
MEDAL OF HONOR ESTABLISHED 
DECEMBER 1861 

 
The Medal of Honor was first authorized by Public Acts of the 37th Congress, Second 
Session, Chapter I, Section 7, approved December 21, 1861, as follows: 
 

SEC. 7. And be it further enacted, That the Secretary of the Navy be, and is 
hereby, authorized to cause two hundred “medals of honor” to be prepared, 
with suitable emblematic devices, which shall be bestowed upon such petty 
officers, seamen, landsmen, and marines as shall most distinguish themselves 
by their gallantry in action and other seamanlike qualities during the present 
war, and that the sum of one thousand dollars be, and the same is hereby, 
appropriated out of any money in the Treasury, for the purpose of carrying this 
section into effect.1 

 
Note that the original legislation limited awards to “petty officers, seamen, landsmen, and 
marines,” thereby excluding officers. The eligibility criteria and design elements of the 
Medal of Honor would go through numerous changes over the following months, years, and 
decades, but it remains the nation’s most revered military decoration. 

 
 

 
The Navy’s Naval History and Heritage 
Command describes the pendant as “. . .  a 
52-millimeter-wide medal in the shape of a 
five-pointed star. The center of the star 
featured a scene in bas-relief of Minerva, a 
goddess whom Romans had associated with 
victory, prevailing over the cowering figure of 
Discord. Holding in her right hand a shield 
that recalls the Great Seal of the United States 
and with her left hand resting on fasces (a 
symbol of the primacy of the republic), 
Minerva served as an allegory for the U.S. 
effort to defeat the Confederacy.”2 
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Navy Type I Medal of Honor. (Courtesy 
Naval History and Heritage Command 
Curator Branch.) 


