
history of the great seal of the united states
History of the Great Seal of the United States is a fascinating journey that reflects the evolution
of American identity and the nation's values. This iconic emblem serves as a powerful symbol of the
United States, representing its sovereignty, unity, and principles. The Great Seal is not just a
decorative insignia; it embodies the ideals and beliefs that the Founding Fathers envisioned for the
new nation. Understanding its history provides insight into American culture and governance.

Origins of the Great Seal

The history of the Great Seal of the United States dates back to the early days of the Republic. In
1776, as the nation declared its independence from British rule, there was a pressing need for official
symbols that could represent the new government.

Initial Proposals

The Continental Congress recognized the necessity of a seal and appointed a committee to design
one. This committee included prominent figures such as Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and
John Adams. Their task was to create a seal that would represent the values and aspirations of the
fledgling nation.

The committee submitted several designs, each reflecting different themes, such as liberty, virtue,
and divine providence. However, none of the initial proposals were adopted. The designs varied
widely, and the committee struggled to find a consensus.

Adoption of the Final Design

In 1782, after years of deliberation and redesigns, the Great Seal was officially adopted. The final
design was crafted by Charles Thomson, the Secretary of the Congress, who played a crucial role in
refining the seal's imagery. It features a bald eagle, a symbol of strength and freedom, clutching
arrows and an olive branch, representing war and peace, respectively.

Symbolism of the Great Seal

The Great Seal is rich in symbolism, with each element carefully chosen to convey profound
meanings.

The Bald Eagle



The bald eagle is the centerpiece of the Great Seal, symbolizing strength, courage, and freedom. It is
depicted with its wings spread, signifying readiness and power. The eagle's head is turned toward the
olive branch, indicating a preference for peace over war.

Arrows and Olive Branch

In the eagle's talons, it holds 13 arrows and an olive branch. The 13 arrows represent the original 13
colonies, signifying the nation's readiness to defend itself if necessary. The olive branch, on the other
hand, symbolizes peace and the desire for harmony. This duality encapsulates the United States'
commitment to both strength and diplomacy.

Shield and Motto

The eagle is also depicted with a shield emblazoned on its breast, featuring 13 stripes that represent
the colonies. Above the eagle's head is a banner with the motto "E Pluribus Unum," which translates
to "Out of many, one." This phrase reflects the unity of the diverse states and peoples that make up
the United States.

Usage of the Great Seal

The Great Seal serves various purposes, both ceremonial and practical, in the governance of the
United States.

Official Documents

The Great Seal is used to authenticate important documents, such as treaties, commissions, and
other legal instruments. It serves as a mark of legitimacy, ensuring that these documents are
recognized as official by the federal government.

Presidential Use

The President of the United States also employs the Great Seal in various capacities. It is prominently
displayed during presidential speeches and ceremonies, reinforcing the authority of the office.
Additionally, the seal is used on the presidential flag and stationery, symbolizing the connection
between the president and the nation.

Evolution and Variations

While the Great Seal has remained relatively unchanged since its adoption, there have been



variations and adaptations over the years.

Seal of the President

One notable variation is the Presidential Seal, which includes additional elements such as a larger
eagle, a more intricate shield, and a surrounding circle of stars. This seal is used exclusively by the
President and symbolizes the executive branch of government.

State Seals

Many states have also adopted their own seals, often incorporating elements of the Great Seal. These
state seals reflect local history, culture, and values, showcasing the diversity of the United States.

Controversies and Debates

The Great Seal has not been without controversy. Over the years, various debates have arisen
regarding its symbolism and meaning.

Religious Symbolism

One of the most significant controversies involves the religious connotations of certain elements,
particularly the phrase "In God We Trust," which appears on U.S. currency. Critics argue that this
inclusion may conflict with the secular nature of the government, while supporters view it as a
reflection of national heritage.

Representation of the Native American Experience

Another area of discussion has emerged around the representation of Native Americans in the context
of the Great Seal. Some scholars argue that the symbolism of the eagle and the arrows can be
interpreted as a reflection of the nation's history of conflict with Indigenous peoples.

The Great Seal Today

Today, the Great Seal of the United States continues to play a vital role in American governance and
identity. It is prominently featured in government buildings, official documents, and ceremonial
occasions, serving as a reminder of the nation's founding principles.



Educational Significance

The Great Seal is also an important educational tool, used in schools and institutions to teach
students about American history, governance, and symbolism. Understanding the seal's elements
helps foster a sense of national pride and awareness of the country's values.

Preservation of the Seal

Efforts to preserve the Great Seal and its history are ongoing. Organizations and historians work to
maintain its integrity and ensure that future generations appreciate its significance. Various
resources, including books, documentaries, and educational programs, continue to explore the Great
Seal's rich history and cultural impact.

Conclusion

The history of the Great Seal of the United States is a testament to the nation's journey and
aspirations. From its early designs to its current status as a symbol of national unity and strength, the
Great Seal encapsulates the spirit of America. As we reflect on its history, we are reminded of the
values that bind us together as a nation, and the ongoing commitment to uphold those ideals in an
ever-changing world. Understanding the Great Seal not only enriches our knowledge of American
history but also deepens our appreciation for the symbols that represent our collective identity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Great Seal of the United States?
The Great Seal of the United States is the official emblem of the U.S. government, symbolizing the
nation's sovereignty and authority.

When was the Great Seal of the United States first used?
The Great Seal was first used in 1782 following its adoption by the Continental Congress.

Who designed the Great Seal of the United States?
The design of the Great Seal was created by a committee that included Benjamin Franklin, John
Adams, and Thomas Jefferson, with contributions from several other artists and designers.

What are the main elements depicted on the Great Seal?
The Great Seal features an eagle, a shield, a banner with the motto 'E Pluribus Unum', and 13 stars
above the eagle, representing the original 13 colonies.



What does the eagle on the Great Seal represent?
The eagle represents strength, freedom, and independence, and it is a symbol of the United States.

What is the significance of the 13 stripes on the shield of the
Great Seal?
The 13 stripes on the shield represent the original 13 colonies that declared independence from Great
Britain.

What does the motto 'E Pluribus Unum' mean?
'E Pluribus Unum' translates to 'Out of many, one,' highlighting the unity of the states and the diverse
origins of the American people.

When was the current design of the Great Seal finalized?
The current design of the Great Seal was finalized in 1782, although it has undergone various
adaptations and uses since then.

What is the role of the Great Seal in the United States
government?
The Great Seal is used to authenticate certain documents issued by the federal government, including
treaties and commissions.

How is the Great Seal used today?
Today, the Great Seal is used on official documents, the presidential flag, and as a symbol of the
United States on various government and military insignias.
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