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President Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) gave two major speeches about Flag Day and
the American flag. Although delivered only one year apart, they differed greatly in tone
and content. Both are reproduced here. On June 14, 1915, in the first of these speeches,
Wilson addressed a crowd—including members of his Cabinet—in front of the Treasury
Department, at a ceremony paying tribute to the flag.

What, according to Wilson, is the meaning of Flag Day and the American flag? Why
does he emphasize history and experience over principles and sentiments? What does he
mean by saying “the real experience and life of a nation lies with the great multitude of
unknown men” who are engaged “in the great struggle of daily life”? What does Wilson
think is the difference between the Fourth of July and Flag Day, and what do their
celebrations require? What does it mean to “wear [the flag] in your heart”? What does
Wilson mean when he says, “the heart of America shall interpret the heart of the world”?
Is the flag, according to Wilson, a national emblem or (also) a universal one?

I know of nothing more difficult than to render an adequate tribute to the emblem of our
nation. For those of us who have shared that nation’s life and felt the beat of its pulse it
must be considered a matter of impossibility to express the great things which that
emblem embodies. | venture to say that a great many things are said about the flag which
very few people stop to analyze. For me the flag does not express a mere body of vague
sentiment. The flag of the United States has not been created by rhetorical sentences in
declarations of independence and in bills of rights. It has been created by the experience
of a great people, and nothing is written upon it that has not been written by their life. It
is the embodiment, not of a sentiment, but of a history, and no man can rightly serve
under that flag who has not caught some of the meaning of that history.

Experience, ladies and gentlemen, is made by men and women. National experience
is the product of those who do the living under that flag. It is their living that has created
its significance. You do not create the meaning of a national life by any literary
exposition of it, but by the actual daily endeavors of a great people to do the tasks of the
day and live up to the ideals of honesty and righteousness and just conduct. And as we
think of these things, our tribute is to those men who have created this experience. Many
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of them are known by name to all the world,—statesmen, soldiers, merchants, masters of

industry, men of letters and of thought who have coined our hearts into action or into

words. Of these men we feel that they have shown us the way. They have not been afraid

to go before. They have known that they were speaking the thoughts of a great people

when they led that great people along the paths of achievement. There was not a single Page | 2
swashbuckler among them. They were men of sober, quiet thought, the more effective

because there was no bluster in it. They were men who thought along the lines of duty,

not along the lines of self-aggrandizement. They were men, in short, who thought of the

people whom they served and not of themselves.

But while we think of these men and do honor to them as to those who have shown us
the way, let us not forget that the real experience and life of a nation lies with the great
multitude of unknown men. It lies with those men whose names are never in the
headlines of newspapers, those men who know the heat and pain and desperate loss of
hope that sometimes comes in the great struggle of daily life; not the men who stand on
the side and comment, not the men who merely try to interpret the great struggle, but the
men who are engaged in the struggle. They constitute the body of the nation. This flag is
the essence of their daily endeavors. This flag does not express any more than what they
are and what they desire to be.

As | think of the life of this great nation it seems to me that we sometimes look to the
wrong places for its sources. We look to the noisy places where men are talking in the
market place; we look to where men are expressing their individual opinions; we look to
where partisans are expressing passion: instead of trying to attune our ears to that
voiceless mass of men who merely go about their daily tasks, try to be honorable, try to
serve the people they love, try to live worthy of the great communities to which they
belong. These are the breath of the nation’s nostrils; these are the sinew of its might.

How can any man presume to interpret the emblem of the United States, the emblem
of what we would fain be among the family of the nations, and find it incumbent upon us
to be in the daily round of routine duty? This is Flag Day, but that only means that it is a
day when we are to recall the things which we should do every day of our lives. There are
no days of special patriotism. There are no days when we should be more patriotic than
on other days. We celebrate the Fourth of July merely because the great enterprise of
liberty was started on the Fourth of July in America, but the great enterprise of liberty
was not begun in America. It is illustrated by the blood of thousands of martyrs who lived
and died before the great experiment on this side of the water. The Fourth of July merely
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marks the day when we consecrated ourselves as a nation to this high thing which we

pretend to serve. The benefit of a day like this is merely in turning away from the things

that distract us, turning away from the things that touch us personally and absorb our

interest in the hours of daily work. We remind ourselves of those things that are greater

than we are, of those principles by which we believe our hearts to be elevated, of the Ppage | 3
more difficult things that we must undertake in these days of perplexity when a man’s
judgment is safest only when it follows the line of principle.

I am solemnized in the presence of such a day. | would not undertake to speak your
thoughts. You must interpret them for me. But | do feel that back, not only of every
public official, but of every man and woman of the United States, there marches that
great host which has brought us to the present day; the host that has never forgotten the
vision which it saw at the birth of the nation; the host which always responds to the
dictates of humanity and of liberty; the host that will always constitute the strength and
the great body of friends of every man who does his duty to the United States.

I am sorry that you do not wear a little flag of the Union every day instead of some
days. | can only ask you, if you lose the physical emblem, to be sure that you wear it in
your heart, and the heart of America shall interpret the heart of the world.




