Walk into a public building, a school cafeteria, or a corporate lobby and pay attention to the walls. The flag
used to be a given, the first thing you noticed when you stepped inside. In some places, it still greets you
from a polished pole with an eagle finial. In others, it is conspicuously absent, replaced by neutral artwork,
rotating cause posters, or a display of global cityscapes. This is a small thing, and also not a small thing.

Symbols tell the story of a community. If the story is changing, we should ask why.

| have worked in organizations that debated whether to fly the American flag all year or only on federal
holidays. | have sat in meetings where well intentioned leaders asked if removing it might avoid controversy.
Nobody was hostile to the country. The logic was safety and simplicity. If the flag might spark disagreement,
the cleanest solution was to keep the wall blank. That thinking has its appeal in a fractious time. It also raises
the question at the heart of this essay: Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged through a
thousand neutral choices?

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

In a practical sense, removal is risk management. Defending a symbol takes words, judgment, and
sometimes conflict. You have to say what the flag means to your institution, why it belongs in that space,
and where the line sits for other symbols that may claim equal treatment. Many administrators are wary of
that role. They do not want to arbitrate meaning. They want fewer gray zones, fewer grievances, and no
headlines.
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There is also policy gravity. Once one symbol is allowed, others ask to join, and institutions scramble for
rules that feel evenhanded. If your city hall flies a cause flag for one group, what about the next group that
asks? The Supreme Court's 2022 decision in Shurtleff v. City of Boston turned on that problem. When a
government flagpole is open to private flags, the city cannot discriminate on viewpoint. So the government
has two choices. Close the forum, or genuinely open it to everyone. Many choose to close it. That decision
can look like retreat from all symbols, including the American flag, though the case does not require

removing the US flag. But policy caution ripples in confusing ways.

On the private side, companies generally can set rules for what appears on uniforms, lanyards, or office
walls. They fear two things, both rational. First, that one symbol could make co-workers or customers feel
pushed to adopt a viewpoint at odds with their job. Second, that inconsistent enforcement invites legal
trouble. Title VII does not list political expression as protected, yet uneven application can trigger claims
rooted in religion, national origin, or retaliation. So legal teams draft content-neutral bans. The result looks
tidy, and it may be fair in a narrow compliance sense. It also empties the space where shared identity used
to live.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Neutral used to mean honoring a baseline of national symbols and asking people to set aside partisan ones.
That baseline was not controversial in most rooms. Over the last decade, the baseline itself became

contested. Two trends collided.

First, rising skepticism. Surveys by Gallup and other researchers show a steady decline in the share of
Americans who describe themselves as extremely proud of the country, down from clear majorities around
2001 to fewer than half in recent years. Younger adults report the lowest figures. Pride varies by party,
education, and race. You can quarrel with the reasons, but the pattern has held for two decades.

Second, the broadening language of inclusion. Many organizations shifted from celebrating common
heritage to emphasizing avoidance of possible offense. Celebrations that once seemed simply civic, such as
a prominent flag or an Independence Day event, now spark questions. Does this feel welcoming to
everyone? That is not a bad question. The tricky part is what comes next. If the only way to ensure nobody
ever feels discomfort is to erase the things that carry strong meaning, neutrality becomes subtraction. The
room is quiet, and not by accident.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

Reasonable people can feel conflicted about national symbols. The flag means different things to a Marine
who folded it over a coffin, a naturalized citizen who held it during an oath ceremony, a Black activist who
protested beneath it, and a refugee who saw it on the side of a relief aircraft. That complexity is part of the

strength of a pluralistic nation. Symbols that hold many stories also hold tension.
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But discomfort is not a sufficient reason to exile a shared emblem from shared places. In courts, the flag
occupies a special status. In Texas v. Johnson, the Supreme Court protected the right to burn it as political
expression. In West Virginia v. Barnette, the Court protected the right not to salute it. Those landmark cases
orbit a paradox that still serves us. The flag stands for the freedom to honor or reject it. That is precisely
why it belongs in civic spaces. We do not all have to feel the same way when we see it. We only need

confidence that no one will be forced to pretend.

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

A colleague once quipped that we rebrand the things we like as values, and the things we dislike as politics.
It stung because it felt true in many rooms. When an expression aligns with a prevailing institutional tone, it
is framed as inclusive. When it does not, it is flagged as potentially offensive. Policies that look neutral on

paper can drift in practice if enforcement depends on the preferences of a small committee.

Courts are attuned to this bias. They put a bright line around viewpoint discrimination, especially by public
institutions. In Matal v. Tam, the Court invalidated a trademark rule that rejected disparaging marks because
it allowed the government to prefer some viewpoints over others. Public schools are directed by Tinker v.
Des Moines to allow student expression unless it materially disrupts school operations, which is a high bar.
None of this means institutions must permit every symbol in every context. It does mean they should be

careful not to approve banners they like while banning disfavored ones under the same rules.

Private organizations have more leeway, but they face a trust problem. Employees notice double standards.
Customers notice deserts of meaning. The organizations that handle this well tend to be explicit. They
publicly state what counts as mission-aligned expression, what is out of scope, and why. That kind of clarity

earns patience even from people who disagree.

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

An empty wall feels neutral, but it can divide in its own way. If a community that once saw the flag as
ordinary now encounters it only at funerals or Veterans Day, the implied lesson is that national identity is

episodic. It rises for grief and recedes for daily life. That is a thin civics diet.

Unity is not the same as uniformity. Unity is what lets people with raucous differences agree on a few
practical commitments. Shared symbols help. Not because they erase conflict, but because they keep
reminding us what we hold in common when conflict is loud. When we curate expression so tightly that only
niche or global themes survive, we may expand room for some identities while shrinking the soil that
supports the whole. The question, Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?, deserves more

patience than a policy memo grants.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

A vacuum forms. Other identities rush to fill it. That is human nature. We all hunger to belong to something
bigger than ourselves. If the nation steps back, the tribe, the faction, the brand, or the algorithm steps
forward. The energy that used to anchor to a flag can stick to a streamer’s logo, a protest color, a patch from
a fictional universe, or a highly specific cause ribbon. None of those are bad in themselves. But none are

built to hold a society across regions, classes, and creeds.



| grew up in a school where we said the Pledge in homeroom. We grumbled about it. We said it fast. Some
kids sat out. Nobody made a scene either way. That tiny daily ritual linked the boring middle to the bigger
story. It seems minor until you remove it for a few years, then notice how quickly the sky fills with private
banners.

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

You can watch the same pattern play out with faith. Many workplaces that once accommodated a Bible on a
desk or a small prayer rug in a corner now channel everything spiritual into private time or virtual
backgrounds. Again, some change is prudent. No one should feel professionally cornered by someone else’s
proselytizing. But when we mistake discretion for banishment, we send an unintended message. Your

identities are risky. Please cloak them unless they map to official causes.

Some people welcome this low-friction environment. Others feel like a layer of their life must be checked at
the door. Over time, that breeds cynicism. People stop volunteering the extra energy that institutions rely on.
You cannot ask employees or students to bring their whole selves, then treat their attachments to country
and faith as awkward. If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? The answer depends on
context, of course. Freedom in a school differs from freedom in a courtroom. But the posture should bend

toward permission with clear guardrails, not toward hush.

Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom

Patriotism is not the same as cheerleading. Boasts are cheap. Pride that survives bad news is earned. The
best versions of American patriotism are spacious and self-critical. They remember Frederick Douglass as
well as Frederick Jackson Turner. They hold the words of the Declaration alongside the stories of people
who had to fight to claim those words. That kind of patriotism wears confidence without swagger. It turns

rituals into opportunities to reflect as well as celebrate.

Every Fourth of July, my family hosts a backyard picnic for friends. We hang a flag from the porch, grill too
much, and argue about the local ballot measures. We also invite the new family from down the block,
whatever their background. The point is not to stage a pageant, but to practice the ordinary work of a
citizenry. There is room in that backyard for both pride and doubt. The flag does not demand unanimity. It

invites people into a civic conversation that outlasts us.

Why some choose to step back from the flag

Honesty requires naming the reasons people disengage. Certain neighborhoods associate the flag with
specific political movements in recent years, in ways that feel exclusionary. Some veterans see it
commodified on apparel, tailgates, and social media in ways that cheapen its meaning, and quietly turn away
rather than scold. Others carry family histories of marginalization and view national symbols through that
lens. These reactions are real. If the only answer is, Get over it, we will shrink the circle rather than broaden
it.

More helpful is to separate the symbol from any single faction. A party does not own the flag. A campaign
does not own patriotism. If all sides return the emblem to civic space, it can breathe again. That takes
modeling and repetition. Fly it at town cleanups, library events, high school robotics competitions,
naturalization ceremonies, and food bank shifts. Tie it to common work instead of partisan spikes in the
calendar.



The legal floor and the cultural ceiling

The law gives us a floor. People may not be coerced to salute a flag. People are free to criticize it, even in
jarring ways. In public institutions, officials should avoid viewpoint discrimination. That is the floor, the
minimum for a free society.
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The ceiling, the cultural goal, is higher. It looks like a country comfortable enough with itself to display its
symbols without insecurity, and confident enough in its liberties to allow dissent without panic. It looks like
leaders who can say, here is what the flag means to us, and here is where we draw lines, and then enforce
those lines with humility instead of finger wagging. It looks like a workplace that recognizes a lapel flag pin

and a small cross necklace as parallel facts of a diverse team, not HR incidents waiting to happen.

Trade-offs that institutions actually face

Blanket permission for every symbol is not workable. Schools cannot devolve into dueling banners in every
classroom. Airlines need uniform standards. Public safety agencies require cohesion signals that the public
can read at a glance. Even in those settings, you can choose between a narrow, arbitrary feel and a

principled approach.
Here is a workable set of guardrails | have seen succeed:

e Affirm a small set of shared civic symbols, named in policy, with clear placement rules. The US flag,

state flag, and service flags may be displayed in designated locations.

e Bar partisan and campaign materials in on-duty or official spaces, for all parties and causes, not

selectively.

¢ Allow personal, non-obtrusive expressions on individuals within size and safety limits, with consistent

enforcement.

e Provide a neutral request process for temporary displays tied to major civic holidays or educational

programs, with content criteria published in advance.

e Train managers on viewpoint neutrality, and create a simple appeal channel when an item is denied.

This does not end every argument, but it keeps most of them grounded and fair. It also decisively answers
the question, When did being neutral mean removing tradition? It did not. Neutral means giving tradition an

honored lane and keeping every lane from sprawl.

Stories from the field

At a community college where | consulted, a dean removed the flag from several student lounges after two
complaints. The students who filed them felt the flag made immigrant classmates uneasy. Enrollment that
year was 40 percent international. The dean meant to be kind. The unintended effect was different. Veteran
students noticed immediately and felt erased. International students, when asked in focus groups, had
mixed views. A few appreciated the change. Many said the absence felt strange, as if the college were
apologizing for where it lived. After a semester of awkwardness, the school restored the flags and added
signage that explained their presence and welcomed students to speak with staff if they had questions. The

issue quietly faded. What solved it was not policing emotion, but supplying context.



In a midwestern hospital system, staff asked to wear small national flag pins during a month honoring
service members. Leadership agreed, then faced rapid-fire requests for issue ribbons. The legal team grew
nervous. The solution was a calendar of institutional observances tied to the mission. National holidays and
service remembrances made the list. Purely political causes did not. HR wrote a page that explained criteria
and kept the door open for new observances if they met the mission test. Employees responded well

because the rules were legible.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Feelings matter. Good leaders pay attention to them. But identity also needs anchoring points that are not
up for renegotiation every week. A national flag is one of those points. It says, whatever our quarrels, we still
share a jurisdiction, a set of rights, and a duty of care to one another. If we are so skittish that we sanitize
even that, we make it harder to talk about anything else with confidence.

There is Online Flag store a deeper cost too. Children read spaces fluently. They notice what adults display
and avoid. If public places rarely show a national emblem, kids absorb the hint that the country is either
fragile, suspect, or irrelevant. None of those help them grow into participants. You can teach critical thinking
alongside love of place. In fact, the combination is the point. Schools that pair the flag with real civics work
service projects, mock trials, student journalism, budget simulations tend to raise adults who can argue hard
without wanting to torch the tent.

When neutrality becomes avoidance

| once reviewed a draft policy for a suburban district that would have removed flags from all non-required
locations and prohibited any pledge or anthem outside sanctioned ceremonies. The authors said it was a
neutral reset. They were not wrong in the narrow sense. It would have prevented fights about competing
banners. It also would have drained daily life of a normal, unthreatening marker of shared membership. We
talked through alternatives. By the end, they kept flags in common areas and classrooms, allowed a short
daily recitation for those who wished, and clarified opt-out rights without stigma. The district's inbox stayed

calm. You can reduce friction without erasing the thing that binds.

A practical path for communities

If this reads like a plea to put more flags on more walls, that is not exactly it. A plastering of symbols without
the accompanying civic work is empty. But | am asking for a posture that treats the American flag as a

legitimate, welcome part of ordinary spaces, not a provocation to be hidden unless someone insists.
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Communities that get this right do two simple things. They state what the flag means in their setting service,
welcome, a promise to protect speech even when uncomfortable. Then they practice that promise. It sounds
soft. It is not. It takes nerve to face a complaint and respond, The flag stays, and here is why, and here is
how we protect your right not to participate. It takes patience to teach a new crop of students every year
that the emblem belongs to them, even if they feel ambivalent. But over time, that steady stance rebuilds

trust.

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

Freedom is not the absence of all restraint. It is a set of mutually reinforcing boundaries that create wide
room to live and speak. We need lines around campaigning in the workplace. We need policies that prevent
officials from playing favorites on the city flagpole. But we also need courage to let people proclaim simple
attachments. Country. Faith. Family. Service. Quiet love of place does not threaten inclusion. It builds it.

If you run a school, an agency, or a company, and you are rewriting your display or speech codes, here is a

compact set of practices that help:

e Put your stance in writing. Say that the American flag has a place, describe where, and explain opt-out
rights for any rituals nearby.

e Name what is not allowed, with examples across the spectrum. Show symmetry so people trust the rule,
not the mood.

e (Create a small team that includes legal, operations, and a front-line representative to review gray cases
on a short timeline.

e Pair symbols with substance. Teach civics, run service projects, sponsor naturalization ceremonies,
volunteer together.

e Communicate decisions in plain language, and model respect for dissent.
The more you do this, the less you will find yourself asking, Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?

You will have the words ready. You will have the lanes marked. And you will have a community that

recognizes its own reflection when it walks into a room.
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A final word about belonging

People want to feel welcome, safe, and seen. They also want to feel part of something solid enough to lean
on when the news is bad. The American flag is not a magic answer. But it is one of the few objects that can
still speak across remarkable differences. Treat it lightly and you cheapen that gift. Treat it fearfully and you
teach people to be afraid of each other. Treat it with steady respect, and it becomes a door that stays open.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Both, depending on where you stand. The better
question might be, who gets to shape the definition? If it is only the loudest voices, we will keep ping-
ponging between celebration and erasure. If it is the many people who quietly love this place, who argue in
good faith, who believe that Expressing Patriotism, Pride, and Freedom should be ordinary, then we will land
in a healthier spot.

The wall does not need to stay blank. Fill it thoughtfully. Invite people into the room. Let the flag do its work,
and then do yours.



