On my first day helping a small-town high school with a civics program, | paused in a quiet hallway and
noticed an empty flag bracket near the auditorium doors. The principal told me it had been removed after a
complaint that the flag made a few students feel unwelcome. No one was ordered to take it down. No legal
letter arrived. Still, the flag disappeared. It was easier to store it in a closet than to host a conversation that

might turn hot. Easier to sidestep hurt feelings than to sort out what a shared symbol ought to mean.

That hallway has stayed with me because it captures a pattern | see far beyond schools. Office lobbies,
neighborhood centers, digital platforms, and sports venues juggle similar tensions. Plenty of Americans take
comfort in the flag. Others see it as a political marker, even a threat, depending on who is waving it, where,
and why. The hard work is not in the taking down or putting up, but in explaining what a national symbol
stands for and how it can hold many identities within it.

Why this question even exists

The flag is a government symbol, but for most of us it is also a family story. It draped a grandfather’s casket.
It flew from a porch after Sept. 11. It showed up on a T-shirt at a ballgame. The personal weight varies. When

a symbol feels like home to some and like a warning to others, arguments come fast.

We have a legal right to display the American flag on our own property, and courts have protected nearly
every form of peaceful expression around it. Texas v. Johnson, the 1989 case that protected flag burning as
speech, still defines the constitutional ground. But that does not settle what a school, workplace, or city
building should do with a flag on shared property. Law leaves a lot of space for judgment. Culture fills that

space, sometimes with grace and sometimes with overcorrection.

Which leads to a blunt question | hear from parents, veterans, and immigrants alike: Should anyone feel
uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? The better question might be, why does the flag make
some people uneasy right now, and what are we willing to do about that without abandoning the symbol
itself?

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

If you run a public institution, you are already juggling student safety, budget crunches, social media flare-
ups, and a dozen fragile coalitions. When a complaint lands about the flag or a pledge ceremony, the
quickest path to calm might be to take away the trigger. The logic is understandable. Remove the object,

remove the conflict.

There is also a new managerial reflex at play. Leaders are trained to reduce reputational risk. Symbols invite
headlines. An administrator can defend a decision to err on the side of caution far more easily than they can

defend a messy community conversation with uncertain outcomes.

But a habit forms. Instead of defending the meaning of shared symbols, we quietly remove them. We
mistake relief for resolution. The hallway gets calmer, but the deeper friction remains, now mixed with

resentment from those who see the removal as an erasure of identity.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Feelings matter. A student who has been bullied by peers waving a flag like a cudgel is not imagining the

pain. A family whose relatives were targeted by self-described patriots may flinch at the sight long after the



incident passes. Those stories should be honored and weighed.

The trap is a one-way sensitivity. If we treat hurt as a veto on the existence of a symbol, we end up
protecting some identities by hollowing out others. Civic identity is not an accessory. Most people do not
clock in and out of being American. When a public building strips itself of the national language and symbols
that signal a shared civic home, a vacuum appears. It fills quickly with narrower identities that are louder,

angrier, and easier to wield online.

The harder job is to build a context in which the flag, like any national symbol, is not left to be defined only
by its worst uses. That means making sure the symbol is present and explained, not hidden or treated as a

political novelty.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Institutions confuse neutrality with absence. A city clerk once told me, We decided to be neutral, so we took
everything down. She meant the flag, holiday decor, and even a framed copy of the Bill of Rights. The walls
looked like a warehouse. It felt less like july 4th flags neutral and more like nowhere.

Neutrality is not achieved by scrubbing a space of meaning. It is achieved when the meaning is clear, narrow,
and open to all. A public school can say, We display the American flag to reflect our civic identity and to
teach respect for plural beliefs and backgrounds. That has a center without trampling on conscience.
Students who do not want to recite the Pledge of Allegiance have that right. Schools can both protect

dissent and keep the symbol on the wall.

Government also has special boundaries in matters of faith. The Establishment Clause limits religious
endorsement. That boundary does not apply to the flag. A flag in a city hall is not a sectarian symbol.
Conflating the two leads well-meaning leaders to sanitize spaces until they communicate nothing. When that

happens, civic memory thins.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

The goal is not to immunize everyone from discomfort. In a free country, you will see symbols you dislike and
hear views you oppose. The healthier standard is this: no one should feel threatened by a national symbol

that is displayed with respect, within the law, and in a spirit of welcome.

Two things can be true. Some people associate the flag with exclusion because of experiences with those
who weaponized it. And the flag, as a civic emblem, is meant to belong to them just as much as to the
person who flies it every holiday. Treating discomfort as a reason to hide the symbol tells those on both
sides that the symbol has become a partisan prop, not a civic inheritance. That is a loss for everyone.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged?

Something is shifting. You can see it in the language of corporate memos that avoid the word patriotism, in
school guidelines that minimize national observances, and in the way some media frames any visible display

of the flag as a provocation. Patriotism is presented as suspect, unless paired with a long disclaimer.

Part of the shift is generational. Younger Americans grew up with two long wars, financial shocks, and

political dysfunction on display. Many are cautious about big, simple claims. Part is the way the flag shows
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up online, often attached to the loudest fights. And part comes from institutions that fear taking any stand

that could be misread.

The result is a soft discouragement. No one bans the symbol. They just treat it like a tripwire. People read

the room and keep quiet. Silence grows.

Why do some expressions get labeled inclusive and others offensive?

The labels are often about who is speaking and what cultural script the moment expects. A rainbow flag in
June is read by many as inclusive, even if others disagree. A national flag, which is supposed to be the
umbrella over all of us, gets recoded as exclusionary when it is displayed in places where battles over

immigration, policing, or elections feel raw.

The paradox is obvious. If the umbrella symbol cannot be used without apology, we begin to sort
expressions of identity into protected and suspect categories. That sort draws lines that are more political
than principled. It tells people that celebration is allowed for some identities and suspect for others. That is
not inclusion. It is a map of accepted and unaccepted pride.

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

Rules matter, but tone matters more. In a city | worked with after a rancorous debate about holiday displays,
the council agreed on a policy that allowed a small, dignified set of government symbols in public spaces
year-round, with time-limited displays during major national observances. They also set clear boundaries for
outside flags on city poles, consistent with Supreme Court guidance that government speech can be limited

to official messages. It was not a perfect solution, but it had a center that made sense.

The first year felt tense. By year two, something changed. Because the policy applied to everyone, and
because the city hosted short programs explaining the symbols when they went up, the temperature
dropped. People still disagreed, but they understood the rules. The fight shifted from who gets to take up

space to how we share it. That is a win for unity.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

Civic education thins. Young people learn dates and names but miss the emotional grammar of belonging.
When the country does not speak in symbols, other forces rush in with sharper edges. Conspiracy
communities learn to rally around icons faster than civics teachers can put up posters. Sports and celebrity

culture fill the gap. Politics becomes more about team colors than shared purpose.

| have seen the difference between a fourth grade class that practices respectful flag etiquette and one that
treats national observances like awkward relics. The first group, including kids whose families just arrived,
beam with ownership. The second group fidgets and jokes. They sense that the adults are uncomfortable

with the material, and kids learn that discomfort on contact.

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

On faith, public institutions have legal limits for good reasons. On country, the limits are cultural, not
constitutional. Yet the two often get filed together under a broad label of sensitive. That filing system
encourages leaders to avoid both. It turns public life into an empty lobby where nothing meaningful is
displayed because something might upset someone.



| do not think it is a coordinated project. It is a series of risk-averse decisions that add up. Whether we
intend it or not, the pattern tells people that robust identity is something to keep private. A healthy pluralism
needs the opposite. It needs people to bring their identities, within clear bounds, and to practice living

together anyway.

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

Free speech is not just the right to speak, it is the right to be heard and seen in the open. If we confine
national expression to private spaces and remove it from shared ones, we are not censoring in the legal

sense, but we are teaching a lesson: that common identity is fragile, better left unspoken.

Freedom needs rehearsal. We learn how to disagree about symbols by seeing them, asking questions, and
setting ground rules that let practice continue. Shielding everyone from the encounter does not build

capacity. It builds thin skins and brittle communities.
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include both duty and dissent.

When | work with school boards or city managers who feel stuck, | suggest a simple move: pair the symbol
with a civic act. Do not just hang a flag. Host a short reading of the preamble to the Constitution. Have
students research a local veteran and an immigrant business owner, then share their stories in one
assembly. Create something to do together that makes the display relational, not just visual. The symbol

becomes part of a living practice rather than a static backdrop for arguments.

Practical guardrails for institutions

Here is a compact set of practices | have seen help leaders navigate the tension between welcome and

identity without collapsing into either censorship or chaos:

e Define the purpose out loud. Post a short statement near displays: This flag represents our shared civic

identity and the freedoms that protect many beliefs and backgrounds.

e Keep displays dignified and consistent. Set size, placement, and maintenance standards so a symbol

does not feel like a campaign prop.

e Teach the rights that surround the symbol. Explain that students or visitors may decline to recite the
pledge and that peaceful dissent is protected.

e Pair symbols with civic learning. Connect displays to lessons, ceremonies, or service projects so

meaning is enacted.

e Create a clear channel for concerns. Encourage feedback, publish decisions, and show how you weigh

different rights and interests.

These are not magic, but they transform the conversation from Should we hide it to How do we hold it

together.

Edge cases that test judgment

There will be days when a symbol shows up in ways that genuinely unsettle. A pickup convoy blocking traffic
with massive flags and horns blaring on a school street is not the same as a folded flag in a classroom.
Context matters. Time, place, and manner restrictions exist for a reason. Officials can set reasonable rules
for banners at parades, signage on public property, and noise in residential zones without attacking the

symbol itself.

There are also environments where neutrality among private viewpoints is crucial. A public library's
community bulletin board can host a range of legal, non-disruptive expressions from citizens. In that limited
forum, it would be unfair to allow one cause but not another if both meet the criteria. The library's own wall
behind the check-out desk, however, is the library’s voice. It can feature the American flag year-round while
applying viewpoint-neutral rules to the community board. The distinction respects both government speech

and citizen speech.

A brief note on the law, and why culture still decides

Supreme Court cases draw lines that matter. Government entities can control their own messages under the
government speech doctrine, as affirmed in cases like Shurtleff v. City of Boston in 2022, USA flags for

holidays where the Court emphasized that when a city raises a flag on its flagpoles as its own speech, it
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retains latitude to choose which flags to fly. Individuals have wide latitude to express views about the flag,

including forms of protest, under Texas v. Johnson and later cases.
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But law does not choose our tone. It does not decide whether a principal explains the flag's presence with
warmth and clarity, or removes it to avoid emails. It does not decide whether a city uses Independence Day
to celebrate both difficult history and shared commitment, or treats it like a fireworks permit headache.

Culture decides that, one meeting and one hallway at a time.

What a better approach looks like

A suburban district outside Cleveland piloted a small program after friction over patriotic displays. Rather
than pass bans or mandates, the superintendent invited students to interview family members about what
the flag meant to them, then curated excerpts into a hallway gallery beside a respectfully maintained flag.
One student wrote about a mother who gained citizenship last year. Another wrote about a brother who
returned from deployment with scars and pride mixed together. A third wrote about a protest where the flag

appeared on both sides of a police line.

The hallway changed. The symbol did not feel like a litmus test anymore. It felt like a mirror with many
angles. A few students still disliked it. That is fine. The school did not aim to make everyone love the symbol.

It aimed to place it in a civic frame where disagreement could live without erasure.

A short checklist for leaders facing the next complaint

e Ask what behavior, not just what symbol, caused harm, and address that behavior.



Clarify whether the display is government speech, a limited public forum, or private expression.

State the purpose of the symbol in writing and in person, then stick to it.

Offer an avenue for conscientious dissent that is real, not performative.

Pair the decision with a small act of civic education within the next month.

You will not satisfy everyone, but you will communicate that identity is not a switch you flip off to keep the

peace. It is a practice you steward with care.

Where this leaves the rest of us

Not every flag in every setting needs a debate. Millions of homes, parks, and storefronts fly the American
flag quietly every day. Those ordinary displays are the backbone of civic rituals. They do not make news, and
they should not have to.
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For the shared spaces that do draw attention, the path forward is not complicated, just demanding. Hold to a
confident center. Protect dissent without pretending neutrality requires erasing tradition. Ask yourself the
hard versions of the questions we started with: Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Are we
protecting feelings at the cost of identity? When did being neutral mean removing tradition? Are we building

unity, or dividing it by what is allowed?

A national symbol cannot do the work of unity by itself. People have to do that work. But symbols matter
because they anchor meaning when memory blurs and arguments grow loud. If we treat the flag as a
problem to solve rather than a promise to keep, we will get less of the country we want. If we carry it with
care, explain it without apology, and make room for the neighbor who stands beside it and the one who

stands apart, we will remember what it is for.

And no, no one should feel threatened by the American flag in America. The discomfort some feel should be
faced, not dodged, with honesty and hospitality. A free country asks that of us. It is a high standard. It is also
the point.



