
THE PURPLE HEART
DESIGNED AND SCULPTED

The medal was designed by Army heraldic specialist
Elizabeth Will, who worked in the Office of the Quartermaster

General, and sculpted by John Sinnock of the U.S. Mint in
Philadelphia. (Sinnock designed and sculpted the dime

currently in use in the United States).

78,000 Approximate number of Purple Hearts that
the Army awarded from 1932 until World War II.

Recipients were soldiers and living veterans who
had served in World War I, the Civil War, the
Spanish American War, and the Indian Wars.

No posthumous awards were granted, because
“to make it a symbol of death…

would be to defeat the primary purpose of its being.”

AUGUST 7, 1782
Gen. George Washington creates the Badge of

Military Merit— now the Purple Heart,
making it the oldest U.S. military decoration still in use.

The badge was “the figure of a heart in purple cloth,
or silk, edged with narrow lace or binding”  to be

worn over the left breast by a member of the Continental
Army who performed a singularly meritorious action.”



A TIMELINE OF PURPLE HEART CRITERIA

FEBRUARY 22, 1932

The Badge of Military Merit is revived as the Purple Heart
on George Washington’s 200th birthday, after about

150 years of disuse. Though reserved for living service
members who performed “any singularly meritorious act of
extraordinary fidelity or essential service,” the Army set the
stage for the award’s current use by specifying that injuries

caused by U.S. enemies could qualify.

APRIL 28, 194

In the wake of the deadly attack on Pearl Harbor,
the Army announces that the Purple Heart also will be

granted to “members of the military service who are killed…
or who died as a result of a wound received in action…

on or after December 7, 1941.”
(Deaths prior to that date were not retroactively eligible.)

SEPTEMBER 5, 1942

The Army announces that the Purple Heart will be
awarded only to soldiers wounded or killed in action.

Those performing meritorious service will
instead earn the new Legion of Merit award.

DECEMBER 3, 1942

President Franklin D. Roosevelt orders that the
Purple Heart may be awarded by the Navy to

sailors, Marines, and Coast Guardsman.
Previously, only the Army—which included the Air Force

prior to 1947 — could award the Purple Heart.



APRIL 25, 1962

President John F. Kennedy signs an executive order
allowing the Purple Heart to be awarded to people who

were wounded or killed “while serving with friendly foreign
forces” or “as a result of action by a hostile foreign force.”

This move ensured that thousands of U.S. military personnel
wounded and killed in Vietnam were eligible for the Purple
Heart despite Americans being there as “advisors,” rather

than formal participants in the war. 
The order also opened the door for Purple Hearts for

American service members wounded or killed in other incidents,
such as the attacks on the USS Liberty and USS Pueblo.

FEBRUARY 1984

President Ronald Reagan signed an executive order allowing
the awarding  of the Purple Heart to those whose wounds or
death were caused during an “international terrorist attack

against the United States” and to those who were “part of a
peacekeeping mission” outside of the United States.

APRIL 25, 2011

As more military members were harmed by improvised
explosive devices in Afghanistan and Iraq, the Defense
Department announced that the decoration now could

be awarded to service members who suffered “mild
traumatic brain injuries and concussive injuries”
in combat and required treatment for the injury.

The decision was retroactive to September 11, 2001.
(Post-traumatic stress disorder does not qualify because
the injury was a secondary, not primary, effect of combat.)
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