
On the morning the flag came down at my neighborhood school, no one made an announcement. The

custodian, a quiet man who knows every loose hinge in the building, left the rope coiled at the base of the

pole. The principal had received two emails after a parent complained that the display near the entrance felt

too militaristic. With an open house that evening and a crowded calendar, the easiest move was to skip a

day, then a week. No drama, just a decision made in the name of keeping the peace.

By the following month, our kids had to squint to remember where the halyard hook used to hang. The flag

was not banned, only shelved. The reason was not hostility, only caution. Still, a deeper question surfaced in

the parking lot conversations and in the staff room: Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?

The answer is not simple, and it runs beyond the pole at a single school. It reaches into workplaces, college

quads, city halls, and homeowners associations where committee members are not trying to make

statements. They are trying to avoid headlines. They want neutrality. Yet somewhere in this tension,

neutrality has started to look like the removal of anything with meaning. When did being neutral mean

removing tradition?
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The new arithmetic of offense and permission



I have spent two decades helping organizations, from small nonprofits to national retailers, navigate symbols

and speech in shared spaces. What has changed is not just the volume of voices, it is the equation leaders

use when they calculate risk. Ten years ago, a modest display of the American flag in a lobby was

considered baseline civic etiquette. You expected it at the DMV, the police station, the Little League field,

the bank. If there was an argument, it was usually about flag size or lighting, not whether it belonged.

Today, leadership teams routinely ask: Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? They would not

phrase it that bluntly in a memo, but that is the choice in front of them. A single complaint now weighs more

than a hundred silent nods of approval. A photograph can ricochet through a local Facebook group, and a

school board member will pick up five voicemails before lunch. It is easier to prevent the friction than to

articulate why a symbol has value.

People who urge caution are not cartoon villains. They remember fights that spiraled. They know that even a

well defended position can be misquoted in a rushed article or framed by a hostile caption. So they adopt a

standard: remove anything that could be read as political or divisive. A flag might fall into that bucket, not

because the people involved dislike the country, but because they do not want to fight about who gets to

speak for it.

Here is where the policy detaches from lived reality. We do not live in a library catalog. We live in

communities where children pledge allegiance, where veterans gather for coffee at 7 a.m., where families

swallow hard at a folded triangle of fabric at a funeral. Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the

American flag in America? Reasonable people can say yes, at times, especially those who have felt shut out

of the national story. But a country that pulls down its own symbol every time discomfort appears starts to

teach a strange lesson about home.

A quick tour through our real rights

It helps to remember what the law says, and what it does not. The First Amendment protects your right to

speak, and also your right not to be compelled to speak. In 1943, the Supreme Court ruled in West Virginia v.

Barnette that the state could not force schoolchildren to salute the flag or say the pledge. That matters. You

cannot be forced to honor a symbol, even a cherished one.

On the other side, 1989’s Texas v. Johnson confirmed that even flag desecration is protected expression.

That case is often cited in anger, but it should serve as a civic compass. If you defend the right to burn a flag

in protest, you should be just as ready to defend the right to display it in pride. That is not hypocrisy. That is

the ground rule of free speech.

Many of the battles I consult on do not occur in government spaces. They unfold in private businesses,

homeowners associations, and universities. Private institutions have leeway to set their own guidelines, yet

they also exist in communities with expectations. The Flag Code, for instance, is voluntary. It is best

practice, not law. When an HOA tells a homeowner their small pole mount is unsightly, they are not applying

constitutional doctrine. They are enforcing aesthetics. That context should lower the temperature, not raise

it. We can work these disputes out with local common sense.



The language shift: inclusive versus offensive

Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as offensive? The answer often lies not in

content, but in control. An expression is blessed as inclusive when it is seen as expanding who belongs. It is

called offensive when it is seen as staking a claim that excludes others. The American flag carries both

stories, depending on who carries it and when.

For a Marine’s widow holding a folded flag on her porch, the symbol promises continuity. For a protester who

watched national power neglect or harm their community, the same cloth reads as a broken promise.

Institutions, trying to be fair, end up policing outcomes rather than intent. If a symbol triggers complaints,

they classify it as risky. If a symbol generates affirmations, they classify it as welcoming.

This calculus becomes incoherent when it is applied too rigidly. If a rainbow sticker is allowed on one office

door as a sign of safety, a small American flag at the receptionist’s desk should not be treated as a

provocation. If we are serious about expression, we should accept a spectrum of symbols, provided they do

not advocate violence or deny the dignity of others. Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?

Too often, the rulebook encourages division, because it creates a hierarchy of permitted sentiment.
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Some numbers keep me honest. Over the last decade, surveys from major pollsters have shown that the

share of Americans who say they are extremely proud of the country has dropped from earlier highs. In

recent years, that number has hovered around the high 30s to low 40s percent range, with older adults

reporting more pride than younger cohorts. The trend does not mean younger Americans are anti American.

It does indicate that the stories they trust about national purpose are changing, and that personal pride is

more conditional.

At the same time, veterans and first responders remain among the most trusted institutions in many polls,

often outranking media and Congress by large margins. That tells us something simple. People respect

sacrifice and service, even if they worry about systems and leaders. The flag straddles that divide. It flies

above government buildings and above VFW halls, above school fields and above tractor dealerships. It

gathers the messy contradictions under one cloth.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Both. Redefined, because younger Americans tie love

of country more tightly to whether the country meets its ideals. Quietly discouraged, because leaders in

public facing roles decide that silence is safer than affirmation. What happens when a nation stops

promoting its own symbols? It does not dissolve overnight. It begins to forget how to tell a shared story out

loud.

Neutral does not mean empty

The impulse to keep public spaces neutral is understandable. No principal wants a hallway that looks like a

bumper sticker collage. But the neutral ground cannot be a vacuum. When you remove the flag to prevent

argument, you also remove a daily prompt that says we belong to something larger than our own project.

Children notice. They may not have the vocabulary to explain the change, but they sense what adults

choose to celebrate and what they choose to hide.

When people ask, When did being neutral mean removing tradition, they are not demanding a return to

unexamined myths. They are asking for proportion. Traditions evolve. They can be taught with humility,

paired with honest history, opened to new participants. Neutrality should mean fairness in how we present

and protect expression, not a sterile lobby with nothing but exit signs.

Consider sports. Teams routinely honor the flag before games. The moment is not free from politics, yet it

remains one of the few shared rituals that draw a stadium full of strangers into the same silence. A friend of

mine, a high school band director, tells me her new musicians concentrate hard during the anthem. They

want to nail the transitions, to keep tempo. Their focus does not cancel anyone’s grievances or prove

anyone’s perfection. It simply weaves a small act of common effort. If identity cannot be expressed freely, is

it really freedom?

Discomfort is not danger

I have sat with employees who feel anxious when a colleague decorates their cubicle with national symbols.

The concerns are often rooted in experience. A worker whose family came to the United States to escape

corruption associates flags with the men at checkpoints who demanded IDs. Another person remembers a

season when nationalism abroad sounded like an army at the door. A third worries that an American flag

might be a dog whistle for exclusionary politics. None of these fears are made up.

Yet discomfort is not the same as harm. We learn this with other kinds of difference. A city can allow

headscarves and kippahs and turbans in public service roles without endorsing a particular faith. In the



same spirit, a school can fly the national flag without endorsing any administration. The cloth does not speak

with one politician’s voice. It speaks with many voices, often in tension, which is the point of a republic.

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction? It looks like a shift, and it is partly

generational. Young professionals are trained to avoid any misinterpretation of intent. HR manuals are

thicker. Social media punishes clumsy phrasing. So the safer move is to depersonalize, to strip away

expression. Over time, that habit makes shared symbols feel unfamiliar, and then suspect. That is how a

neighborhood school forgets to raise a flag without anyone voting to stop.

The problem with performative neutrality

Neutrality becomes performative when it demands the erasure of low risk expressions simply to prove the

rule exists. I worked with a hospital that removed small table flags on Memorial Day weekend to be

consistent with a rule against personal decor. The lobby looked sterile, and the families of two patients, both

veterans, quietly asked whether the hospital had changed its policy on military recognition. It had not. It had

adopted a habit of stripping away anything with an opinion, even a thank you.

When you strip the hallway, you do not prevent disagreement. You force it into corners. People retreat to

private chats. The anxiety does not evaporate, it thickens. You also miss chances to practice disagreement

with dignity. A flag on the wall can spark a hallway conversation that ends with, I hear you, and I still feel

different, and then both people go back to work. That is a muscle that grows only when we use it.

Standards that welcome, not wither

If you lead a school, a branch office, a clinic, or a small city department, you can set norms that avoid most

flame outs. The aim is not to curate every inch of space. The aim is to set principled boundaries, then have

the courage to defend them with specifics when challenged.

State openly that national symbols are appropriate in civic spaces, and that their presence does not

endorse a party or policy.

Protect individual expression that is respectful and lawful, while setting clear size and placement

guidelines, so the shared space stays functional.

Teach the history alongside the symbol. Pair the flag with a brief note about service, pluralism, and the

right to dissent.

Apply content neutral rules to keep fairness, for example, no advocating violence, no denigrating others

by identity, reasonable time, place, and manner limits.

When a complaint arrives, engage it with conversation before policy. Ask what the objector fears, what

compromise would address the concern, and whether the fear maps to actual harm.

These steps do not solve every conflict, but they move the argument from hashtags to principled practice.

They also broadcast something healthy to the people you serve. You can be proud of your country without

silencing the person beside you.

Edge cases and hard calls

Edge cases test courage. A teacher who wants to hang fifteen flags from different nations in her classroom

to honor student heritage might be told no by a facilities manager who is thinking about fire code, not

identity. A police precinct that flies the thin blue line flag sparks controversy among residents who see it as



politically loaded. A college mural that includes military images might become the focus of student

demands.

There are good faith ways to handle these. In the classroom, the principal can approve a smaller, rotating

display that meets safety rules and still lets students see themselves on the wall. At the precinct, leadership

can move the disputed banner into a private area while affirming the public display of the national and state

flags outside. For the mural, the college can invite student artists to add panels that expand the narrative,

not erase it. These are case by case judgments. They are not cowardice if they are anchored to consistent

principles and to a willingness to explain, not hide.

Flags, feelings, and shared work

One of the most thoughtful conversations I have had on this topic came from a student who said, I do

Confederate Flag Store not hate the flag, I just do not want it to be used to shut me up. She is right to be

wary. Symbols can be used as cudgels. They can also be used as bridges. The intent and the context matter.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity is the wrong fork in the road. We do not have to choose

between those goods. We can protect the person and keep the flag.

A nation is not a brand with a single marketing script. It is a long quarrel within a family. The American

argument has always included both protest and praise. If we press Where to buy a Rebel Flag pause on

either, we distort the music. When a scout troop leads a flag retirement ceremony in a park, the ritual honors

a code that says worn flags should be disposed of with respect. It is quiet work, with ashes at the end. There

is no ticker tape. No one is forcing allegiance. They are practicing attention, a kind of care for the ordinary

objects that carry meaning.

What we lose when we stop flying it

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? The losses arrive slowly. You lose a habit of

gratitude. You lose teaching moments that could frame service and sacrifice for the next generation. You

lose a public square that knows how to hold differences without banishing the flagpole. You also lose the

moral leverage to ask newcomers to make the country theirs, because you have hidden the welcome mat.

None of that means you must hoist the biggest flag in town or correct your neighbor’s porch etiquette. It

does mean you should resist the impulse to treat the national emblem as a hot stove. Most days, it is a

simple cloth in the breeze. On a few days each year, it carries grief. On other days, it is a photo in a wallet

when a soldier ships out, or a child's drawing with too many stripes taped to a refrigerator. Each scene is

part of the same story.

The courage to defend a symbol without making it sacred

I am not arguing for a state religion of patriotism. I am arguing for a healthy confidence that allows

expression wide enough to include pride and protest, grief and gratitude. The flag is not fragile. People are.

That is why we owe each other a posture of welcome, not suspicion, when we encounter our civic symbols.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? Some will. The answer to their

discomfort is not to hide the flag. The answer is to keep the doors open, to make room for their story, to

show by example that the flag can cover dissent without swallowing it. That is what Expressing Patriotism,

Pride, and Freedom looks like at ground level. It is not choreographed. It is messy, sometimes tense, often

generous.
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If we care about unity, we will stop measuring offense like a smoke detector that screeches at steam. We will

remember that neutral ground can hold a few steady markers that tell us who we are trying to be. And when

the decision comes at 7 a.m. To run the line through the pulley or to leave it coiled at the base, we will have

more than fear in the balance. We will have reasons, spoken out loud, that say the flag belongs here, not

because everyone agrees with everything the country has done, but because it is ours to argue under.

The final questions belong to us

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because defense requires voice, and voice risks pushback.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? Sometimes, yes, when leaders confuse comfort with

safety. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? When we stopped trusting ourselves to explain why

traditions can flex and still matter. Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? That depends on

whether our rules honor a fair range of expression, not just the fashionable slice.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Both forces are at work. The remedy is not panic. It is

practice. It is the daily choice to share a symbol without weaponizing it, to teach its history without

laundering it, to welcome critique without silencing gratitude. If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it

really freedom? It is not. Freedom without expression is storage, not life.

The custodian at our school untied the rope again the following semester. A new principal arrived, and in his

first staff meeting he said plainly, We will fly the flag, and we will make sure every student knows two truths.

You never have to pledge. And you always have a place here. It was not a speech that solved everything. It

was a sentence that set a tone. The next morning, the cloth lifted in the breeze. No one took a picture.

Children walked past it to class. That is what normal looks like when you have the courage to keep it.


