A few months ago | walked into a suburban community center that had recently been renovated. The lobby
looked like a tech startup, all glass and greenery and abstract murals. What it did not have was a flagpole. |
asked the director, a thoughtful woman who had run youth programs for twenty years, why the big American
flag that used to stand near the registration desk was gone. She sighed and said the board wanted the
space to feel “neutral.” Not everyone shares the same view of the flag anymore, she told me, and removing it

felt like “the safest path to unity.”

That rationale shows up everywhere now, from apartment lobbies to corporate campuses to school
assemblies. The flag has moved from an assumed backdrop to a debated choice. There are reasons for that,
some of them understandable and some of them avoidable. But the shift raises real questions: Why is it
easier to remove a flag than defend it? When did being neutral mean removing tradition? Are we protecting
feelings at the cost of identity? And for a country that still expects sacrifice from its service members and

taxes from its citizens, what happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

This is not a sentimental question about bunting and summer parades. It is a practical one about how we

hold together a complicated, free society.

The weight stitched into a piece of cloth

A flag is not sacred fabric. It is a sign, layered with memory and meaning. Mine began as a small rectangle
my grandfather kept in a cigar box. He was a first-generation American who served in World War 1l, and he
would pull that folded flag from its tissue when we asked why he kept it so carefully. "Because | have a
place,” he said. He did not romanticize the country. He fought for it and then worked decades on factory
floors where his English was mocked and his union card mattered more than his name. But the flag to him

meant a place to stand, and a place where his children could rise.

Not everyone has that story. For others, the flag recalls a principal who ignored their parents, a police stop
that shook their trust, or a politician who wrapped himself in it while dismissing their dignity. Symbols gather
associations from our lived experiences. That is why a single banner can mean rescue to one family after a
hurricane, silence to another in the wake of injustice, and background noise to someone who has never had

to think twice about belonging.
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Still, there is a difference between mixed associations and emptying a symbol of any shared purpose. The
flag should not be a purity test. It should be a touchstone. If it only belongs to one party, one region, or one
version of history, we have already lost the plot.

From symbol to signal, and back again

Over the past two decades, the flag has been pulled into culture wars that thrive on sorting and shaming. A
yard flag can be read, often unfairly, as a signal of partisanship. Some of this is the result of politicians
treating patriotism as a costume. Some flows from media habits that profit from outrage, where any image
becomes a shorthand for belonging to Team A or Team B. Some of it is us, forgetting that a neighbor who

flies a flag may love this place for reasons that have nothing to do with how we vote.

The courts have long protected expressive uses of the flag, including protests that offend many Americans.
In Texas v. Johnson, 1989, the Supreme Court held that even burning the flag is protected by the First
Amendment. That ruling did not say the flag is worthless. It said the country is strong enough to survive
dissent about the very fabric of its identity. That is a high standard. It also means we need thicker civic skin.
If free speech protects a protester who defaces the flag, it surely protects a teacher who wants one hanging
in her classroom.

At the same time, public institutions are not the same as private citizens. A school district or city hall can set
display policies because the government has its own speech, separate from the speech of individuals. That
is why a library can decide which banners it installs each month. But a rules-based choice is different from a

values-based one. Too often, rules masquerade as values so no one has to say out loud what they believe.

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

Risk and incentives explain much of it. It is easier to remove a flag than defend it because the removal feels
like a guaranteed way to avoid conflict. Put the flag up and someone may email the superintendent, post on
Nextdoor, or ask for a meeting. Take it down and the day moves on quietly. A facilities manager is measured

on complaints, not on civic literacy.

There is also a skill gap. Defending a symbol takes language that many leaders have not practiced since
eighth grade civics. It requires saying, clearly and calmly, that the American flag represents the whole

people, not a party, and that it includes our triumphs and our failures. It requires explaining that the flag can
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be a welcome mat even for those who critique the house. That is not a sound bite. It is a habit, and habits

take time to build, especially when everyone is wary of getting clipped into a viral video.

Finally, removing the flag is simpler than repairing trust. In a time when people carry unresolved anger into
public forums, some administrators hope that a visually neutral space will keep the peace. But calm caused
by subtraction is not the same as cohesion.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Neutrality, properly understood, means treating people fairly and consistently. It does not mean stripping a
place of all distinctives. Imagine a public school that removes every sign of its identity to avoid offending
anyone. No mascot, no history project displays, no art made by students, no songs before a game. The
result is not inclusion. It is blandness. Children do not feel seen in a vacuum. They feel seen when their

community says, here is who we are together, and there is room for you within it.

The American flag belongs to that shared "who we are." It is not a sectarian banner. It is the recognized
emblem of the civic family, flying at post offices, VA hospitals, courthouse steps, and embassy rooftops
across the world. Building a neutral space by removing the national flag confuses impartiality with amnesia.

It teaches future citizens that the safest way to live alongside difference is to hide the things that bind us.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

Ideally, no. Realistically, yes. Some will, because their experience of power has been bruising, and the flag
can feel like the uniform of that power. That discomfort deserves respect, not dismissal. But the way we
respond matters. If the presence of a national symbol triggers pain, the answer is not to eliminate the
symbol. The answer is to do the harder thing: teach the full, sometimes painful story and make visible the

people who broadened the promise beneath that flag.

| once coached a high school debate team at a school where half the students were immigrants or children
of immigrants. We made a practice of telling flag stories. One student’s father had fled a military regime.
When he saw the flag, he thought of paperwork and relief. Another student’s grandmother remembered
being told she could not vote in her county until the late 1960s. She taught her granddaughter to stand for
the anthem and then organize like crazy the rest of the day. Those two stories did not cancel each other.

They layered the symbol with truth and responsibility.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Feelings matter in public life, though we have turned that phrase into a punchline. People do better when
they feel respected. But caring for feelings cannot mean erasing identity. If we remove a symbol every time it
makes someone uneasy, we will end up with silence where meaning should be. A hospital does not remove
its name because someone once had a bad outcome there. It strives to be worthy of the name and to earn

trust, patient by patient.

The same logic applies to national identity. The flag belongs to the person who served, the person who
protested, and the person who just wants to pick up kids from daycare and get dinner on the table.
Protecting feelings at the cost of identity flips a healthy priority. We should use identity to build a wider

circle of trust, which then softens feelings of exclusion. Feelings follow belonging, not the other way around.



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

Institutions sort symbols by their perceived risk, and the sorting is inconsistent. Displays tied to heritage
months are often seen as inclusive, meant to uplift historically marginalized groups. The national flag, oddly,
can be labeled “controversial,” as if it speaks for one slice of the country rather than all of it. That double

standard grows from two confusions.

First, we conflate pride with partisanship. When a certain style of political rally uses a forest of flags, some
observers decide the flag now belongs to that movement. That is an error of category. The symbol predates

the movement and will outlast it.

Second, we confuse empathy with endorsement. Displaying the flag is not an endorsement of every act
done under it. Just as displaying a rainbow does not endorse every policy position attached to it in the
media. Symbols function as starting points for shared conversation, not as final statements of agreement.
When we treat them as purity codes, we hand the microphone to the loudest voices and leave everyone else

walking on glass.

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

Unity is not the absence of disagreement. It is the presence of commitment to common goods, like fair
elections, peaceful transfers of power, equal protection under law, and the idea that neighbors share a fate.
If we decide that certain expressions of belonging are suspect while others are celebrated, we create a
stratified public square where some identities are welcome and others must whisper.
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| see it in schools that fear a morning pledge but hold elaborate ceremonies for every other cause. | see it in
companies that coach employees on how to share their personal identities, but treat love of country as a
private hobby. That does not build unity. It makes people feel like their foundational attachments are
impolite. Over time, they withdraw. When the stuff that holds us together is marked as potentially offensive,
we train citizens to show up elsewhere, where their attachments are welcomed without caveat. That

"elsewhere"” is usually more extreme.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

You do not need a social science citation to see the long-term effects, though surveys hint at them. Public
confidence in institutions has wavered for years. Measures of civic knowledge among high schoolers show
uneven results, with many students struggling to name branches of government or explain basic rights.
Service rates in some voluntary organizations have declined, even as mutual aid spikes during crises. These

trends have many causes, from technology to isolation, but symbols are part of the glue.

When a nation stops promoting its own symbols, three things tend to follow. The first is forgetfulness. The
next generation inherits fewer rituals that remind them they belong to something larger than their friend
group or feed. The second is outsourcing. Political factions rush to fill the vacuum with their own emblems,
and the broad banner that once stretched over the whole public square shrinks to fit a base. The third is
fragility. In hard moments, from natural disasters to contested elections, the country has fewer practiced

ways to say, we will see this through together.



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

Some leaders will say it is a coincidence, just caution in a contentious age. But patterns look like choices
when they repeat. Across workplaces, campuses, and public spaces, references to country and faith, two of
the strongest anchors in many people's lives, have grown quieter in formal settings. The motive is often
inclusion, which is a good motive. Still, the effect is to ask many citizens to check their deepest sources of

meaning at the door.

We can hold multiple truths. Government institutions must not favor religion. That is constitutional bedrock.
At the same time, individual citizens bring their faith to the public square because that is part of who they
are. Similarly, public institutions can avoid partisan displays while still affirming the nation’s shared emblems.
Silence is not neutrality. It is a policy, one that teaches people how visible they are allowed to be.

If identity can't be expressed freely... is it really freedom?

The promise of this country is not that we will never offend one another. It is that we will make room for each
other’s convictions and affections, within a framework that protects equal rights and civic peace. If identity

has to be smuggled into public life on tiptoe, freedom is operating at half strength.

The flag question is a proving ground. If we cannot agree that the nation’s symbol should have a stable,
respectful place in common spaces, we will struggle to sustain any shared project. That does not mean
forcing allegiance or punishing dissent. It means making the default a confident welcome, paired with real

education that equips people to understand and, when necessary, critique what the flag represents.

Redefining patriotism, or quietly discouraging it?

Is patriotism being redefined—or quietly discouraged? | see both. There is a healthy redefinition underway,
one that broadens patriotism from chest thumping to patient work, from pageantry to daily service. That is
good. A robust love of country is active and humble. It learns history as it is, not as we wish it were. It
includes family stories from all corners of the map. It supports the troops and cares about the wars we send

them to fight. It appreciates small mercies, like the DMV line that moves and the neighbor who brings soup.

Alongside that redefinition, there is a quieter discouragement. It shows up in the shrug that says, you can
love this place if you want, just please do it out of sight. That posture confuses maturity with indifference. A
mature patriotism looks its faults in the eye and loves anyway, the way we love family. Indifference leaves the

table and calls it wisdom.

A better way to fly the flag

We can do better than subtraction. Institutions that want to welcome everyone while affirming shared
identity can take concrete steps. Done thoughtfully, these practices turn the flag from a point of suspicion

into an ordinary part of civic life.

e Pair the flag with education. If a flag hangs in a classroom, teach five minutes a week about a moment in

the country’s story, including the hard chapters and the people who expanded liberty.

o Keep the flag apolitical. Set clear policies that national symbols are not backdrops for partisan events on
public property. Enforce the rule evenly, right and left.

¢ Invite many voices to speak under it. At ceremonies, ask a range of citizens to share what the flag means

to them. Make room for gratitude and critique.



¢ Maintain the symbol with dignity. A tattered or neglected flag signals neglect of the common good.
Learn and follow the U.S. Flag Code's basics, like proper illumination at night.

e Add, do not subtract. If people feel unseen, add context and additional displays over the year that reflect

the rich pluralism of the nation, rather than removing the anchor banner.

These are small things. They matter because they are repeatable habits that teach by doing.
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The hard conversations we avoid when we take the flag down

Removing the flag spares us from conversations we actually need. It lets us dodge the question of whether
we still believe this country is a worthy project. It keeps us from admitting that many of our neighbors feel
uninvited to the “we,” and that we have work to do to convince them otherwise. It feeds the illusion that unity

means never asking anyone to share a july 4th flags space with a symbol they don't love.

Some years back, after a tense school board meeting, our principal invited a panel of students to talk about
what they saw when they looked at the flag. One student, a refugee from a war-torn region, said it looked
like a promise that adults keep sometimes and break sometimes. Another, whose brother was in the Marines,
said it looked like a reminder buy july 4th banners that someone might carry a burden for a stranger. A third
said it mostly looked like something you were supposed to salute even if your stomach knotted. Then they
asked each other follow up questions, clumsy and kind. No one changed their mind that night. But when the

janitor turned off the gym lights, the flag remained. It had held a room of difference without breaking.

The questions that keep us honest
These are the questions we should not duck, because they steer the conversation back to first principles.

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

e Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

¢ When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

e Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America?

e Are we building unity - or dividing it by what's allowed?
Ask them in staff meetings, PTA gatherings, town councils, and family dinners. Ask them with the intention
to listen. If the answers push us to do the patient work of explaining and exemplifying what the flag means,

good. If they push us to smother the symbol because it is simpler, we should admit that we are choosing

quiet over conviction.

What we promote, we become

A public square without national symbols is not empty. It is already full of competing loyalties. The question
is which ones we are willing to place in the middle, where we all can see them. A country that promotes
fashionable identities and sidelines foundational ones is like a house that decorates every room and neglects

the pillars.
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The task is not to bully everyone into a single script about America. The task is to keep the flag flying in our
common places, then build the shared practices that make it honest. Sing when it feels right, sit when
conscience requires it, teach children why both actions belong under freedom. Hold leaders accountable.
Tell stories that honor both suffering and progress. Let neighborhoods, classrooms, and workplaces be

laboratories where a mature patriotism grows.
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If we commit to that work, we will not have to ask if patriotism is being redefined—or quietly discouraged.
We will be too busy living a version of it that deserves defending. And if identity can't be expressed freely...
is it really freedom? The flag is not the answer to that question. It is the invitation to ask it together, again

and again, in full view of one another, under a shared sky.



