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The National Flag Movement in American Public Schools in the Late 19" Century:
In Search of Diversity or Unity ?
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Abstract

All children in American public schools are usually obliged to pledge allegiance to the flag of the
United States and to the Republic. While the ceremony arouses patriotic sentiment in children, it seems
to prevent children from thinking critically or deliberately about the meaning of the ceremony and the
words. This paper aims to (1) delineate the beginning of the national flag raising ceremony and pledge
of allegiance in the public school, and (2) consider whether the national flag movement integrated
various peoples into American citizens or excluded others with particular ascriptions.

The Civil Rights Act (1866) and the 14" Amendment to the U. S. Constitution (1868), which was
enacted after the Civil War, made all the people born in the United States American citizens.
Theoretically, every child was given a chance to learn in public schools, which led to diversity in schools.
Although the national flag was displayed in every battle field in the Civil War, it was rarely hoisted on
the public schoolhouses.

In October 1892, Columbus Day celebrations were held in many cities in the United States. The
official program was published in 7he Youth’s Companion edited by Francis Bellamy, which included a
proclamation by President Harrison. According to the program, almost all public schools in the United
States hoisted the national flag on their schoolhouses, and children participated in the celebrations and
pledged allegiance to the flag as a symbol of diversity and unity.

In the 1890s, the national flag raising movement prevailed even more widely owing to the activities
by the editors of The Youth’s Companion, Grand Army of the Republic (GAR), and some other
closely-related organizations. They often presented the national flag to public schools and persuaded
children to be patriotic. Some boards of education held flag day ceremonies under the auspices of the
GAR.

After the movement succeeded, all children were forced to pledge allegiance to the flag. Some
children or teachers who refused to pledge allegiance to the national flag were expelled from public
schools. Consequently, the American public school system lost diversity in the 1890s.
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Birthday of “0ld Glory.”

Resolved, That Flag day exercises :
be held in the public schools of the |
District of Columbia June 12, 1908,
and that the request of Commander
John 8. Walker, Department of the
Potomac, that the Grand Army be
permitted to select the speakers for
the occasion. as has been done in
past years, and make all necessary
arrangements for the exerclses, with
the approval of the superintendent
of public schools, be granted.
BOARD OF EDUCATION.

X2 The Evening Star, June 11, 1908

Flag Day Exercises Held
in Public Schools Today
Under Auspices of G. A. R.

Flag day exercises wers held through-
out the public schools of the District of
Columbia today. Under the auspices of
the Grand Army of the Republic, the chil-
dren held appropriate ceremonies, giving
drills, patriotic recitations and songs in
which they had been instructed by their
teachers. Speakers for the several build-
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X3 The Evening Star, June 14, 1917
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