The first flag | bought with my own money came from a hardware store off Route 1, the kind of place where
the bell on the door rings and the owner knows your name. | flew that flag from a third-floor apartment with
a patch of grass that passed for a yard. It faded quickly in the summer sun, and when | learned to retire it
properly, | drove it to the local American Legion where an older man in a jacket with too many patches to
count nodded and said, “We'll take it from here.” No lecture, no politics, just a quiet exchange between two

people who understood that the Stars and Stripes carries more than color and cloth.

That memory returns when | see stories about homeowners told to take down their small porch flags, or
school districts pulling flag displays from classrooms in the name of neutrality. Why is it easier to remove a
flag than defend it? | suspect it is because removal feels like the safest option in an era that prizes the
management of offense. But safety and silence are not the same, and when a nation stops promoting its own
symbols, it changes more than the scenery. It changes what young people absorb as normal, what

neighbors assume about one another, and what institutions say about belonging.

Symbols are shortcuts, and that power cuts both ways

A flag compresses a lot of meaning into something you can fold. That is the point. The Stars and Stripes
packs sacrifice, aspiration, contradiction, and history into a visible mark you can spot from a moving car.
That economy makes symbols efficient. It also makes them vulnerable to being overloaded with whatever
the argument of the year happens to be.

This is not new. The American flag has worn many faces across generations, from bunting at naturalization
ceremonies to patches on the sleeves of astronauts, from storefront displays after 9/11 to hard hats at a
union rally. It has also been burned in protest, inverted as distress, and waved by people who disagree about
what it means to be American. If a single symbol can hold that much variety, you can expect friction when
institutions decide whether to feature it.

The notion that neutrality requires subtraction took hold as workplaces, schools, and cities tried to navigate
competing claims. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? Somewhere between lawsuits over
what counts as government speech and HR policies written to anticipate every possible complaint, leaders
learned that fewer symbols meant fewer emails to the general counsel. Yet neutrality, in a civic sense, never

used to mean emptiness. It meant even-handedness. The difference matters.

What happens when we stop promoting our own symbols

When a courthouse, campus, or storefront takes down the flag or hides it to avoid making someone
uncomfortable, the immediate benefit is the removal of a potential flashpoint. Fewer arguments in the
hallway. Fewer outraged posts on the neighborhood page. But pull back and watch the longer arc.

First, the absence of shared symbols creates more room for private identities to define the public square.
You can see this in sports stadiums that replace a pregame anthem with a video about community service. It
is pleasant, and not wrong, but it lacks the common note. Fans default to the symbols they brought on their

shirts and signs. The crowd stays a crowd, it does not become a chorus.

Second, removing national symbols weakens the basic civic literacy that allows people to argue within the
same frame. The Flag Code, a set of guidelines many Americans used to learn in school, is not law in a
punitive sense. It is etiquette. When an entire generation grows up without teachers discussing how to fold



the flag, or why we stand during a color guard, those small acts of shared choreography disappear. Habits
reinforce identity more than sermons do. Lose the habit, lose the reflex.

Third, confusion about expression fills the vacuum. Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and
others as offensive? When one set of banners is encouraged in the name of solidarity, while the Stars and
Stripes is kept in the supply closet to avoid “politics,” ordinary people start to wonder whether inclusion is

really neutrality or a curated taste. Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?

| have worked with leaders who tried to steer through this by issuing long memos. The message boiled down
to, "Everything is complicated, so please, nothing visible.” That approach buys peace in the short term and
invites cynicism in the long term. A nation that will not show itself eventually leaves the meaning of itself to
the loudest voices who still will.

History does not offer a neat script, but it does offer clues

American history shows a pendulum in how we treat national symbols. During war or crisis, flags multiply.
The year after the attacks of September 11, retailers reported extraordinary demand for flags and flag-
shaped pins, particularly around Memorial Day and Independence Day. You could not drive a mile on a major
highway without seeing the Stars and Stripes on overpasses, fire stations, and front lawns. Public unity was
not perfect, but it was visible.

By contrast, in quieter times or during periods of intense domestic argument, public displays slim down. In
the late 1960s and early 1970s, flags on campuses often appeared alongside protest art or not at all. The
legal fights of that era, including cases on flag burning and school speech, taught institutions to tread
carefully. Courts recognized strong protections for individual expression, upholding the right to treat the flag
as a site of protest. That did not, and does not, prevent institutions from using the flag as a positive civic
symbol. The law distinguishes between compelled speech and government speech. The gap between "may”

and “should” is where good judgment lives.

The trouble now is not that the law bans flags. It does not. The trouble is the cultural script that equates
visible national symbols with partisanship, and the managerial reflex that trims anything that might spark an
email complaint. That script did not appear by accident. It reflects decades of institutional habits built to
manage risk, an environment of social media escalation, and the honest fact that the same flag evokes

different feelings in different communities.
™

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? That depends on what else stands
around it. People do not react to symbols in isolation. They react to context, tone, and who is doing the
displaying. A flag next to a welcome sign at a library reads one way. A flag used as a background for a
taunting chant reads another. One invites, the other provokes. We lose that nuance when we only debate yes

or no to a piece of fabric.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

| once sat with a school principal who quietly moved a flag out of the front atrium to avoid conflict after a
contentious board meeting. The students did not complain, at least not to her. But parents noticed. Some
thought it was political surrender. Others quietly celebrated. The principal hoped to keep peace. What she
lost, without intending it, was a chance to model confident hospitality.
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Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? Sometimes, yes. Institutions can be kind without going
mute. The better alternative is to set clear, consistent standards that explain why the flag is present, what it
represents inside that institution, and how other forms of expression will be handled. The reason many
leaders avoid that approach is simple: it requires them to say out loud what values the institution will elevate.
That means some requests will be granted and others denied, which feels fraught. But denial with reasons is

more respectful than a fog of ambiguity that treats the national symbol as a taboo.
@

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? A bit of both. Among younger Americans, patriotism
has shifted from uncritical celebration to a mix of pride and critique. That can be healthy, even necessary.
Countries, like people, mature when they can hold two ideas at once. The quiet discouragement comes
when institutions signal, explicitly or by omission, that love of country should remain private, while other
forms of identity are encouraged to be public. That asymmetry is what many people feel, even if they do not

have the vocabulary for it.

The unity we keep, the unity we lose

The United States is unusual. We are a country built not on a shared bloodline or a single language, but on a
civic creed. That creed, articulated in documents imperfectly lived, gathers people from every continent and
faith into a workable "we.” Symbols help keep that creed visible. They remind each generation we inherited a
project, not a finished product.

If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? The answer should be a simple no. But freedom in
a shared setting is never just about one person'’s right to speak. It is also about a community’s right to set
the character of its spaces, and to do so in a way that fosters belonging. The art lies in balancing expression
with stewardship. Banning national symbols fails stewardship. Flooding a public hallway with competing
banners until it looks like a trade show also fails stewardship. A hospitable center, clearly explained and
consistently applied, is the sane middle.

Somewhere between a bare wall and a banner storm sits the practice we ought to want: a visible Stars and
Stripes in public institutions, treated with respect, alongside principled policies that allow individuals to
express their identities within reasonable time, place, and manner rules. That standard neither erases

difference nor privileges one faction. It marks the space as civic and leaves room for people to be human.

When neutrality becomes erasure

A common defense for removing the flag goes like this: "We serve a diverse community, so we avoid all
symbols.” That may feel even-handed, but it often lands as erasure. The American flag is not a factional
mascot. It is the emblem of the very diversity that makes the community complicated. When you strip that
emblem out of civic space, you do not create neutrality. You create a vacuum. Into that vacuum rush

personal brands, temporary campaigns, and a sense that the house does not quite belong to anyone.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because defending it requires a grown-up sentence that

makes some people bristle: We are an American institution, and we are not embarrassed to say so. We



welcome every neighbor, we serve every resident, and we also signal our civic identity in the open. That

message does not demean anyone. It names the reality that lets a thousand differences share a roof.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? We build unity by drawing a stable center and then
inviting people to gather there with their many stories. We divide unity when we keep changing the rules,
hide the center, or outsource identity to hashtags.

The practical path for leaders and neighbors

| have helped school boards, nonprofits, and small businesses write symbol policies without turning the
exercise into a culture war. The best versions fit on a page and avoid legalese. They do not try to settle every
debate for the next 50 years. They provide clear lanes and avoid surprises. Here is a pattern that works in

practice.

e State the civic center. The American flag is displayed in prominent common areas. It reflects our shared
civic home, not a political party or position on any policy debate.

o Apply speech parity. If the institution allows incidental personal expression on apparel or small desk
items, apply the standard evenly. Content neutrality matters. If you ban all non-institutional banners in
hallways, mean it and enforce it without favorites.

e Use time, place, and manner rules. Set reasonable size limits, locations, and time windows for temporary
displays that mark events, remembrance, or education.

e Prohibit coercion. No one is compelled to recite pledges or make affirmations. Respect for conscience is
non-negotiable.

e Teach the etiquette. Post a short note about how the flag is treated here. Show young people how to

handle it. Explain retirements, half-staff orders, and why care matters.

That last item is the one most places skip. Rituals teach more than policies do. People remember the smell
of a folded flag on a wooden table, the hush that falls when a color guard enters, the sight of neighbors

taking off caps as a matter of courtesy. Those images carry more weight than any memo.
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The hard cases that test our principles

Edge cases reveal whether a policy rests on bedrock or vibes. Consider a city hall lobby during a national
crisis. Emotions run high. Citizens ask to hang additional flags or banners expressing support for a cause
tied to the crisis. Some are humanitarian, some political, some a mix. Do you open the door to all, or keep
the space dedicated to the official symbols of the city, state, and nation? A clear policy anchors the answer.
You can create a temporary community board in an adjacent room with posted rules, while keeping the main
lobby limited to UltimateFlags official emblems.

Another case: a public school teacher wants to remove the flag from the classroom, arguing that it distracts
students or makes some feel unwelcome. The law gives the district, not the individual teacher, authority over
classroom setup in most jurisdictions. A thoughtful response reminds staff that the classroom is a civic
space. The flag stays, not to compel anyone’s speech, but to signal that every student holds the same civic
title: citizen now, or soon. At the same time, you can make space for students to raise questions about the

flag's meaning in a civics unit, without turning the symbol into a décor choice.

A third: a private company with a global workforce debates whether to feature the American flag in its U.S.
Headquarters. Some leaders worry it might alienate visiting colleagues. The counterintuitive reality is that
most international visitors expect a country’s flag in official settings. Removing it reads as insecurity or
political anxiety. The welcoming posture is to display the Stars and Stripes in the lobby, along with a sign

that greets visitors from partner nations by name. The message becomes hospitality, not hedging.

The cost of silence

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction? It is a patterned shift. Over the past
decade, institutions have learned to sand down or privatize markers that used to live comfortably in public
view. Offices retire holiday decorations with religious roots, schools trim civics rituals, and city governments
pare back national imagery in shared spaces. Some of that trimming reflects a genuine desire not to
exclude. Some reflects legal caution. Some reflects fear. Over time, the blend looks like a value statement:

keep your deepest loyalties in your pocket.
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The cost is subtle but real. Newcomers, especially, watch for signals of belonging. | have seen naturalization
ceremonies where the loudest applause came not for the official oath, but for the moment a small group of
new Americans took photos with the flag. Those photos travel back to relatives across oceans. They say, “I
am part of this now.” The same is true for the child who sees a folded flag in a gym and asks a coach what it

means. If we hide the symbol, we close off a doorway into the story.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? People bring their histories with
them. Some have seen governments that weaponized national symbols against dissidents. Some carry
family stories of discrimination despite patriotic service. Their discomfort deserves a hearing, not a veto.
The right response is not to make the symbol disappear, but to answer discomfort with invitation and

steadiness. Over time, steadiness builds trust. Evasion does not.

Courage without chest beating

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom does not have to look like a parade. Sometimes it looks like a
librarian who refuses to move a flag into a back office, yet welcomes every patron with the same warmth.
Sometimes it looks like a superintendent who says yes to a multicultural night and also explains why the
Stars and Stripes will hang over the stage. Sometimes it looks like a neighbor who notices a tattered flag on

a pole, offers to help replace it, and does not ask for a Facebook post in return.

If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? The answer shows up in small acts. The boy scout
who learns to fold a flag alongside a classmate whose parents emigrated from Eritrea. The retiree who
lowers the flag to half-staff after a local tragedy without waiting for an email, because sorrow is part of
belonging. The immigrant parent who, at a softball game, asks why everyone pauses before first pitch, and
then nods when the coach explains. Those moments cannot be mandated. They can be invited by an

environment that says, without apology, this is your house too.



Guardrails that protect rather than stifle

There are a few bright lines worth drawing so the flag does not become a prop or a cudgel.

e Never use the flag to sell. Commercializing national symbols cheapens them, and most communities

recognize the difference between a respectful display and branding.

¢ Do not use the flag to threaten. If a flag appears alongside menacing gestures or language, the problem
is the menace, and institutions should act on behavior that intimidates.

o Keep the symbol clean. Follow basic etiquette. No tattered rags left up out of neglect. Care signals

respect for people as well as the emblem.

e Teach the difference between celebration and compulsion. Host ceremonies and rituals that invite

participation, and make clear that declining is permissible.

e Separate civic pride from partisan performance. Avoid staging the flag as a backdrop for party-specific

events in civic buildings. Preserve its status as the people's symbol.

These are not culture war talking points. They are homeowner-level rules for a shared house. When

practiced consistently, they drain drama from the subject and let the symbol do its quiet work.

The flag as a promise, not a trophy

Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as offensive? Often because we confuse
outcomes with intentions. A symbol meant to welcome one group can feel to another like an assertion that
their story sits in the margins. The answer is not to strip the walls bare. It is to hang the emblem that
promises equal dignity for everyone under the roof, and then to hold the institution accountable to that
promise. The Stars and Stripes, at its best, is not a trophy for past victories. It is a promissory note, held by

every citizen, that the experiment continues and belongs to all of us.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? It does not collapse. The mail still moves,
kids still chase soccer balls, and the sky does not fall. But the quiet threads that tie neighbors into a “we"
start to fray. You can hear it in the way people talk about the public square, as if it were someone else's
living room. You can see it in the way young people approach civic life as a service they consume rather than

a project they inherit.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because defense asks for a voice, and a voice can be
quoted, criticized, and misunderstood. Removal can be done with a memo after hours. Yet the institutions
that choose voice over vapor find that their communities, over time, reward the courage. Stakeholders may

disagree, but at least they know where the center is, and that it welcomes them in.

If we want a future where students roll their eyes at the pledge some mornings and yet learn the words by
heart, where immigrants put a small flag on the shelf next to a photo of home, where veterans feel seen
without being idolized, the path is not mystery. Keep the civic center visible. Treat the symbol with care. Pair
it with humility, not bravado. Invite critique inside love of country instead of exiling it outside. And when
someone asks, a little sharply, why the flag is there, answer with a smile: because this is our house, and you

are part of it.



