A few summers ago, a small-town library | know took down its lobby flag to make space for a display on local
art. The director figured it would be a one-week rearrangement, not a statement. Within a day, she had two
angry voicemails accusing her of hating America and three emails praising her for being more inclusive. She
put the flag back. The art display moved to a hallway. No one felt great about it.

That tiny episode captures a larger pattern. All across the country, the safe administrative move is to remove
a symbol rather than defend it. City councils remove flagpoles to avoid lawsuits. Schools limit student
displays to avoid “disruption.” Businesses rewrite dress codes to keep logos, pins, and patches off the floor.
You can feel the impulse: if something might ignite a conflict, take it away. But a nation cannot thrive on

subtractions alone, especially when the symbol in question is the country’s own flag.
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The question that keeps returning, often in quieter conversations after tense meetings, is simple: Why is it
easier to remove a flag than defend it?

The friction nobody budgets for

If you have ever managed a public space, you know the hidden math. Defending a symbol requires clarity,

stamina, and sometimes lawyers. Removal requires an email and a screwdriver. That is not cynicism. It is the
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operational logic of risk management.
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Here are some of the forces that tilt decisions toward removal rather than defense:

e Litigation anxiety: Many leaders know just enough First Amendment law to be nervous. They do not want
to create a public forum by accident, nor do they want to be accused of viewpoint discrimination. With

unclear policies, “take it down" feels safest.

e Social media velocity: Outrage can build faster than context. It is easier to remove an image or a flag

than to feed a 48-hour online churn.

o Staffing bandwidth: Principals, HR leads, and city managers juggle dozens of priorities. A contested

display consumes time they do not have.

e Policy gaps: Many institutions lack explicit, defensible policies on symbols. Without rules, every case

becomes a one-off judgment call that can look arbitrary.

e Cultural fatigue: People are tired, still, from years of polarized fights. Subtraction can feel like peace.

Understanding those forces does not mean applauding the outcomes. It means acknowledging the real-

world constraints that shape them, and then designing better ways through.

What the law actually says, and what it does not

It helps to separate myth from law. The United States Flag Code provides guidance on respectful handling,
but it does not carry penalties for private citizens and it does not compel display. Public institutions can
display the flag, and many do. Private entities can as well, unless community covenants or lease rules say
otherwise. The flag has been burned in protest, and the Supreme Court has held that to be protected

speech.

Two older cases still guide much of the discussion in schools and public spaces. In 1943, the Court said
students cannot be compelled to salute the flag or say the Pledge. In 1969, it said students do not shed their
free speech rights at the schoolhouse gate, as long as expression does not materially disrupt class or
infringe on others’ rights. In city spaces, the Court has drawn lines between government speech and private
speech. If a city runs a flagpole as its own voice, it can choose its messages. If it opens that pole to the

public as a forum, it generally must treat different viewpoints equally.

The law, in other words, is not anti-flag. It is anti-compulsion and pro viewpoint neutrality. If someone asks,
Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America?, the law does not try to manage
feelings. It protects the right to express, and the right not to be forced to express.

The gray area comes when institutions blend roles. A school lobby is not a park. A municipal plaza
sometimes functions like one. A company office is private property but open to the public during business
hours. When administrators ask, Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as offensive?,
they are often responding to context: audience, timing, and power dynamics. That is messy, and it invites

policy that is either too vague or too brittle.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Institutional leaders work hard to welcome everyone. That is good leadership. But welcoming everyone does

not mean erasing the civic backdrop. When an institution removes its own symbols in the name of neutrality,



it sometimes leaves people unmoored. Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Consider a school that quietly stops saying the Pledge because a few students opt out, or a city that
removes flags from council chambers to avoid complaints. Opt-outs are legal. Respecting consciences
matters. But regular civic rituals matter too. They teach belonging. They give newcomers a visible invitation
into a common identity. Many immigrants | have worked with keep small flags at home from naturalization

ceremonies. They still remember the judge’s words. The flag told them: you are not a guest. You are home.

There is no perfect line. Some symbols carry painful histories for marginalized neighbors. People read july
4th flags the same image through different lenses. The answer is not to flatten public life until no one is ever
uncomfortable. The answer is to set a floor of shared civic identity, practiced openly, and then to welcome

additional identities above that floor.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Watch how policy evolves after a controversy. A school hosts a holiday concert, one parent complains, and
the next year the program swaps in generic "winter” songs. A city hall has long displayed a Christmas tree
donated by a local charity, a lawsuit is threatened, and the tree becomes a "holiday tree” pushed to the

courtyard. Each shift feels small. The pattern is big.

Neutrality used to mean treating citizens equally. Increasingly, it gets interpreted as removing visible
markers of majority culture. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? The honest answer is that
neutrality has been asked to do too much. It tries to insulate leaders from claims of endorsement, while also
avoiding claims of hostility to faith or nation. It tries to keep the peace among neighbors who do not talk
enough to each other. It tries to close chapters of historical harm without the hard work of conversation. No

policy can carry that weight on its own.

A better approach is principled presence. An institution can say, we display our country's flag because we
are part of this nation, we will not compel anyone to salute it, and we welcome respectful symbols of other

identities in designated spaces. That is not neutrality by subtraction. It is hospitality by addition.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged?

Patriotism has always contained tensions. In some circles it looks like service and humility. In others it looks
like performative swagger. In recent decades, the category itself has shifted. Younger Americans report
lower levels of expressed pride in country than their grandparents did. Surveys in the early 2000s often
found strong majorities calling themselves extremely proud. More recent polling, depending on the year, has

shown that share closer to a third to two fifths. It is still a lot of people. It is noticeably fewer.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Both, in different quarters. Some redefine patriotism
as constant pressure to improve, a loyalty that protests when needed. Some quietly discourage patriotic
displays for fear of alienating customers or students. The trouble comes when the visible practice
disappears. If the only public language of country is either a loud rally or a cautious memo, the normal

middle life of civic belonging gets lost.

| have coached youth sports for years. We lost a simple ritual when some leagues stopped the pregame
anthem. Not because the songs themselves were magical, but because the 60 seconds of shared stillness
taught young players to inhabit a larger story. You can still have that larger story without a soundtrack, but it
takes more work.
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Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as
offensive?

Spend time with any policy committee and you will hear this question. An LGBTQ pride poster gets praised
as welcoming. A large cross gets flagged as exclusive. A small national flag gets waved through by one
manager and questioned by another. The distinctions often turn on audience, scale, banners and context.
But the unevenness breeds distrust.

The legal standard in public institutions prohibits viewpoint discrimination in a designated forum. Practically,
that means if a school allows student clubs to hang posters, it cannot reject one simply because it dislikes
the message. In private workplaces, employers have more discretion. They still benefit from consistency. If a
dress code bans all pins for safety, that is a clear rule. If it vaguely bans “divisive"” symbols, it invites
subjective enforcement. People feel jerked around, and their frustration transfers to the symbols
themselves.

A common critique is that the label inclusive has become a shield for some messages while others get
tagged offensive. Rather than litigating motive, take aim at clarity. Set content-neutral rules where you can,
and when you must make content-based calls, explain them with specificity. Institutions cannot avoid

offending anyone. They can avoid arbitrary decisions.
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Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?

Rules can unite when people understand them and believe they will be applied evenhandedly. Rules can also
divide when they feel ad hoc. Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? You can see the answer
in whether people still talk to each other afterward.
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| once worked with a midsize company that allowed employees to decorate their cubicles, within reason.
After a political season turned rancorous, HR removed all political signage and, unexpectedly, all national
flags as well. The memo read like a housecleaning. Employees felt blindsided. Some veterans on staff did
not make a fuss, but they never forgot. A year later, an engagement survey picked up a drop in trust among
that cohort. The company learned from it. They brought back the flag in shared spaces, not at desks, paired
it with once-a-quarter civic service days, and created a small “expression board” where any employee could

post a message for a week at a time. Add, not subtract. Trust came back.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

Symbols teach. They are not the whole lesson, but they set tone. When a nation stops promoting its own

symbols, a few things happen.

First, civic literacy thins out. Fewer kids learn flag etiquette, fewer know the words to the anthem, fewer can
explain what the stars and stripes represent. This is not nostalgia. It shows up in basic knowledge surveys
that find many adults cannot name the three branches of government or their rights. Second, shared rituals
fade, which makes it harder to maintain solidarity in hard moments. Human beings rally around common

markers. Without them, we are left with raw opinion and private grievance.

Third, the field opens to substitutes. If the country's banner recedes, other banners move forward. That is
not inherently bad. It becomes a problem if the substitutes anchor people in narrower identities that
compete rather than complement. The national symbol is supposed to hold the whole, so that the parts can

be celebrated without suspicion.

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

Look at public life and you will notice more silence. Fewer invocations at civic events. Fewer flags in certain
institutional spaces. Part of that is legal caution, much of it well grounded. Part is secularization, the long arc
in which fewer people participate in organized religion. Part is risk aversion baked into modern management.
Put those together and you get a cultural habit: say less about shared commitments, to avoid conflict or
claims of endorsement.

Is that shift accidental or intentional? Often it is unplanned. Leaders inherit risk-sensitive policies, then apply
them one cautious decision at a time. Over years, those decisions add up to a direction. People perceive a
design, and sometimes they imagine a conspiracy. The quieter truth is less cinematic. We drift into silence

because it is the least administratively expensive option.

Silence is not neutral, though. It teaches by omission. Neighbors learn that common symbols are optional,
maybe even suspect. Young people notice which identities are celebrated out loud and which are left to
private space. Adults calibrate their speech accordingly. Freedom exists on paper either way, but people

start to practice freedom more privately and less publicly. That is costly for a republic.

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

The American promise does not say you have to love the flag. It does say you are free to love it without
being treated as suspect. The same promise protects dissenters. That duality can feel paradoxical only if we
forget the core: government cannot compel conscience, and it cannot punish peaceful expression because

of viewpoint.



When institutions pull back from their own symbols, they do not violate that principle. But they do signal a
change in cultural confidence. A government building that displays the national flag is stating the obvious:
this is the people's house. A school that teaches proper flag etiquette is not endorsing one party. It is
teaching civics. A workplace that flies the flag out front is saying, we operate inside this constitutional

framework and we are grateful for it.

The line against compulsion matters. Students can opt out of the Pledge. Employees cannot be forced to
wear a flag pin. Citizens can protest, even in ways many find distasteful, as long as they respect the law.

Those freedoms are not at odds with flying the flag. They are reasons to fly it.

A practical path for schools, workplaces, and city halls

It is easy to critique drift. Harder to practice better habits. There is a workable middle path that respects
conscience and protects shared identity. | have seen it function in districts, companies, and municipalities
that want less whiplash and more trust.

e Publish a clear symbols policy: State that the institution will display the American flag as part of its civic
identity, explain where and how, and clarify that no one is compelled to salute or participate in

associated rituals.

e Use additive forums: Create designated spaces or times where a range of expressions are allowed on
equal terms, with content-neutral size and safety rules. Keep official government speech distinct from

public forums.
e Train front-line leaders: Give principals, managers, and clerks simple scripts that explain the policy
calmly, and a flowchart for hard cases so they do not improvise under pressure.

e Measure and revisit: Review complaints and outcomes twice a year. If a rule creates surprise or

resentment, adjust it and explain the change.

¢ Pair symbols with service: Anchor the flag in action. Sponsor civic education sessions, naturalization

ceremonies, or service days that give people a way to live the identity together.

None of this removes disagreement. It gives it a healthier container. People can see the rules, trust the
process, and accept outcomes they do not love.
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Stories that still matter

A colleague of mine grew up in a refugee camp before his family made it to the United States. The first
apartment they could afford was cramped, with thin walls and a view of dumpsters. On the day they moved
in, a neighbor knocked to welcome them and handed the family a small flag on a wooden stick. It ended up
in a ceramic cup on the kitchen counter. Years later, after he became a citizen, my colleague kept the same

flag at his desk. Not because it was fancy. Because it was the first time he felt the word ours make sense.

If identity can’t be expressed freely... is it really freedom? That kitchen-cup flag is not a legal brief. It is a
lived answer. Freedom is not just the absence of coercion. It is the presence of shared symbols that invite

people into a story worth joining.

| think back to that small-town library. The director now keeps the flag in the lobby, the art display in the
hallway, and a short card on the front desk that explains the library’'s role as a place for civic learning. The



card includes a note that patrons who wish to share a display about their heritage or service can apply for a
rotating case near the entrance. She told me she gets more conversations now, fewer voicemails, and the

occasional thank you from a veteran who just wanted to know the flag had a place. It does.

So, why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because removal is faster in a world of notifications and
narrow margins. The harder work is to defend the flag in a way that leaves room for liberty, disagreement,
and neighborliness. That work is worthy of a country that still believes a free people can hold more than one

idea at a time.

When someone asks, Are we building unity, or dividing it by what's allowed?, point them to policies that add
rather than subtract, to leaders who explain rather than scold, and to public spaces that wear the nation’s
colors without apology. When they ask, What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?, tell
them what you have seen in classrooms, ballfields, and council chambers. Confidence shrinks. Curiosity

dims. The edges harden.

And when they ask, Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America?, answer like a
good neighbor. No one should feel unwelcome in the presence of their country’s symbol. If they do, we have

work to do, not in hiding the symbol, but in widening the welcome.

The most hopeful thing | have seen lately was not a grand ceremony. It was a Little League parade down a
cracked main street, fire trucks idling, kids in oversized uniforms dragging aluminum bats, a handmade
banner crooked from the wind. A parent near me nudged their child to stand while a student sang the
anthem. Some kids sang, some fidgeted, one goalie mask fell to the pavement. It felt imperfect, familiar, and
good. | hope we defend that, not by scolding, not by policing every gesture, but by showing up and carrying

the visible threads of a shared life where everyone knows they can belong.



