not handle this type of warfare, and roughly one hundred thousand Union soldiers 

deserted over the course of the war.151 Men being forced to fight in a war not all of them believed 

in caused issues between the lower levels of the military, alongside the public, and the United 

States government.  
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The United States used the Medal of Honor in attempts to alleviate morale or public 

issues during the Civil War. In fact, according to a Congressional Research Service report, 

“President Lincoln, in need of troops, awarded the medal to the members of a single regiment 

(the 27th Maine Volunteer Infantry), as an inducement to keep them on active duty,” with 309 

men as the intended recipients of the medal.152 The evidence suggests that the government saw 

awarding the medal to large numbers and to groups as the norm and not the exception.  This led 

to more Medals of Honor being awarded in the Civil War than in any other – a total of 1523. The 

government needed a way to award and win over American forces and citizens and used the 

MOH as a tool to do so. Using the MOH in this manner allowed the government to ensure 

soldiers were acknowledged and awarded for their actions, which helped to boost their morale 

and convince the public of the favorable treatment of the soldiers of the Union Army.  

 Following the end of the Civil War came a series of conflicts on the western frontier of 

the United States between the US and various Native American tribes. These battles are known 

as the “Indian Wars.” The Indian Wars consisted of hundreds of engagements between the two 

groups, including upwards of ten individual events described as “wars,” as well as other 

engagements, which resulted in the awarding of 426 MOHs. As the Indian Wars mainly 

consisted of relatively short small-scale group actions, sometimes with fewer than a dozen 

participants and lasting less than an hour, it is interesting that engagements reached the point 

where the MOH seemed warranted.  However, just as during the Civil War, the government had 

only the MOH to award to honor distinguished individual service. In fact, as historian Joseph 
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Morgan has observed, “for a period of forty years, from 1861 to 1901, the Medal of Honor was 

the only decoration of the United States for strictly military service.”153  

 During the Indian Wars, the American public supported using the army to defeat the 

indigenous nations. This was partially because many Americans saw more significant expansion 

west as a right for the United States. The term “Manifest Destiny,” coined in 1845 by John Louis 

O’Sullivan, helped play a role in this mentality, fueling the belief that the rest of the land of 

North America inherently belonged to the United States by way of right.  The mentality, along 

with sensationalized accounts of “Indian” attacks, helped draw support for the Indian Wars.  

Both the military and the public agreed on this, with historian Robert Utley stating, “Rather it 

was an impulse to civilize the Indian that dominated military attitudes as it dominated public 

sentiment and government policy.”154 Americans saw the removal of Native Americans as 

something to be supported, a belief that the United States fully backed with their awarding of so 

many Medal of Honors for actions against the Native Americans. In this way, the United States 

used the MOH to maintain the support of the public in their carrying out of activities the public 

full-heartedly believed in.  

 The MOHs awarding during the Indian Wars draw parallels to the citations of the Civil 

War, and later the Spanish-American War and Philippine-American War. Recipients took part in 

actions such as “Ran down and killed an Indian,” “Led his command in a successful charge 

against superior numbers of the enemy strongly posted,” “Voluntarily brought water to the 

wounded under fire,” and an often used ““Gallantry in action.”155 These citations show that at the 
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time, carrying out relatively common actions within warfare in a successful fashion was often 

enough for an award. With such a broad variety of award-eligible actions, the use of the MOH at 

this time focuses on keeping soldiers happy and showing the public the military’s successes. The 

citations, while possibly heroic, pale in comparison to later citations as the MOH became more 

unique.  

The first major changes to the awarding of the Medal of Honor came in 1897, adding the 

requirement of eyewitnesses, specifying that the time between the action deserving the medal 

and the recommendation to grant the MOH be no more than a year, and requiring that a non-

recipient must make the original recommendation for the award. These changes added some 

exclusivity to the award by requiring witnesses and someone else to nominate the recipient, 

precluding individuals from lying or nominating themselves. These alterations set the MOH on a 

path of increased specificity that would lead to its eventual role as the pinnacle of American 

military awards. 

 The Spanish-American War, which lasted less than four months, saw the awarding of 110 

MOHs. However, similar to the previous two wars, the government commonly presented the 

MOH to members of the American forces because it simply had no alternatives. In fact, the 

United States did not establish another major medal for its armed forces for efforts in wartime 

until 1918.156 This lack of options led to Americans receiving the MOH for actions that, in later 

wars, did not qualify for it, either because of a failure to meet the specific requirements or 

because the actions themselves did not live up to the MOH’s high standards. 
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 The Philippine-American War saw the Medal of Honor awarded eighty-six times. Most 

of the actions leading to the award of the MOH came on the island of Luzon in the Philippines. 

During the Philippine-American War, Luzon was the largest and most heavily populated island 

in the Philippines, and it also housed the capital of Manila. Luzon saw most of the combat of the 

Philippine-American War, with both direct combat between the United States and Spain and, 

later, guerilla warfare from Filipino rebels.157 Unlike all other distinct wars in this paper 

(excluding the Indian Wars in North America), the Philippine-American War saw the majority of 

the MOHs awarded not during active warfare between established militaries but instead during 

the resulting insurgency against American occupation.158 

The Spanish-American War and the Philippine-American War also saw consistent 

support from the American public. The first of the two wars, the Spanish-American War, began 

with the explosion of the USS Maine.159 While in contemporary times there is a debate on 

whether or not the explosion of the USS Maine was a Spanish attack, regardless, the explosion 

set off the tensions that would eventually lead to the Spanish-American War.160 The slogan 

“Remember the Maine” drew up anger across the American public, which led to support for 

American intervention in Cuba.161 The Philippine-American War followed the Spanish-

American War after Spain surrendered to the United States and left the Philippines for the US. 

The US moved into the Philippines expecting to take over much as they had against the Native 

Americans, once again taking part in American expansion, and were surprised to face resistance. 
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Brigadier General Thomas Anderson, leader of the first Americans to land in the Philippines, 

reflected the views of Americans on the Philippines after his first encounter, saying the United 

States had “underrated the native. They are not ignorant, savage tribes, but have a civilization of 

their own.”162 Anderson's views show that the United States saw the Philippines as just another 

“tribe” to take over, which would be well within the rights of the United States.  

Similar to the “Indian Wars,” the American military maintained public support through 

the Spanish- and Philippine-American Wars. Citations for actions continued to vary wildly, with 

the MOH given for occasions such as both “While in advance of his regiment charged 7 

insurgents with his pistol and compelled the surrender of the captain and 2 privates under a close 

fire from the remaining insurgents concealed in a bamboo thicket,” and “Charged an occupied 

bastion, saving the life of an officer in a hand-to-hand combat and destroying the enemy.”163 

These vastly different awarding’s show again the broad use of the MOH in its early days. As 

such, the Medal of Honor continued to be used to show appreciation and recognition of relatively 

regular American actions. American soldiers received commendations, the American public 

received war heroes, and everyone (on the side of the United States) won.  

The government could have removed the Medal of Honor after the American Civil War, 

much like the US removed the Fidelity Medallion and the Badge of Military Merit after the 

American Revolutionary War. However, the MOH was not removed, and no new awards were 

introduced. If the American public was generally happy, and troops were volunteering and not 

deserting, there was simply no need for change. Additionally, slight changes to the MOH did 

occur to improve the validity of the award. For example, 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt 
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issued an Executive Order to ensure that “The recipient will, when practicable, be ordered to 

Washington, D. C., and the presentation will be made by the President, as Commander in Chief, 

or by such representative as the President may designate.” 164 Perhaps Roosevelt, a MOH 

recipient himself, wanted future recipients to avoid the indignity of the prior manner of MOH 

delivery: previously, the government had sent the medals through the mail.   

 The wars preceding World War I generally share, in addition to more frequent awarding 

of the MOH, the least impressive résumés for MOH winners when compared to later conflicts. 

Complete citations for wars during this era are typically vague and standardized, with the 

repeated use of the same citation commonly found. For example, “Conspicuous and 

extraordinary bravery in attacking mutinous scouts,” “set an example of extraordinary bravery 

and coolness throughout this action,” “Capture of unknown Confederate flag,” “Distinguished 

conduct in battle with hostile Indians,” and “Gallantry in action” – all are common citations for 

MOHs during these wars. 165 These vague descriptions are not found in World War I or after, 

with a noticeable increase in detail in citations originating with WWI and continuing through to 

the present day. 

Medal of Honor and Public Perception: The World Wars 

 The World Wars saw a nation firmly establish itself on the global stage by playing a role 

in the two largest wars in human history. By the end of the World Wars, the United States found 

itself a superpower with a military hardened through countless experiences. It was during this 

time that the military created many aspects of its culture that would remain until the present day. 

Among these aspects was the strengthening of the Medal of Honor in the collective military 
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award structure. The Medal of Honor, thanks to the introduction of a plethora of new awards, 

became a tool used to identify the most heroic of the heroes and make them symbols of success 

for the public. 

 At the start of World War I, the Medal of Honor remained the sole way to express 

appreciation for exceptional achievements among American military personnel. However, the 

MOH was used less frequently than in previous wars, especially when comparing the whole 

number of American forces involved in the war. The MOH was awarded less often for several 

reasons. WWI marked the beginning of a shift to requiring greater action “above and beyond” 

the call of duty to earn the MOH, a shift that became ever more prevalent through the end of the 

twentieth century and into the twenty-first. In addition, the increase in specificity in the 

requirements to earn the MOH, which took place in 1897 and 1918, played a role in the decrease 

of MOHs awarded. Lastly, and most importantly, the government awarded the MOH less 

frequently directly because of the introduction of the Distinguished Service Cross and the 

Distinguished Service Medal for the Army in 1918. 

 The Navy followed suit and copied the Army when Congress introduced the “Navy Cross 

and the Navy Distinguished Service medal to correspond with two similar decorations of the 

Army,” on February 4, 1919. 166 Like the Army’s Distinguished Service Cross, the Navy Cross is 

awarded to those whose actions do not merit the Medal of Honor. Also, like the Army, the Navy 

Distinguished Service Medal is offered under no requirements of active combat. The two pairs of 

medals, with each service having one for actions during combat and one for actions whenever 
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needed, along with the Silver Star, alleviated the MOH’s monopoly on American military 

awards. 

 The American public during World War I held reservations about the entering of the war. 

However, through the use of media by the United States government, most of the country later 

supported the war. One way the United States government accomplished this was by creating 

heroes. One such hero was Sergeant Alvin York, who received the Medal of Honor for 

“Fearlessly leading seven men, he charged with great daring a machine-gun nest which was 

pouring deadly and incessant fire upon his platoon. In his heroic feat, the machine-gun nest was 

taken, together with four officers and 128 men and several guns.”167 Newspapers during and after 

World War I covered Sergeant York extensively, showcasing him to the American public, 

including articles defending the actions that earned the Medal of Honor.168 The use of media to 

build up Medal of Honor awardees to the people of the United States saw great success, with 

Sergeant York later becoming so popular in the United States that there was even a movie made 

about him, titled “Sergeant York,” which became the highest selling movie of 1941.169 

 With the introduction of new awards, the MOH became more exclusive. This is reflected 

in the MOH citations of World War II. Citations became more detailed, as well as only covering 

increasingly hard to accomplish tasks. For example, the MOH citation for First Sergeant 

Johannes Anderson reads  

While his company was being held up intense artillery and machinegun fire, Sergeant, Anderson, 

without aid, voluntarily left the company and worked his way to the rear of the nest that was 

offering the most stubborn resistance. His advance was made through an open area and under 
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constant hostile fire, but the mission was successfully accomplished, and he not only silenced the 

gun and captured it, but also brought back with him 23 prisoners.170 

 

Anderson’s actions showcase the evolution of the MOH, both in how it was described and what 

it took to earn. 

Following World War I a new round of alterations to the requirements to the MOH were 

approved by Congress in 1918: 

[T]he provisions of existing law relating to the award of the Medals of Honor ... are 

amended so that the President is authorized to present, in the name of Congress, a Medal 

of Honor only to each person who, while an officer or enlisted man of the Army, shall 

hereafter, in action involving actual conflict with an enemy, distinguish himself 

conspicuously by gallantry and intrepidity at risk of his life above and beyond the call of 

duty.171  

 

Applying only to the Army’s MOH awardees, the addition of the aforementioned 

provisions to the awarding of the MOH provided justification for the removal of the MOH from 

911 previous Army recipients at the hands of an Army review board. The board removed awards 

that had been given for actions not involving direct combat, as well as awards given to 

individuals who had not been officially a part of the Army. The Army struck the majority of the 

awards (864) from the 27th Maine Volunteer Infantry, stemming from the mistaken awarding of 

the MOH to every member of the regiment instead of the singular unit that originally received 

the award from President Lincoln. Surprisingly, while the review board disowned the 911 former 

recipients from the Medal of Honor Roll, the military permitted the individuals to keep the 

medals themselves. The remainder of the retroactive removals mainly applied to civilians, 

including William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody. Cody and four other Army scouts had their medals 

removed due to their civilian status as scouts. The United States Government later restored 
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Cody’s MOH in 1989, along with those of the four other scouts, and it had already restored the 

MOH of Dr. Mary Edwards Walker, the only female recipient of the MOH, in 1977.  These six 

remain the only members of the group of 911 who returned to the Medal of Honor Roll.172 These 

changes further solidified the MOH as a military only award going forward, while the retroactive 

return of the awards allowed exceptions later on to be made for past prominent civilian awardees 

in the face of public opinion.  

The Second World War saw over sixteen million Americans join the armed forces. 

Among those sixteen million people, 472 received MOHs. As suggested in Figure 2, the United 

States would have awarded roughly 11,085 MOHs had they been awarded at the same frequency 

as the Civil War. The United States handed out nowhere near 11,000 MOHs during WWII. In 

fact, the United States, across all wars and engagements making up the over a hundred and fifty 

years of MOH awarding, has given fewer than 11,000 MOHs total. The 3,534 MOHs that have 

been awarded are less than a third of the proposed number. As previously stated, this emphasizes 

the point that the introduction of new medals for lesser actions (compared with those meriting 

the MOH) allowed military leaders to turn the MOH into an elite decoration without failing to 

acknowledge non-MOH-worthy military achievement. 

As seen in Figure 3, during WWII, the United States Army awarded 4,723 Distinguished 

Service Crosses, while the United States Navy awarded 3,921 Navy Distinguished Service 

Crosses. The Navy’s awardees included members of the United States Marine Corps, while the 

Army awardees included members of the United States Army Air Corp (predecessor of the 

United States Air Force). The introduction of new medals allowed for flexibility and increased 

specialization among awards, allowing more individuals to receive awards without lessening the 
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importance of awards at each tier. Also, during World War II, the Department of the Army 

introduced the Bronze Star to create an additional tier of medals for American soldiers.  

The Army awarded 395,380 Bronze Stars for actions during World War II, with the non-

MOH medal recipients of the Second World War earning over 400,000 medals total in all the 

tiers below the Medal of Honor. 173  Statistically speaking, the Medal of Honor made up 

approximately .001175% of medals awarded in the four tiers of American military medals. Using 

this logic, statistically, there would have been fewer than five MOHs handed out during the Civil 

War. Obviously, comparing statistics in a merit-based award system cannot be entirely accurate, 

but it provides a comparative look at how the Medal of Honor was originally used and how it has 

become currently awarded. 

 The introduction of new awards allowed the United States to use the Medal of Honor in a 

position of prominence. As previously mentioned, public support for the armed forces and U.S. 

involvement in World War II was consistently high, which meant that the United States used the 

Medal of Honor to maintain support instead of creating it. The Medal of Honor appeared in 

hundreds of news articles published during World War II, including dozens of individual articles 

available in the New York Times’ archive, all of which unanimously show support for the heroic 

actions of awardees. Obviously, Americans accepted the Medal of Honor as a critical 

distinguisher of heroism and focused their support for the military on these heroes above all else.  

 Similar to World War I, the citations for MOH recipients in World War II became again 

more detailed with tasks that were increasingly difficult to execute. Citations from the era often 

read at half a page or more, and describe in detail the events leading to the awarding of the 
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MOH.174 This next stage of the MOH’s evolution established the MOH as truly a class of its 

own, making those who earn the award even more heroic in the eyes of the public.  

 The Medal of Honor gained its current usage during the World Wars, which was made 

possible by the creation of a large number of lower-ranking awards. This allowed the military 

and government to use the Medal of Honor as a focusing tool to showcase American heroes to 

the American public, thereby creating and maintaining public support for the military. As the 

MOH became an increasingly specialized tool that required rigorous accomplishments to 

achieve, and the knowledge of the requirements for the MOH played an important role in its 

ability to influence the American people. 

Medal of Honor and Public Perception: The Cold War 

 During the Cold War, public perception of the military in the United States was anything 

but static. Because of the importance of maintaining public support for the armed forces during 

the long struggle with the Soviet Union, the United States military still tried to influence public 

opinion. Whether successful or not, the military attempted to improve its image in the United 

States, and it used the MOH to help it do so. During the Cold War the military continued the 

trend of making it harder to receive a MOH and broadcasting recipients in the media.  

 The Korean War saw even less use of the Medal of Honor than WWII; 146 medals were 

awarded among almost seven million Americans who passed through service during the conflict. 

Although American forces continued to make use of several tiers of awards, statistically, fewer 

awards overall came out of Korea. There are a number of possibilities that could explain this 

phenomenon, the most likely being the fact that the Korean War contained markedly less direct 
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confrontation for Americans with North Korean and Chinese forces than U.S. forces in World 

War II saw with the Axis troops. The Korean War also saw the use of trained local forces in lieu 

of American or UN troops as often as feasibly possible, leading to the aforementioned less direct 

action between the non-native warring parties.175 Additionally, the United States military post-

World War II assumed an increasingly global role, with the United States establishing itself as 

“the leader of the free world,” which led to an increased military presence globally.176 With 

Americans stationed in Europe as well as other places, many served through the time frame of 

the Korean War without ever actively participating in warfare.  

 The MOH of the Korean War draw similarities to those of the Second World War, with 

seemingly death-defying actions, or sacrifices, being common among the awarding’s. This use of 

the MOH during the Korean War helped cement the idea that those who earned the MOH truly 

were the best of the military. Actions such as sacrificing one’s life for fellow troops, single-

handedly breaking enemy attacks, or charging the enemy in the face of certain death are not the 

actions of the average person.177 The men who carried out these actions were promoted to the 

American people for a reason, linking the MOH to true heroes among mortal men. 

 The Vietnam War saw the last use of the Medal of Honor as anything close to a 

commonly awarded medal. The wars, operations, and conflicts following Vietnam increasingly 

relied on paramilitary groups and local support, as well as novel methods, as opposed to 

traditional military units.178 With fewer Americans facing active combat, the opportunities to 

 

175 Michael E. Haas, Apollo’s Warriors: Us Air Force Special Operations During the Cold War. (Washington: Air 

University Press, 1997). 
176 “Great Responsibilities and New Global Power,” The National World War II Museum, Accessed November 4, 

2023. 
177 Medal of Honor Recipients, 1863-1973, “In the Name of the Congress of the United States”, Washington: U.S. 

Govt. Print. Off., 1973, 784-788. 
178 Thomas G. Mahnken, Technology and the American Way of War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008); 

John Prados, Safe for Democracy: The Secret Wars of the CIA (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2006). 



79 

earn the Medal of Honor dwindled.  The United States awarded only thirty MOHs in the almost 

fifty years between the end of the Vietnam War and the present day. Thirty is a far cry from the 

261 MOHs awarded during Vietnam and incredibly distant from the roughly 3,000 MOHs 

awarded in the first century of the medal’s existence.  

 Americans during the Cold War did not hold the same level of support for the United 

States military as during the World Wars. As previously mentioned, the Cold War saw the US 

begin to lose faith in its government or military at times, especially during wartime. Opinion 

polls for the defense of South Korea during the Korean War show support for the intervention in 

1950, perhaps riding the “high” of the righteousness and whole-hearted support of World War II, 

with a switch from a majority support to a majority lack of support in 1952.179 The first question 

individuals were asked was, “Do you think the United States was right or wrong in sending 

American troops to stop the Communis invasion of South Korea ?,” which saw consistent 

support for the action from 1950 to 1952.180 Then those polled were asked, “as things stand now, 

do you feel that the war in Korea has been (was) worth fighting, or not?,” which saw the majority 

believe the war was not worth fighting for from 1952 to 1955, with a slight shift to those in favor 

in 1956, three years after the end of open hostilities.181 

 Similar to the Korean War, American involvement in Vietnam saw a lack of support. 

Opinion Polls relating to American involvement in Vietnam show support at 50% or lower after 

1966.182 Despite newspapers and other sources promoting MOH awardees and their stories, 
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highlighting their heroism, little changed.183 This mirrors an increase in American involvement, 

leading to a growth in American casualties, which in turn created more public awareness of the 

conflict. Vietnam, like Korea, saw a different American public than the World Wars. Blanket 

support was not given, and actions against the military’s actions were more commonplace than 

they had ever been.  

The attempts to use awards and the Medal of Honor specifically, were not always 

successful. Despite the inclusion of MOH awardees in prominent newspapers, public support did 

not change.184 Even with increasingly detailed, heroic (by military metrics), and publicly 

available citations, eclipsing previous wars, MOH recipients and their reputation were not 

enough to sway the American public. This use of the MOH shows that while the peak of 

American military awards, it still is not a tool in the arsenal of the military able to magically 

impart change. The MOH and other awards are tools that can be wielded to further a cause, and 

sometimes, tools simply do not achieve success. 

Medal of Honor and Public Perception: War in the Middle East (Contemporary Times) 

 The Medal of Honor reached its peak of exclusivity during the wars of the last thirty 

years. As warfare has advanced, the United States has found itself involved in more unorthodox 

warfare than in previous eras. This new type of warfare, typified by engagements with non-

traditional military forces, has led to the MOH seldomly being used. The public, while not as 

jaded as during the Cold War, has sporadically supported the military during this time, with more 

negative retroactive looks at American involvement in the Middle East than positive ones. The 

military, taking advantage of a constant media bombardment unimaginable in previous wars, 
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attempted to use awards, and especially the MOH, to reinforce the public opinion of the military, 

to small successes.  

With no MOHs awarded over roughly a month of warfare, the 1991 Gulf War set the 

trend for the future decrease in the use of the Medal of Honor. No longer did the fact of being at 

war guarantee that the medal would even be awarded at all. Between the start of the Gulf War 

and the end of American involvement in Afghanistan, the United States awarded only 30 MOHs. 

With the active-duty strength of the American military averaging about 1.5 million troops every 

year during this period, the opportunities for Americans to win medals statistically decreased 

when compared with peak American numbers in any of the previously discussed major wars of 

the twentieth century.185 In addition, modern American troops saw far less combat than their 

predecessors. The combination of fewer opportunities, fewer troops, and more medal variants led 

to the Medal of Honor being awarded to “just” a few dozen people. The same constriction 

appeared in the decline of awards of Navy Crosses and Distinguished Service Crosses, as shown 

in Figure 3. Those who did receive the MOH were judged far more strictly than earlier 

recipients, with only the most extraordinary cases receiving the MOH.   

High-profile awarding of the MOH include Staff Sergeant Ty Carter and Staff Sergeant 

Clinton Romesha for their actions during the Battle of Kamdesh.186 The battle itself saw news 

attention, as did the several MOH citations that stemmed from it, and also received a bump in 

notoriety with the release of the movie “The Outpost.”187 After receiving the MOH Staff Sgt. 
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Romesha has spoken publicly about the military and specifically his experiences, often traveling 

and speaking as recently as 2023.188 Romesha also wrote Red Platoon: A True Story of American 

Valor, which recounts the Battle of Kamdesh in detail.189  

Other recognized deserving cases were ones such as MSgt. Gary Gordon and SFV Randy 

Shughart, who sacrificed themselves in their efforts to protect downed Black Hawk pilot CW3 

Mike Durant from overwhelming enemy forces during the Battle of Mogadishu. More recent 

cases include SGM Thomas Payne, a veteran of seventeen deployments since 2002, who led a 

mission during Operation Inherent Resolve that resulted in the rescue of seventy-five hostages 

from ISIL. During the mission, Payne chose of his own free will to risk his life seven times, 

exposing himself to gunfire, explosions, and burning buildings, to ensure that his group left no 

one behind.190  

The current belief surrounding MOH as the peak of military awards and heroism has 

reached its zenith in the modern day, with roots firmly grounded in the actions of the twentieth 

century. The military only awards the MOH for the most “elite” of eligible actions. Every 

awarding further strengthens the idea that the MOH requires a near-mythical level of heroism. 

The Medal of Honor is currently a surgical tool sending a message that only the greatest of 

valiant actions lead to its awarding, thereby establishing those who earn the award as the 

pinnacle of what servicemen can accomplish. This fabricated mythos helps to influence public 

opinion by portraying the military in a positive light while creating heroes to idealize.  
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The Medal of Honor, while initially the only award available for American servicemen, 

evolved over time to become the top of American military achievement. Over a century and a 

half of increased requirements, a more thorough awarding process, expanded medal options, and 

raised standards led to the MOH’s current prestige. The Medal of Honor of today is almost 

impossible to earn, a far cry from earlier actions simply showing “Gallantry in action.”191 

Unfortunately, as the awarding of the Medal of Honor became more exclusive, it was often kept 

from those truly deserving for a variety of reasons. 

The Medal of Honor and Inequality 

 The Medal of Honor has been used to address inequality in recent history. Unfortunately, 

its use to address inequality has often stemmed from its prior use to enforce inequality. Awards 

that were not given due to the race of the would-be awardee are only occasionally remedied, and 

their doing so is newsworthy. This section argues that the MOH has been used to showcase the 

military’s acceptance of change, dedication to its personnel, and to recognize once again the 

awe-inspiring feats American servicemen have accomplished, all of which help to improve 

public perception. 

 The strict regulations in awarding the Medal of Honor are often a barrier preventing a 

second consideration of possible recipients, even after new information has been gathered. The 

requirement that a recommendation come within three years of the action that warranted the 

recommendation sometimes works against MOH cases. However, a Congressional Research 

Service report has said, “In a number of instances, Members of Congress or others have urged 

the President to consider or reconsider an individual for the MoH,” and often they attempt to 
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introduce legislation in the hope of circumnavigating the rules for specific cases.192 Typically, 

these attempts fail, save for exceptional cases, which include the discovery of lost paperwork or 

accusations of sexism or racism. With these extenuating circumstances, dozens of cases have 

been successfully opened or reopened, often leading to the long overdue awarding of the MOH. 

 One instance of awarding the Medal of Honor after decades of controversy involves Dr. 

Mary Edwards Walker, the only woman ever to receive the MOH. Walker worked during the 

Civil War as a contract surgeon with the Union Army because the Army had a policy of not 

commissioning female surgeons.193 During the course of her rendering aid to civilians in 

Tennessee, Confederate troops captured Walker, later trading her for a Confederate prisoner of 

war. Following Walker’s return to the Union, the Army gave in to Walker’s repeated requests for 

a commission and appointed her as a U.S. Army Assistant Surgeon.  Walker’s promotion led to 

her distinction as the Army’s first female surgeon.  

 The Army terminated Walker’s commission on June 15, 1865.194 Walker, who continued 

to work in the medical field following the end of the Civil War, received the Medal of Honor 

from President Andrew Johnson on November 11, 1865, for "services rendered during the 

war."195 Walker’s services are said to include both her medical work and her subsequent time in 

captivity.196 With the reception of her Medal of Honor, Walker became the first and last woman 

to be awarded the MOH. However, the United States took away Walker’s medal in 1916 as part 

of the Army Review Board’s purge of historical awards. The review board ruled that because 
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Walker had not earned the medal for actions during her time as a commissioned member of the 

Union Army and because she showed "no evidence of distinguished gallantry," she did not 

deserve the MOH. 197 Allegedly, in the opinion of the review board, Walker originally received 

the medal to “placate her for being terminated by the Army,” which is thought to stem from 

Walker’s gender and outspokenness on women’s rights.198  

 Over fifty years after the rescinding of Walker’s Medal of Honor, both Senate and House 

Joint Resolutions originating with U.S. Representatives Peter A. Peyser and Les Aspin and with 

U.S. Senators Edward Brooke and Birch Bayh in the 1970s led to the Army reopening Walker’s 

case on grounds of sexism in the original rescission of the MOH.199 The Army Board for 

Correction of Military Records , after reviewing Walker’s case, recommended that the Medal of 

Honor be returned to Walker. Among the prominent arguments for the reinstatement of Walker’s 

MOH were those of U.S. Representative Peyser, stating “it is time to recognize what a woman 

did many years ago that was far in advance of the equal rights movement of women as we know 

it today.”200 On June 10, 1977, Army Secretary Clifford Alexander, Jr. signed the order 

reinstating Walker's Medal of Honor.201 Walker’s case is an example of the many efforts to 

ensure that the Medal of Honor is rightfully awarded over the years, showcasing how important 

the MOH has become to Americans, and highlighting the efforts of the United States to show the 

public it could fix its wrongs. 
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 Another crucial reason why the Medal of Honor has not been awarded to those who 

otherwise met its increasing requirements is race. The best-researched examples of race being 

used to preclude MOH (or any other award) nominations are found in World War II, a war 

fought with a segregated American military. The United States did not desegregate the military 

until after World War II, leading to different treatment of minorities among the armed forced 

during WWII.202 The groups subjected to the greatest discrimination during WWII were Asian 

Americans and African Americans. Asian Americans, especially Japanese Americans, faced 

prejudice and discrimination that was exacerbated by Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor. The United 

States placed over a hundred thousand Japanese Americans in camps during WWII, allegedly to 

prevent any possibility of cooperation between Japanese Americans and the Japanese Empire.203 

Despite the generally poor treatment of Asian Americans during WWII, over 22,000 second-

generation Japanese Americans served in the armed forces.  

 Citing the notable lack of MOHs, or many other medals, among the Japanese-Americans 

serving during WWII, US Senator Daniel K. Akaka pushed a bill to the United States Senate to 

order the Army and Navy to review records of Asian American veterans to determine if any 

deserved the MOH for their actions during WWII.204 The Senate eventually approved the 

amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act in 1995. The Army’s review board 

ultimately determined that the actions of twenty-two Asian American soldiers during WWII 

warranted the award of the Medal of Honor, the majority coming from the 442nd Regimental 
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Combat Team.205 In fact, “For their numbers and length of service, the Japanese-Americans of 

the 442d Regimental Combat Team, including the 100th Infantry Battalion, became the most 

decorated unit in American military history.”206 President Clinton awarded the Medals of Honor 

to the twenty-two honorees on June 21, 2000, over fifty years after their valiant actions. 

The review board made sure to emphasize that the Medal of Honor is not an apology and 

should only be awarded to those who truly went above and beyond the call of duty. The twenty-

two Asian American awardees did not receive the award as a way to make up for past treatment 

of them or of Asian Americans in general during World War II. The actions of the newly 

appointed Medal of Honor awardees are comparable with the actions of other MOH recipients of 

the era. For example, 2nd Lt. Daniel Inouye earned the MOH for his actions leading a unit in 

capturing a fortified ridge outside of San Terenzo, Italy. Inouye single-handedly destroyed two 

enemy machine gun positions, after which he was shot by a sniper. Inouye then continued his 

assault until an enemy grenade destroyed his arm. Despite life-threatening injuries, Inouye 

refused to leave his men until his unit successfully captured the ridge.207 The United States used 

this emphasis to again show it was righting wrongs, not making empty apologies to the public. 

During the ceremony awarding the MOH to the twenty-two over-looked Asian-American 

awardees President Clinton stated 

 They risked their lives on their own initiative, sometimes even against orders, to take out 

machine guns, give aid to wounded soldiers, draw fire, pinpoint the enemy, protect their own. 

People who can agree on nothing else fall silent before that kind of courage…They left a lasting 

imprint on the meaning of America. They didn’t give up on our country, even when too many of 
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their countrymen and women had given up on them. They deserve, at the least, the most we can 

give— the Medal of Honor.208 

 

With such a focus on the necessity and overwhelmingly deservedness of the awardees, President 

Clinton ensured the public that these awards were given only to those who earned them, showing 

both a dedication to equality and to righting wrongs. 

 As with Asian Americans, African Americans received the Medal of Honor far less often 

than members of other racial groups during WWII. Segregation, along with personal biases 

common at the time, led to poor treatment of many African Americans during WWII. Attempting 

to remedy the disparity, in 1993, Secretary of the Army John Shannon ordered a study to 

“determine whether any Medal of Honor recommendations for African Americans had been lost 

or improperly processed.”209 The committee that conducted the study discerned that no 

recommendations had been lost or improperly processed. However, the results of the study 

determined that many actions that the committee believed deserved the Medal of Honor simply 

had received no attention at all, apparently due to the race of the men carrying them out. The 

committee then submitted ten recommendations for consideration for the MOH, and later, the 

Senior Army Decorations Board agreed to award the MOH to seven of the ten men. 

 President Clinton awarded the seven men the Medal of Honor on January 13, 1997. The 

family members of six members of the group received the MOH since the awardees had not lived 

long enough to witness the ceremony.210 Notable among the seven African American MOH 

recipients of 1997 is Edward Allen Carter Jr., who led three men in an assault on a German 
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position after German forces destroyed the Americans’ tank. During the assault, Carter lost two 

men and suffered five wounds, with the remaining man also injured. Carter pressed on and 

engaged eight enemy soldiers alone, killing six and capturing the remaining men. Retreating 

from advancing German reinforcements, Carter interrogated the prisoners in German while using 

them as shields until reaching American positions.211  

 Carter’s case, without a shadow of a doubt, meets every requirement for the MOH. The 

requirements are that a soldier “distinguishes himself conspicuously by gallantry and intrepidity 

at the risk of his life above and beyond the call of duty. While engaged in an action against an 

enemy of the United States; While engaged in military operations involving conflict with an 

opposing foreign force.” 212 The action of successfully engaging overwhelming German forces 

during World War II after receiving life-threatening wounds meets the requirements. The capture 

and interrogation of enemy forces while under fire also merited consideration. However, that did 

not happen before Secretary Shannon’s study. Carter’s case, along with those of Inouye and so 

many others, shows that race prevented the recognition of significant actions during WWII by 

minorities within the United States armed forces. The extremely public results of Secretary 

Shannon’s study were broadcast to the American with headlines such as “Nation Rights a Wrong 

7 African-Americans Receive Medal of Honor,” “Medals of Honor, Long Overdue,” “Forgotten 

Black Heroes Get Medal of Vindication,” and “Clinton gives 7 WWII Soldiers Military's Top 

Honor. Racism blamed for Belated Recognition.”213 The results of the study helped the military 
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show the public a willingness to attempt to right past wrongs, while emphasizing the openness of 

the military to all races and the ability of anyone to join the military and find success. When 

President Clinton awarded the seven African-American men the MOH he stated “Now those 

injustices are past. Our military's among the most integrated institutions in America, a beacon to 

society, and among the most successful, for America is stronger than ever.”214 This addition to 

the correction of past mistakes shows an additional message projecting hope and strength for the 

future to the American people. 

 Unfortunately, the focused studies into racial bias during World War II do not help 

understand issues surrounding the Medal of Honor or other awards during other conflicts. 

Without more focused studies, actions in other wars that may have not received recognition 

purely because of bias may never be known. However, thanks to the light shed on the issue of 

inequality during World War II, one can infer that there are, in fact, other instances of bias 

influencing who received awards, regardless of whether these biases or specific instances are 

ever known. Knowing this, one can understand the importance of the retroactive awarding of the 

MOH to prominent figures. The importance of the nation’s highest honor being used to help 

remedy damage to the military caused by what is historically one of the nation’s biggest regrets 

cannot possibly be understated. Were the focus to be on a lesser-known award, such as a 

campaign medal, or a less prominent medal like the Bronze Star, the news surrounding the 

correction would not be as widely spread or understood. Simply put, the Medal of Honor’s 

notoriety helped show the American people that the military was moving forward socially in a 

way that they would understand and appreciate.  
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The Medal of Honor In Popular Culture 

 The scope of the Medal of Honor’s influence on popular culture cannot be understated. 

With the MOH being presented in newspapers and other traditional media sources since its 

inception, it is understandable that its notoriety would spread even further into entertainment and 

popular culture. With sensationalized accounts of MOH recipients going as far back as the World 

Wars with Sergeant York and others, entertainment sources have had over eighty years to use 

and portray MOH material. The prevalence of the MOH across all forms of entertainment media 

in the United States shows that the MOH has successfully assimilated into American popular 

culture, helping to influence the public’s perception of the military.  

 The MOH is often presented in movies and television in a historically accurate or 

inspired fashion as opposed to complete fiction.  The previously mentioned Sergeant York and 

Black Hawk Down set the tone for screentime MOH involvement, as most focus on either the 

individual or actions that led to the awarding of the MOH, as opposed to briefly mentioning it. 

Other notable visual media revolving around the MOH are Hacksaw Ridge, the television series 

Medal of Honor, and To Hell and Back, a movie about and starring Audie Murphy, a MOH 

awardee who is often argued to be the most-awarded American soldier in history.215 The MOH is 

also mentioned fictionally in the movies Forrest Gump and the Rambo series, as well as the 

highly popular and long-running television series NCIS.216  

 With the MOH being referenced in top-rated movies or television, its importance reached 

wider audiences than just military personnel. Films that showcase the actual acts that led to the 

awarding of the MOH serve to impress upon the public the importance and strenuous 
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requirements to earn the award. Movies and television that fictionally reference the award helped 

to make the knowledge of the existence of the award more commonplace. Along with public 

visibility, public portrayal helps with establishing that both those who serve and those who 

receive the MOH are heroic in nature, making a connection between heroes and the military. The 

use of the MOH in movies helped to influence the American people to see the award in a positive 

light, understand its importance, and to associate heroism with the military.  

 Books, like movies, often focus on MOH awardees in biographies. Books also commonly 

showcase awardees in collections, grouping multiple individuals and their actions into one work. 

Books such as Stealing the General: the Great Locomotive Chase and the First Medal of Honor, 

Honoring Sergeant Carter: a Family’s Journey to Uncover the Truth About an American Hero, 

The Miracle of Father Kapaun: Priest, Soldier and Korean War Hero, To Hell and Back, and  

Medal of Honor: One Man's Journey From Poverty and Prejudice all help to make American 

history easily accessible to the public.217 These stories provide the American people with a lens 

through which to view their heroes, allowing them to learn more about their actions as well as 

have their own opinions influenced. Books help to inform and strengthen the idea of the MOH as 

a metric of heroism, both by establishing an idea of what a hero is and that that heroism being 

provided ostensibly for the American people by the military of the United States. Books like 

those mentioned attribute ideas such as courage, valor, righteousness, and strength to their 

heroes, aligning those attributes with the idea of American heroes within the military. 
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Prioritizing and sharing these experiences help to draw connections in the public consciousness 

between heroes and the military, with MOH awardees among the most deserving of those heroes.  

 Video games are the last and most important piece of media that influences American 

culture. Video games consume more American time than movies, television, or books, and they 

reach wider audiences as well. Video games, unlike the previous forms of media mentioned, 

typically show the Medal of Honor in a fictional way, attempting to either give merit to a 

character without providing much other background or to emphasize the importance of a 

character's actions in the games. Video games encapsulate the success that the MOH has had in 

becoming ingrained within American culture with their broad exposure and consumption among 

the general public. 

The prime example of the MOH being referenced in video games is the series Medal of 

Honor. Medal of Honor which immerses players in battlefields from World War II to the present 

day. The series has seen major success, especially in the early 2000s, and has sold roughly forty 

million copies.218 The number of Medal of Honor games sold puts it solidly within the top sixty 

video game franchises of all time, placing it alongside industry giants like Fallout and Total 

War, which is impressive for a game mainly created for consoles whose run only went for 

thirteen years.219 The influence of such a popular game (coincidentally released for the most part 

during American involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan) can be easily seen, as millions of people 

playing the Medal of Honor correlates to millions of people at the bare minimum at least 

knowing about the MOH, if not correlating it to heroism in action as well. 
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 The Medal of Honor is also mentioned in the Call of Duty series, both generally in 

several campaigns and specifically as being awarded to several main characters in the series.220 

The Call of Duty franchise has sold over 425 million copies, placing it within the top five best-

selling video game series of all time.221 The use of the MOH, especially on prominent occasions, 

speaks to the importance of the MOH within the United States and as a part of American culture, 

being represented both to Americans and video game enthusiasts globally. The sheer reach of 

Call of Duty ensures that hundreds of millions of people know about the MOH and understand its 

importance.  

In addition to Medal of Honor and Call of Duty, the MOH is referenced in series such as 

Homefront, F.E.A.R., Sniper Elite, Company of Heroes, Wolfenstein, and Tom Clancy’s Rainbow 

Six, alongside dozens of smaller games centered on American military involvement.  All of these 

games’ usage of the MOH shows how prevalent it is within American culture, as well as in the 

media that the United States exports or influences. Each of these games, as well as the ones 

mentioned earlier, provides an image of the MoH that directly correlates with the idea of 

heroism. The MoH’s awarded in video games are given to the best of the best, those who 

accomplish seemingly (or in reality, actually) impossible tasks for the greater good.  

This depiction of the MoH as an indicator of righteousness in every case it is depicted 

tells audiences that the MoH truly is a designation of greatness. People playing video games are 

inundated with the idea that the MoH is not only the height of military achievement, but a marker 

of a hero. This ideology surrounding the MoH is directed especially to younger audiences who 
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are more likely to be playing video games and consuming military related media than older 

demographics. 

In the United States roughly 250 million people play video games. Of those 250 million, 

roughly 60% of players are under 34 and 24% are under 18.222 With nearly 60 million minor 

players, and 150 million within recruitment age for the military (17 to between 28 and 39 years 

of age depending on the branch), it is clear that those who can be influenced the most to join the 

military are the one’s seeing these depictions of the MoH.223 This clear consumption of video 

games above other forms of media amongst those of military age helps create the idea of the 

military as an incubator of heroism, with the MoH as the ultimate sign of a hero.  

However, this presentation of the MoH across media, and especially in video games, can 

serve as a double-edged sword. Individuals may take the idea of what the MoH is that is 

presented to them by media sources and believe the goal of the military is to receive awards. 

Chasing valor could lead to disastrous consequences for people who prioritize making 

themselves look good over doing their jobs or working as a team.   

While not directly related to video games, stolen valor is an excellent example of the 

types of problems that pedestalizing award winners can and has led to. Legally, stolen valor is 

the false claiming of past military actions or the reception of awards in order to receive some sort 

of benefit. The wider term also applies to those who wear uniforms or awards that they did not 

earn, or who make claims of past military service without factual basis. Perpetrators of stolen 

valor in recent years include those attempting healthcare fraud, to con individuals or 
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organizations out of donations, and those attempting to receive political clout, capital, or support 

by basing their backgrounds on what they perceive would resonate with voters.224 It appears 

those who take part in stolen valor believe that the risk of imprisonment is worth the myriad of 

possible benefits.  

Among examples of stolen valor are hundreds of individuals pretending to be MoH 

awardees, many using fake MoHs in an attempt to strengthen their claims.225 The demand for 

fake MoHs in order to take part in stolen valor is apparently so high that a previous manufacturer 

of the MoH for the United States, H.L.I. Lordship Industries Inc. of Hauppauge, N.Y., took part 

in creating fake MoHs for a profit.226 This leads to the conclusion that enough people have the 

idea of the MoH as so important and culturally powerful that they are willing to risk creating, 

selling, buying, and parading fake ones, despite a fear of being caught and ostracized or 

punished. 

Despite stolen valor being an issue since time immemorial, legislation attempting to 

forcibly curb the issue by introducing prison time as a punishment has only recently been 

established. This is likely a response to the problem’s growth in recent years.227 The first major 

legislation surrounding the imprisonment of those perpetrating stolen valor came with the Stolen 

Valor Act of 2005, which among other things established that those who took part in stolen valor 

not related to the MoH should “imprisoned not more than six months,” and those who did use the 

MoH for stolen valor should be “imprisoned not more than 1 year.”228 The Stolen Valor Act of 

 

224 Hope Hodge Seck, “Fake SEAL Pleads Guilty to Stolen Valor, Stealing from VA,” Military, July 23, 2023; 

Alexandra Leslie, “Woman Convicted of Stolen Valor Gets 70 Months in Prison,” WPRI, April 14, 2023; Stephanie 

Condon, “Richard Blumenthal Apologizes for Exaggerating Military Service,” CBS, May 24, 2010. 
225 “Congressional Medal of Honor Fraud,” FBI, 2021. 
226 “Company Admits Selling Unauthorized Medals Of Honor,” Chicago Tribune, October 19, 1996. 
227 Richard Sisk, “Military Stolen Valor Cases on the Rise, Investigators Say,” Military, July 27, 2020. 
228 120 Stat. 3266 (Pub. Law 109-437), Accessed at https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/PLAW-

109publ437/html/PLAW-109publ437.htm. 
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2005 was later ruled unconstitutional by the United States Supreme Court in 2012 in the case 

United States v. Alvarez.229 The Supreme Court ruled that the act went against the First 

Amendment, and that it was too broad. Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy believed that 

“The Government points to no evidence to support its claim that the public’s general perception 

of military awards is diluted by false claims such as those made by Alvarez.”230 This clearly 

shows that the justice thought that the public held military awards generally in highly enough 

esteem that even detractors could not lessen their importance to Americans. 

The issues raised surrounding the Stolen Valor Act of 2005 were rectified later with the 

Stolen Valor Act of 2013. The new act established that “Whoever, with intent to obtain money, 

property, or other tangible benefit, fraudulently holds oneself out to be a recipient of a decoration 

or medal described in subsection (c)(2) or (d) shall be fined under this title, imprisoned not more 

than one year, or both.’”231 This increased specificity allowed those who use stolen valor to their 

advantage to be punished without restricting First Amendment rights. The government's use of 

awards, including the MoH, to create heroes and boost public perception of the military is 

underscored by unintentional consequences. This practice has inadvertently fostered implied 

authenticity tied to awards, giving rise to numerous legal and personal problems rooted in abuse 

and deceit. 

Video games represent arguably the most important aspect of American culture when 

referring to the influence media has on the public, with video games having a wider audience 

than other forms. The way that game developers have implemented the MOH within their games 

is a direct result of the image the military has promoted of the MOH. The military’s focus on 

 

229 United States v. Alvarez, 567 U.S. 709 (2012) 
230 “United States v. Alvarez, 567 U.S. 709 (2012),” U.S. Supreme Court, Assessed at 

https://supreme.justia.com/cases/federal/us/567/709/. 
231 127 Stat. 448 (Pub. Law 113-12). 



98 

valor and exclusivity for the MOH has worked its way into the most popular form of media 

among Americans, in turn influencing the people through constant exposure. The use of the 

MOH in video games also represents the success of the military in already influencing the 

American people. The cycle continuously perpetuates itself, showing some success of the 

military in shaping public opinion with awards by the use of the Medal of Honor.  

Whether in movies, television, books, or video games, the Medal of Honor is prevalent 

across popular culture in the United States. The use of the MOH so commonly helps reinforce 

the idea that the MOH is an indicator of greatness, with awardees taking part in extraordinary 

actions by any metric. These actions help reaffirm that awardees are heroes, taking part in 

actions to the benefit of their fellow servicepeople as well as the American people. With the use 

of the award in media across popular culture, the MOH can and has reached levels of exposure 

no other award has, allowing it to become normalized as a part of American culture and helping 

to influence popular culture to see the military in a positive light. This public awareness has led 

to benefits for the military, despite the various issues surrounding military awards, such as stolen 

valor. Regardless of small percent of criminals, the MoH and other military awards are still 

proudly paraded to Americans across various forms of media.  

Conclusion 

 The Medal of Honor has gone through a multitude of changes since its institution. As 

evidenced in Figure 2, the United States has drastically reduced the awarding of the MOH 

between its inception and contemporary times.  In the first three major wars after the creation of 

the Medal of Honor, it was awarded to a number of men that made up ten-thousandths of a 

percent of the entire number of men in the military. During this time, the so-called “Indian 

Awards” form an outlier with their use of the MOH being awarded to roughly four-thousandths 
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of a percent of the US military of the time, a difference that can be explained by the length of the 

“Indian Wars” being approximately thirty years, as well as the composition of said wars of a 

multitude of smaller conflicts. During the subsequent four major wars, the percentage of 

American military members awarded the MOH stood in the hundreds-thousandths of a percent, 

with all four being within a range of four million of a percent. The next major war, the Gulf War, 

saw no MOHs awarded. The last war the United States has been involved in, the Iraq War, has 

seen the MOH awarded to four million of a percent of the entire United States military.  

 Figure 2 shows the broad differences in the awarding of the MOH. Initially, the MOH, 

with no competition, was used to recognize exceptional actions. After the introduction of new 

awards like the Distinguished Service Cross and Navy Cross, the MOH became used in a more 

specialized fashion. Again, after the end of the World Wars and the Cold War, the MOH saw 

another drop in use, which stemmed from the consolidation and refiguring of the United States’ 

repertoire of awards. Figure 3, in turn, shows that after the World Wars, the Navy Cross and 

Distinguished Service Cross saw a precipitous drop in use, which dropped even further after the 

end of the Cold War.  

 Both Figure 2 and 3 show that as awards became more specialized, the higher tiers of 

awards saw less use statistically. In the current day, the United States has the luxury to provide 

awards that “perfectly” fit each and every situation, a luxury that did not exist in the early days 

of the Medal of Honor. This evolving narrow use of the MOH allowed the MOH to stand above 

all other awards. A retroactive reflection of the incidents deserving of the MOH in a war-by-war 

analysis would show an increase in disparity in said actions, which proves that the evolution of 

the MOH has been an exercise in the creation of an ideal.  
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 The MOH, slowly crafted over the course of over 150 years, has been constantly used to 

achieve the most effect possible. The MOH helped give Americans heroes when they needed 

people to look up to, attempted to create support for the military when the government felt it was 

needed, helped influence Americans to recognize heroism in their servicemen, and worked to 

heal the rifts of inequality. No matter the situation, the United States used the MOH to attempt to 

achieve an advantage. The MOH has been proven to be a versatile and deft tool to work to 

achieve the goals of the United States, and the American people have accepted it as a crucial and 

awe-inspiring part of the legacy of the armed forces of the United States. The MOH is an integral 

part of the way Americans view their military, and with the solid foundations of the award today, 

that is unlikely ever to change.   

 

Figure 2: American Military Strength Compared by War and Medal of Honors Awarded.  

Data sourced from the Department of Veterans Affairs (May 2021) America’s Wars, 

accessed 20 October, 2023, and “Medal of Honor: History and Issues,” 

EveryCRSReport.com (Congressional Research Service, August 18, 2015). 

 

 

Figure 3: Navy Cross and Distinguished Service Crosses Awarded by War.  
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Data sourced from the U.S. DOD (United States Department of Defense) (n.d.) U.S. Army 

Distinguished Service Cross Recipients,” Army - Distinguished Service Cross Recipients - 

U.S. Military Awards for Valor - Top 3 (U.S. Department of Defense), accessed October 20, 

2023, and “U.S. Navy Navy Cross Recipients,” Navy - Navy Cross Recipients - U.S. 

Military Awards for Valor - Top 3 (U.S. Department of Defense), accessed October 10, 

2023. 
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Conclusion 

The use of awards within the armed forces of the United States stems from a culture and 

legacy lasting to the current day. The military uses awards to accomplish various ever-changing 

goals, from boosting morale and retaining service members to influencing how the American 

public views the military. The use of awards to influence the American people can be examined 

chronologically, including the introduction of new awards and the adaptations of old ones 

alongside the changes in American public opinion. When times are good, the United States uses 

awards to maintain the status quo; when times are bad, the US tries to use awards to turn things 

around. Whether successful or not, using awards to influence the public is an aspect of military 

awards originating with their first use in the American Revolutionary War. Since their first use, 

the military has broadcasted awards to the public in everything from books and newspapers to 

movies and video games. The use of the Medal of Honor especially epitomizes this attempt to 

influence the public, with the MOH of the current day showcasing some of the success of the 

military in its efforts. The Medal of Honor is well-known, prominently displayed within popular 

culture and especially among interactive media, and projects an image of heroism, valor, and 

righteousness to the American people. These positive associations with the MOH, along with its 

place in American culture, can be seen as a microcosm of the overall goals of the military, albeit 

one that is the most successful to date. 

Analyzing the introduction of new awards by the United States alongside the state of the 

American public on the home front shows that awards are consistently introduced and altered 

during times of friction between the two entities. The military wants medals to encourage 

approval or support from the American people and has attempted to accomplish this goal by 
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creating heroes and broadcasting an ever-increasing repertoire of awards to the American people. 

The military has hoped to convince Americans that its members are worthy of support, either 

through their showcased heroics or by their accomplishing of a variety of goals. Civilians have to 

a point accepted these ideas, incorporating things like the Medal of Honor into American popular 

culture while still requiring constant maintenance on attempts to gain support. The public is 

fickle, and as the military changes so do the people. Overall, the military can claim some 

success, as the MoH and other awards can be found throughout American media, with civilians 

being exposed to the topic whether they want to or not without any direct military action. 

Additionally, the growth of stolen valor emphasizes the idea that civilians believe that military 

awards can somehow make them appear to be better people, something that would not occur if 

awards meant nothing to Americans. The varied success of the military in influencing the people, 

whether through the creation of heroes, integration into popular culture, or increases in support 

for its own members, shows that the use of awards to influence the American people is a viable 

strategy in improving or maintaining government-civilian relations, and will likely remain a tool 

in the United States’ arsenal for years to come.   
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