On a breezy summer morning a few years ago, | watched a custodian at a suburban high school pause under
a pair of flagpoles. The American flag was already at half staff for a tragedy that had made the national
news. The second pole, which usually held the state flag, stood bare. A parent had phoned the principal the
night before, worried that some students might find the display "“too political” The principal told the
custodian to leave the state flag in storage for a bit. It was easier to remove a flag than defend it, even when

no one was asking for a debate.

Small choices like that add up. They tell us what we value, and what we are willing to set aside. And they
frame a larger question that keeps surfacing in workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods: are we protecting

feelings at the cost of identity?

The new meaning of “neutral”

A generation ago, neutrality in public spaces usually meant a minimal nod to shared traditions. You could
expect a flag in a classroom, a modest holiday display at city hall, a moment of silence at a football game.
People with different beliefs or politics could still stand under the same banner without reading it as a

statement about every issue of the day.

Then something shifted. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? Today, many institutions define
neutrality as the absence of any symbol that might be read through a political lens. The logic is often well
intentioned. If a space belongs to everyone, the thinking goes, it is simpler to strip it down. No displays, no
disputes.

| understand how administrators get there. | have sat in the meeting where a legal counsel warns that one
complaint can spiral into a week of headlines and depositions. | have watched HR teams try to draw lines
around “what is allowed" that are clear enough to enforce but flexible enough to be humane. Yet | keep
returning to a basic trade-off. Symbols are not just statements about current debates, they are anchors for
continuity. Removing them feels neutral only in the moment. Over time it reshapes what people think public
life is for.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?

Because removal is a quiet decision with immediate payoff, and defense is a loud decision with uncertain
cost. If you pull a flag down, the complaint stops. If you keep it up, you might have to explain policy, cite the
U.S. Flag Code, navigate social media storms, and take late night calls. In busy institutions, reactive risk

management rules the day.

There are other forces. Some leaders came of age in an era when patriotism was routinely conflated with a
single political party. They learned to avoid symbols that could invite that inference. Others saw how certain
fringe groups appropriated the flag at rallies and felt wary about association by accident. Even in
neighborhoods, homeowners associations write boilerplate rules that prohibit “political signage,” and then

discover they have to decide whether a small front porch flag counts. It feels safer to say no to everything.

The trouble is that a symbol’s misuse by a few does not erase its meaning for the many. The flag belongs to
veterans who carried it through dust and rain, immigrants who took their oath facing it, kids who learned to
fold it after Taps at summer camp. Pulling it down does not solve a problem of interpretation. It hands
interpretation over to the loudest voices and leaves the commons empty.



Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

No one should feel excluded by their country's flag in their own country. That is not a political claim, it is a
civic one. A shared symbol should not be experienced as a test of purity. It should be an invitation to belong
despite our arguments. Yet that invitation requires something from all of us: a willingness to let others stand
under the same banner with different reasons.

| have worked with refugees who cry when they see the Stars and Stripes raised at a citizenship ceremony. |
have also listened to college students who associate the flag with policies that harmed their families, or with
episodes in history that still sting. Both reactions are honest. The practical question is not whose feelings
win. It is how we honor the flag in a way that holds space for both reactions without evacuating public life of

meaning.

One approach is to lean into ritual that is steady, not reactive. Lower to half staff according to established
criteria. Follow the Flag Code's guidance about illumination at night, never letting it drape on the ground.
When a new policy is controversial, do not lean on the flag to sanctify it. Let the flag testify to the
constitutional frame that allows citizens to argue policies in safety. That keeps the symbol tied to the

broader promise, not any one administration.

Why do some expressions get labeled as “inclusive” and others as
"offensive”?

Because institutions conflate content with context. A rainbow pin, a cross necklace, a lapel flag, a cultural
festival poster, each means something different in the eye of the person displaying it and the person
receiving it. Leaders are tempted to sort these into tidy stacks, then write policies that bless one stack as

inclusive and ban another as offensive.

Better practice starts with three questions. What is the setting, and who is a captive audience? Is the
expression tied to the mission of the institution, or is it a personal signal? And what is the cumulative effect if
many people make the same expression in the same space? A teacher wearing a small flag pin does not

transform algebra into civics. A faculty lounge lined with partisan banners changes the climate.

In professional spaces, time, place, and manner rules still work. The First Amendment concept travels well. If
an expression promotes belonging without commandeering attention or pressuring agreement, it likely
belongs. If it acts like a cudgel or advertisement, it likely does not. That is a more honest way to distinguish
what builds a shared environment from what fractures it, without declaring entire categories of identity off
limits.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged?

Both. Surveys over the last two decades show a consistent decline in the share of Americans who say they
are "extremely proud” to be American. In the early 2000s that number often sat above 60 percent. In the
past few years it has hovered closer to the mid 30s to mid 40s, depending on the poll and the month. The
reasons vary by age, race, and politics. Younger Americans, who grew up online and entered adulthood

during wars, recessions, and culture clashes, often speak a more skeptical civic language.
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At the same time, many Americans are redefining patriotism in civic rather than military or ceremonial terms.
They point to jury service, volunteering at a food bank, or mentoring new voters as patriotic acts. That
redefinition is healthy in parts. Patriotism that only appears on parade days goes brittle. But the quiet
discouragement is real too. If the only acceptable expressions are either apolitical service or silence, the
symbol itself fades. A country that outlaws triumphalism can be wiser. A country that forgets its own

banners becomes amnesiac.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what's allowed?

Rules that start as protections often calcify into boundaries. When a school tells a custodian to stash a flag
“for now,” no one writes it down as policy. But the next time, the question is already answered. After a few
rounds, teachers remove small flags from their rooms because they do not want to guess wrong. Students
absorb the message. Identity is dangerous if it is national or religious, safe if it is experiential or personal.

That is how a culture re-sorts its hierarchy of values without ever voting on it.

| have seen the opposite, too. A principal in a diverse district kept the flag in classrooms and paired it with an
explicit teaching unit on civic dissent. Students studied the Flag Code and Supreme Court cases that protect
speech, including the right not to recite the Pledge. The message was not that the flag is above criticism. It
was that the flag frames the freedom to criticize. The school saw fewer blowups, not more, because the
symbol was nested in a shared story instead of sitting there as a test.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

The human brain craves shorthand. Symbols are how communities compress values into something visible
and repeatable. When a nation stops promoting its symbols, three things tend to happen.

First, the loudest subgroups fill the vacuum. They brand the flag with their own meaning and dare others

Rebel flag store to disagree. That is how a common symbol gets privatized by a movement.

Second, people lose a quick way to signal basic trust. A flag over a federal campsite, a patch on a first
responder’s shoulder, a simple lapel pin at a naturalization ceremony, these tiny cues communicate safety

and shared obligation. Remove them, and encounters turn more transactional.

Third, civic memory weakens. Ritual does not just teach history, it keeps it fresh. Folding a flag properly
takes minutes, but those minutes create a place where kids can absorb language about service, sacrifice,

and continuity that otherwise becomes a paragraph in a textbook.

None of this requires mandatory displays or performative pageantry. It does require a bias toward promoting

shared symbols in shared spaces, with a light touch and open doors.

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction?

You can hear a new etiquette in many American institutions. Be loud about personal identity, quiet about
national or religious identity. The reasons differ. Some leaders worry that faith talk makes minorities feel like
guests in their own house. Others fear that flag talk pulls them into partisan territory. The safest path seems
to be silence.

| doubt it is a coincidence. In a more fragmented media environment, identity boxes proliferate. Institutions,
eager to avoid offense, default to expressions that are personalized and present-focused. Country and faith

look like big, long stories, and long stories contain chapters that make someone angry. Yet suppressing long


https://go.bubbl.us/f29f45/5269?/Bookmarks

stories leaves us with no way to narrate patience, loyalty across conflict, or duty to people we do not

choose. That is a poor trade for a pluralistic republic.

If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom?

Freedom has a double demand. It protects the right to speak, and it asks citizens to exercise that right in
ways that leave room for others. Neither piece can swallow the other. If we narrow expression to avoid
friction, we end up with a quiet that is not free. If we elevate expression above neighborliness, we end up

with a noise that is not shared.

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom should not mean uniformity. It should mean confident hospitality.
The flag in front of a school is an invitation to every student, including the one who feels ambivalent about it,
to grow into a story wide enough to hold both admiration and protest. That is harder than removing the flag.

It is also the kind of hard that forges citizens.

How risk aversion rebrands ordinary symbols as controversies

In corporate settings, | have watched well meaning teams tie themselves in knots over whether a tiny desk
flag in a customer facing role could “create a hostile environment.” The legal standard for that phrase is high.
Everyday friction does not meet it. But because HR professionals carry the memory of the worst case, they
draft for the worst case. The result is a chilled climate where managers would rather say “no displays of any

kind” than coach nuance.

Schools wrestle with the same impulse. A PTA intends a Veterans Day assembly and, anticipating two or
three pointed emails, waters the program down to a moment of silence and a slideshow of landscapes. Kids
leave with no meaningful contact with living veterans. The avoiding move feels kind in the short term, but it
is unkind in the long term. We are starving young people of healthy, ordinary experiences with country and

service, then asking them to stitch together a sense of belonging from hashtags.

A more mature standard for public symbols

Maturity looks like this. Keep national symbols in civic spaces. Teach their meaning, including the guardrails
that protect dissent. Protect room for conscientious objection without turning objection into veto power. And

pair symbols with service.

When people are invited to move from posture to practice, suspicion goes down. A city hall can fly the flag
outside, then host quarterly citizenship workshops inside. A high school can keep the Pledge optional, then
build a senior project that pairs students with local veterans for oral history interviews. The lesson is not that
the flag is beyond controversy. The lesson is that the flag points to a lived set of responsibilities that we can

share even when we disagree.

Practical ways to express patriotism with generosity, not pressure

e Anchor displays to place and purpose. Fly the flag at public buildings, schools, and civic venues, and

keep personal advocacy materials out of captive audience classrooms or counters.

e Pair symbols with service. A flag raising connected to a volunteer event or a voter registration drive

teaches that pride includes duty.



e Teach the rules. Post a short note about the Flag Code, half staff protocols, and care. Knowledge

reduces anxiety and argument.

e Make room for dissent. State clearly that participation in rituals is voluntary, and model respect for

students or employees who opt out.

¢ Invite many voices. Let immigrants, veterans, and critics share their perspectives in structured settings.

Diversity deepens, not dilutes, the meaning of shared symbols.

What leaders can do when complaints come in hot

| have handled calls where a single parent or employee demands that a flag come down because it “sends a
message.” The fastest way to escalate is to frame the flag as a message about a specific policy or party. The

steadier path is to return to mission and policy, and to be specific about time, place, and manner.

e Acknowledge the concern without conceding the premise. “| hear that this symbol means X to you. In

this setting, we use it to signal our civic commitment to serve everyone.”

e Cite a consistent rule. "We maintain national and state symbols in civic spaces. We do not display

partisan messages. Personal items at desks should be small and not promotional.”

e Offer process, not spectacle. "If you would like to propose a change, here is the committee and the
calendar. We do not make ad hoc removals based on individual offense.”

These moves keep leaders out of the trap where the quickest fix is to hide the symbol. They also teach

communities how decisions get made, which reduces the incentive to manufacture outrage.

The immigrant neighbor, the veteran down the block, and the kid with
questions

One October afternoon, my neighbor Lucia asked if she should take down the small flag on her porch after a
passerby told her it was "insensitive.” She had become a citizen that year. The flag was a promise to herself
that the paperwork meant something real. | told her to keep it up, and to add a small planter with marigolds
beneath it. In our city, marigolds are a nod to Dia de los Muertos. That simple pairing told a better story than

either item alone. You can love a place you chose, and you can carry the place you came from.

A few blocks away, a retired sergeant volunteers at the middle school. He never corrects kids who sit during
the Pledge. He waits by the door after announcements and answers questions about the patches on his
jacket. His presence shifts the tone. The flag is no longer a screen for projections, it is attached to a

neighbor with a name and a laugh like gravel.

And then there is the seventh grader who asks whether standing for the flag means she agrees with
everything her government does. That is the hinge question. The honest answer is no. It means she belongs
to a people who have written a system for addressing what we do not agree with. It means she inherits both
the gifts and the work, and that the work includes arguing in good faith with fellow citizens.

The cost of forgetting, the gain of remembering

A nation is not a brand. It is a promise, renewed by practice. Symbols are not the promise, they are the
reminders that it exists beyond our feelings in any given week. When we treat the flag as a political

statement, we miniaturize it. When we treat it as a threat, we empower the worst actors to define it. When



we treat it as a quiet, steady emblem of a civic friendship that survives elections, we make room for a
sturdier kind of pride.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? The answer depends on us. Are we building unity, or
dividing it by what is allowed? That answer lives in the daily choices of principals, HR managers, city clerks,
and neighbors on porches. What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? The edges fray
first, then the center. Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction? The pattern

suggests a shift. If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? Not quite.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because defense takes words, patience, and a willingness to
be misunderstood. The harder path is also the more hopeful one. Keep the flag where it has always
belonged, in the ordinary places where Americans meet. Teach its meaning without coercion. Make room for
conscience. Attach pride to service. Then invite the next generation to inherit a symbol that does not

demand agreement on every question, only a shared commitment to keep the conversation going.

If we do that work, the flag will not need to be rescued from controversy every month. It will do what it has
always done at its best. It will hang in the breeze while Flags for Sale online people below it get on with the

business of a free society.
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