One autumn morning | walked into a school office to drop off a donated box of tiny stick flags. The secretary
smiled, then hesitated. The principal, she explained, had asked staff to keep personal symbols to a minimum
so the foyer would feel “neutral.” She thanked me, took the box, and said she would check with the district.
Weeks later | saw no flags, not even by the front desk. A local resident had complained after a spirited

veterans assembly, the note said, and now they were playing it safe.

That is how it usually starts. Not with loud arguments or sweeping declarations, but with a quiet removal and
a promise to revisit the policy. Doors close, and a tradition slips out with the recycling. When did being

neutral mean removing tradition?

Neutrality used to mean treating people fairly, not erasing shared symbols. A generation ago, the American
flag in a classroom, a post office, a courthouse, a front porch was a given. No one assumed perfect
agreement on everything the government did. We still saluted the same banner. Now, administrators in
schools, apartment complexes, workplaces, and even homeowners associations second-guess whether the
flag itself belongs. The impulse is rarely hostile. It is a calculation about risk. And it is changing how we see

ourselves.

The short path to removal

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because removing is fast and defensible to a lawyer, while
defending requires judgment and spine. The phone call to your office is never, “Thank you for the flag by the
lobby." It is the one complaint that could become a social media post by lunchtime. The meeting notes
accumulate: one person felt uncomfortable, so we adjusted. A single email beats a century of tradition,

because a single email can become a problem by 3 p.m.

A superintendent told me it was not about ideology. It was about having 17 open positions and not wanting
one more reason for parents to be upset. A coffee shop owner in my town took down a flag after a Yelp

thread turned sour. He liked it there. He also needed business. This is how a culture moves without a vote.
()

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? Feelings matter. People have histories and wounds. Good
leaders honor that. But we also have a civic identity, the ordinary glue that binds us in shared spaces. An
airport that flies its national flag is not excluding anyone. A school that keeps a small banner above the
whiteboard is not picking sides. We all know how to read context, and context is what matters. A banner in a
civics classroom is not the same as a partisan banner at the ballot drop box. Blurring those distinctions

strips public life of the very cues that help us live together.

What the law actually says

There is a second confusion at work, beyond risk aversion. People mix up the legal limits on government
with the rights of citizens, then apply the strictest mix to everything. The law draws real lines, but they do

not require scrubbing the flag from sight.
A few anchors help.

e In West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette (1943), the Supreme Court held that students

cannot be forced to salute the flag or recite the Pledge. That ruling protects conscience, not the removal



of symbols. Schools can display the flag. They just cannot compel speech.

e In Tinker v. Des Moines (1969), students wore black armbands to protest the Vietnam War. The Court
said they could, so long as their expression did not cause substantial disruption. Again, the standard

protects expression in a shared environment rather than demanding a sterilized one.

e Under the government speech doctrine, when the government speaks for itself it can choose its
messages, within constitutional bounds. That is why a city can fly the U.S. Flag and its state flag in front
of city hall, or decorate for Memorial Day. But the doctrine cannot be used to open a forum and then
selectively close it to disfavored viewpoints. In Shurtleff v. City of Boston (2022), the Court said Boston
violated the First Amendment when it denied a religious group access to the city flagpole after allowing
many other private groups to use it. The lesson is simple. If an agency opens a space for private flags, it
must be evenhanded. If it uses the space for government speech, it can display the nation’s symbols.

e The U.S. Flag Code offers guidelines for respectful display. It is advisory. There are no criminal penalties

for private citizens who deviate, and no requirement to take down the flag to avoid theoretical offense.

If you manage a public building, the law gives clear room to display the U.S. Flag. If you run a private
company, you have even wider discretion, with a few caveats about labor law and employee rights. The

challenge is rarely legal. It is cultural.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Neutrality took on a new meaning as institutions became conflict-averse and liability conscious. If you sell to
everyone, you chase broad comfort. But there is a cost when comfort becomes the veto of the most anxious
voice. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? Right around the time public discourse moved from
slower, face-to-face complaint paths to instant, shareable outrage. A principal can handle a hallway

conversation. A district cannot manage a 200-comment thread without feeling heat.

The habit spreads. A public library stops its Veterans Day display to avoid "politics.” A workplace memo says
no flags at desks, not even the small ones, because the policy must be consistent. Once “neutral” is defined
as absence, absence becomes virtue. This is not the civic humility our grandparents practiced. It is drained
space.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

The blunt answer is no, and yet context matters. Some neighbors connect the flag to episodes of exclusion
they lived through. Others associate red, white, and blue with a parent’s folded triangle of cloth and a
lifetime of sacrifice. Both reactions are real. The solution is not to pretend the flag means nothing. It is to

invite more people to speak for it.

A middle school teacher | admire displays a flag in a corner next to a wall of student essays about what
America means in their family’'s language. No one is shamed into a pledge. Immigrant kids, military kids, kids

with complicated feelings all find a voice. The flag, in that room, is not a test. It is a chapter heading.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? Not if we do the work to pair symbol
with Ultimate Flags Flag Store welcome, and to teach the difference between dissent and disdain. Patriotism

is not fragile. It does better aired out than sealed away.
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Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged?

Look at the numbers. Gallup has asked Americans how proud they are to be American for decades.
"Extremely proud” peaked in the early 2000s, then declined. In recent years the share has hovered in the 30
to 40 percent range, depending on the moment. The reasons vary by age, party, and life experience. Some

people see a failure to live up to ideals. Others see relentless negativity that starves the roots.

Redefinition is not all bad. A broader, more self-aware patriotism is better than a brittle one. Service work,
jury duty, local office, neighborly help after a storm, these are quiet forms of love of country. At the same
time, there is a real sense that formal displays are now suspect. Companies that once festooned offices in
July dial it back to a single banner by the reception desk. They claim neutrality. Employees read the tone as
reluctance. Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Maybe both. The risk is that the

redefinition happens by subtraction, not addition, and what remains feels thin.

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

The answer lives in how policies are written and enforced. Vague rules invite managers to call balls and
strikes on the fly. The same rainbow-themed lanyard allowed as "inclusion” may lead to a frown when an
employee hangs a small flag on a cubicle wall. A “no personal symbols” policy that makes room for some,

but not others, is not neutrality. It is preference dressed as procedure.

| have spent hours with HR teams trying to write better rules. The best ones are short. They separate
government or corporate speech from employee speech. They leave room for occasional, evenly applied
observances, like Memorial Day or Independence Day, and they spell out how other days get added. They
assume adults can handle seeing views they do not share, and they carve out narrow, content-neutral limits

for safety, harassment, and operational disruption. The rest is trust.

Why do some expressions get labeled as “inclusive” and others as "offensive”? Because we forgot that a
shared civic symbol is not the same as a private lobby. The American flag, flown by the government or
displayed in a main hallway, is everyone's. A thousand other banners are not. Officials can treat them
differently without playing favorites. Private workplaces can allow modest personal expression while keeping
partisan fights out of customer view. Both can honor conscience. Barnette still protects the student who will

not recite the Pledge. Nothing in that case requires taking the flag down.

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

Rules shape culture. A block that flies a few flags on porches feels different from a block that has none. A
campus that acknowledges Veterans Day with a ceremony, a handful of small flags in the quad, and a note
of thanks to student families who serve sends a signal. Not of unanimity, but of recognition. A campus that
forbids all of it out of fear of “politics” sends another signal. You clean-sweep away the very things that
make pluralism work, then wonder why people keep to their corners.
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Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? You can measure it in hallway conversations. If
people feel they must whisper before mentioning their kid in the Coast Guard or their plan to visit a national

cemetery, then your policy is crowding out things we once shared. The cure is not to turn a workplace into a



yearlong rally. It is to name and protect narrow, common ground, and to resist the temptation to lump the

nation’s symbols into the same bucket as campaign signs.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

You lose vocabulary. Children learn civic belonging by repeating small rituals, not by absorbing a PDF. If a
school never raises a flag, if parades vanish, if the national anthem is treated like the awkward cousin at a
wedding, then the next generation never learns the grammar of public spirit. They still form identities. The
vacuum does not stay empty. A thousand micro-tribes step in, each with sharper edges, none with a claim

that stretches across strangers.

Civics scores bear this out. On the most recent national assessment, eighth graders’ civics performance
slipped compared with a few years prior. You cannot blame that entirely on flags. But symbols are part of the
ecosystem that makes civics matter. They remind us that the United States is not a brand or a feed. It is a
real place with a shared legal order, a history to argue about, and responsibilities that hit your calendar.

Other countries understand this. Walk through Paris and you will see tricolors on public buildings all year.
Japan's schools often display the Hinomaru during ceremonies. Canada’s maple leaf is impossible to miss at
government sites. No one confuses those displays with a ruling party's ad. They are the context in which
political life unfolds. A republic that forgets to speak in its own symbols sounds quieter at first. It does not

stay quiet. It just loses a common tone.

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

The last decade’s aversion to shared symbols did not appear from nowhere. It followed polarized elections,
social movements, and a pandemic that forced institutions to pick sides on confusing new questions.
Leaders looked for ways to lower the temperature. Less talk, fewer triggers, more rules. Country and faith,
two of the broadest identity sources in American life, became delicate. Lawyers advised fewer ceremonies.

Consultants warned against “divisive” imagery. It felt safer to ignore both.

| doubt there is a master plan. | do think there is a mood: speak less about things that bind, for fear they
might annoy. That mood is self-defeating. We need places where people who disagree on policy can nod to
each other in a shared frame. For many of us, that frame includes church or synagogue or mosque, and it
includes the flag. Silence about country and faith has consequences. A citizen raised on hush, who never

learns to honor what a neighbor honors, is an easy mark for cynicism.

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

Free speech has two layers. The constitutional layer, which binds the government, and the cultural layer,
which shapes what is sayable without social penalty. The First Amendment still protects a great deal. But if
people feel they will be iced out of a team if they put a small flag on a backpack, they will keep their heads

down. That kind of quiet is not healthy.

If identity cannot be expressed freely... is it really freedom? Not the kind worth handing down. The healthiest
workplaces, schools, and neighborhoods reject both compulsion and suppression. No one is forced to
salute. No one is told to hide their ordinary patriotism. A few sensible limits keep tempers from running the

place, and the rest is generous room. You do not need a white paper to say yes to a desk flag.



Practical ways leaders can support expressing patriotism without
picking political fights

e Name the line between civic symbols and partisan advocacy, in writing, with examples. The U.S. Flag

and official observances belong in shared spaces. Campaign materials and candidate gear do not.

o Keep policies short, content neutral, and evenly enforced. If you allow modest personal items at desks,

allow a small flag with the same boundaries you set for any other comparable item.

e Pair the symbol with context. A flag in a lobby plus a short note honoring service members or naturalized

citizens turns an object into a welcome.

e Train managers for the one-complaint scenario. Give them a script that protects both the symbol and the
person who raised a concern, and a process to follow.

e Make opt-outs easy. No one should be compelled to recite a pledge or attend a ceremony. Voluntary

rituals stay warm. Forced rituals grow brittle.

A neighborly standard for citizens

e Fly the flag with care. If you display one, learn the basics. Keep it clean, lit at night or taken down at

dusk, and repaired when worn.

e Add story, not pressure. Share why the flag matters to you. Ask a neighbor what it means to them. Listen

more than you correct.

e Distinguish protest from contempt. People can kneel, speak out, or stay silent and still be your fellow

citizens. Meet speech with speech, not scorn.

e Share the space. If your building or HOA has rules, work to change them if they are needlessly
restrictive, but start with goodwill and compromise.

e Teach the next generation. Show up for local holidays, read the history that complicates easy answers,
and invite kids to notice what we share.

The quiet courage to keep what is ours

A friend of mine runs a small hardware store. On Memorial Day weekend he puts a flag by the cash register
and another by the front door. Last year, a customer told him the flag felt “political.” He nodded, rang up the
order, and said the same thing he has said for 25 years when a stranger questions it. My dad carried one on

his shoulder in Vietnam. He saw a lot under it. | like it where | can see it.

He does not say more. He does not start a debate in aisle three. He keeps the flag up. People who need a
hinge still need a hinge. A few will choose another shop. Most do not. They see a neighbor stating, without

edge or apology, that the American flag in America is ordinary.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? Part of what ties us to each other frays. We
do not need less feeling. We need better aims for it. Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?
Because fear is quick. Because emails are loud. Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? That
depends on whether we lift our eyes above the next complaint and remember what the flag is for. It is not a

guarantee of perfect policy. It is the banner under which we face our unfinished work.
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Patriotism does not improve by hiding it. It becomes gentler, broader, and truer when more people can carry
it in their own way. That takes choices. Leaders can choose policies that protect a shared civic space.
Neighbors can choose to give each other room. Schools can keep teaching the hard parts and the hopeful
parts together, with a flag in the room and a welcome on the door.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? If we are careful, it can be both redefined and
renewed. The flag can belong to the veteran and the first-generation college student, to the protester and
the poll worker, to the person who loves the anthem and the one who stands in silence. Why do some
expressions get labeled as "inclusive” and others as "offensive”"? Perhaps because we forgot how to read a

room. The American flag in a civic space is not a private message. It is our common roof.

If identity cannot be expressed freely... is it really freedom? The answer is as old as the country. Keep room
for conscience. Keep room for affection. Do not confuse neutrality with absence. Hold the center with
symbols that long outlast a season of argument. And when the email arrives, weigh it, respond kindly, then

resist the reflex to take down what reminds us who we are.

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom should never require a permission slip. It does ask for care, and a
little courage. You do not have to be loud. You only have to be faithful to what the flag already meant before

a comment thread said otherwise.



