
I was standing in a school hallway not long ago, coffee in one hand and a stack of visitor stickers in the

other, watching a custodian roll up a small American flag that had hung outside the front office for years.

The principal, a reasonable person trying to keep peace during a tense board meeting week, had decided to

take it down temporarily. Better to appear neutral, the thinking went, than to risk complaints. A few parents

were relieved. A few were angry. Most were confused. Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?

Scenes like that are playing out in workplaces, schools, homeowners associations, and city councils. The

country has not lost the ability to feel proud of itself, but many of our institutions have lost the confidence to

show it. When did being neutral mean removing tradition? That question is not a culture-war chant. It is a

practical one. Leaders, pressed by limited time and anxious about lawsuits or social media storms, are

picking the path of least resistance. Remove the symbol, dodge the fight, move on.

The trouble is, the easiest path often creates the worst precedent. Pulling down symbols to avoid discomfort

signals that the symbol itself is suspect. Over time, neutrality shifts from evenhanded to agnostic, then from

agnostic to allergic. If a flag, a pledge, or even a mention of national ideals becomes optional by default,

fewer people learn why it mattered in the first place.

What schools, offices, and HOAs are actually balancing

Most administrators and managers are not ideologues. I have sat through their decision meetings. They have

a ledger in their heads: avoid disruption, honor rights, keep focus on the mission. They worry about three

main things. First, the law, which is both clearer and murkier than many think. Second, community

temperature, which can spike quickly when a single photo goes viral. Third, fairness, which is the hardest of

the three to land consistently.

On the law, a few landmark cases matter more than any memo. In 1943, West Virginia State Board of

Education v. Barnette held that the state cannot force students to salute the flag or say the pledge. That

protects dissent. In 1969, Tinker v. Des Moines protected student expression so long as it does not

substantially disrupt school. That protects expression, not only dissent. In the public square, Pleasant Grove

City v. Summum in 2009 clarified that permanent monuments placed by a city are government speech, so

the city can select its own symbols. More recently, in 2022, Shurtleff v. Boston dealt with a city flagpole,

drawing a line between government speech and public forums. If the pole is for government messages, the

city can choose what flies. If it is truly open to all, it cannot discriminate by viewpoint.

Private employers and HOAs operate under different rules. The First Amendment limits government, not

private actors. That is why your company can regulate your attire, and your HOA can restrict certain outdoor

displays. Yet even in private settings, bright lines help. If an employer prohibits all non-company flags in

work areas, or if an HOA sets reasonable size and placement rules that apply to everyone, people may not

like the decision, but they can respect the logic.

What crosses the grain is inconsistency. People sense that certain messages are labeled “inclusive,” while

others are branded “offensive,” and not because of a neutral rule but because of the tastes of whoever is in

charge. Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as offensive? A symbol that was

meant to represent everyone’s freedom ends up treated like a partisan signal by default. That shift breeds

resentment, and worse, it hollows out the common civic space where neighbors with opposing yard signs

still wave to each other.



Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Feelings matter. I have worked with students who came to school from war zones where uniforms and flags

meant danger, not safety. For them, patriotic rituals can carry a different weight, at least at first. I have

talked with veterans who tear up when they see the colors presented at a baseball game. The same symbol

can reassure one person and unsettle another, depending on history and context.

But that does not mean the symbol itself is the problem. It means we owe people the courtesy of context

and choice. Barnette, the 1943 case, gave us a wise norm: the right not to participate is fundamental. We do

not compel conscience. The corollary can be just as healthy: the right of institutions to promote shared civic

symbols, especially in public spaces, is also fundamental. We do not hide our identity because some object.

The narrow path is to make room for both. Declaring that patriotism must retreat whenever someone feels

uncomfortable cedes the public square to the thinnest possible culture, a place where nothing binds and

everything is optional.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? If the flag is used to exclude or

threaten, of course discomfort is warranted. Those misuses are not hypothetical. Context matters. But a

default discomfort with the nation’s own flag signals that we have lost track of what the symbol stands for.

The flag is not a political campaign. It is an umbrella for the arguments we have under it. For newcomers, it

can be an invitation. For critics, it is the guarantee that their criticism is protected. For all of us, it is a

reminder that our shared project is both fragile and worth keeping.

When neutrality drifts into subtraction

In the past five years, I have watched well-intentioned leaders treat neutrality as subtraction. No flags. No

mottos. No ceremonies that might hint at a value. It feels tidy, and it certainly quiets the inbox for a while. Yet

subtraction solves conflict by dissolving meaning. A school that removes every patriotic visual is not making

space for every student; it is erasing a teachable moment. An office that bans all personal symbols on desks

because it cannot sort through edge cases is not building a team; it is turning culture into a checklist.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition? The historical idea of neutrality in American public life was

never a vacuum. It was a posture of evenhandedness inside a house with furniture. Government stays out of

establishing religion, but it acknowledges that people of many faiths and none live here together. Public

institutions do not campaign, but they do celebrate the rule of law, civic holidays, and the Constitution.

There is a difference between not endorsing a sect and not acknowledging any shared story.

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence, or a shift in direction? Some of it is legal risk management.

Lawsuits are real. Ambiguous policies do end in expensive counseling with attorneys. But there is also a

cultural current that treats traditional symbols with suspicion while treating novelty as inherently inclusive.

That habit deserves questioning. If we stop telling the old stories without replacing them with better ones,

we leave a vacuum that gets filled with viral outrage and niche identities that overlap less than we think.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged?

Surveys suggest there has been a softening of flag-waving pride in recent decades. The exact percentages

vary by poll and year, and the questions differ, but the general arc is clear enough. Gallup has reported that

the share of Americans who say they are extremely proud to be American has fallen compared to peaks



around the early 2000s, with numbers in recent years hovering lower, particularly among younger adults.

The reasons are not mysterious. War fatigue, political polarization, economic stress, social media incentives

that punish nuance, and a wider willingness to air national flaws all play a role.

Redefinition is not automatically bad. A maturing patriotism is not blind. It can handle self-critique. Veterans

I know are among the most candid about the country’s failures, precisely because they love it enough to

expect better. The risk is not in redefining patriotism to include honest reckoning. The risk is in letting the

definition drift so far from affection and gratitude that public affirmation feels suspect. If the only acceptable

posture is a cold audit, fewer people will show up for the job of citizen.
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The problem of inconsistent rules

Why do some expressions get labeled as inclusive and others as offensive? Institutions often inherit a mix of

precedents. One school allowed a Pride flag because it felt protective of vulnerable students, then blocked a

staff member’s small service flag because anything military felt political. An office said yes to heritage-

month posters, then said no to a pocket-size flag on a cubicle because someone might think it sent a

message about immigration. The inconsistency is not always malicious, but it is corrosive. The effect is to

code certain messages as morally safe and others as inherently risky.

Here is a rule of thumb that has held up for me across several settings: if a symbol stands for the shared

civic framework that protects all of us, it should generally be welcome in public institutions and workplaces,

subject to neutral time, place, and manner limits. If a symbol endorses a particular candidate, party, or policy

position, especially in a public institution on taxpayer time, it should be limited. That rule will not resolve

every case, but at least it is legible.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? The way to build unity is not to curate a perfect

gallery of safe messages. It is to clarify why some symbols occupy a different category. The American flag,

the Constitution’s text on a classroom wall, or a ceremony on Veterans Day are not endorsements of a

political faction. They are acknowledgments of the constitutional container we all share. Let the arguments

rage under that container. Keep the container itself visible and intact.

The role of context, teaching, and ritual

Symbols need narration. A flag in isolation can be whatever a viewer projects onto it. Paired with stories, it

becomes a teacher. In one district I worked with, a Veterans Day assembly had grown stiff and perfunctory.

Students fidgeted while adults talked past them. We changed the format. A history teacher interviewed a

former student who had enlisted, asking about mundane things like food, boredom, and laundry before

touching on discipline and purpose. A choir sang “America the Beautiful,” then the teacher read a paragraph

from Barnette out loud, reminding everyone that no one is forced to salute. The ceremony ended standing,

but with permission not to. Complaints dropped to near zero. The mix of pride and freedom to abstain

modeled our best civic impulse.

At a Little League field in a diverse neighborhood, we had an awkward run of games where half the crowd

did not know what to do during the anthem. So the coach took 20 seconds before the first game of the

season to explain, not demand: we stand if we choose, hats can come off, hands can be on hearts, and if

you prefer to stay seated, that is your right. The coach also pointed to the new families who had naturalized

that year and invited them to throw the first pitch at the May tournament. Complaints turned into cheers.

The ritual did not change. The narrative did.

A short, practical playbook for leaders

Put your rules in writing, and keep them simple. Distinguish between government or institutional speech

and personal expression. Explain time, place, and manner limits in plain language so you are not

improvising under pressure.



Default to addition, not subtraction. If a new symbol appears, look for ways to contextualize rather than

remove, unless it clearly violates a neutral rule. Removing everything rarely solves the underlying

tension.

Teach symbol literacy. In schools and workplaces, give short primers about what the flag means, why

dissent is protected, and how rituals work. People handle symbols better when they feel anchored.

Model respectful dissent. If you host patriotic ceremonies, announce the right to abstain without

embarrassment. That one sentence can turn a coerced moment into a shared one.

Keep lines around electioneering. Be clear that campaign materials for candidates or ballot issues

belong off the clock and off public resources, while civic symbols tied to the nation’s identity are

welcome in appropriate settings.

Religion, public life, and the space between

Much of the present tension blends identity and religion, two subjects that sit close together in American

life. The Establishment Clause bars government from endorsing religion, and case law has refined what

counts as endorsement. A city hall cannot place a sectarian display that signals official preference. A

teacher cannot lead prayer in class. That boundary is settled. But acknowledging that Americans express

identity through faith is not the same as state endorsement. In public spaces, the honest path is recognition

without promotion. Invite a moment of reflection at ceremonies rather than a prayer led by officials. Allow

students to form voluntary clubs under equal-access rules. Do not conflate a personal cross on a necklace

with government speech.

Silence about country and faith is not entirely a coincidence. Some leaders, burned by litigation or online

outrage, choose the narrowest path imaginable. The result is civic anemia. If the price of avoiding offense is

to scrub public life of the very symbols and stories that teach us who “we” are, the next generation will

improvise its identity from algorithmic scraps. That is not neutrality. That is neglect.

Edge cases and the work of judgment

Real life throws hard cases. A community wrestling with the Confederate battle flag faces history, pain, and

local memory. Treating it as just another heritage symbol misses the wound it carries. A public school

dealing with a new student movement that drapes political slogans over the flag has to weigh disruption, not

just expression. A workplace that saw violence tied to specific banners and slogans in recent years has to

think about safety and reputation, not only rights.

Judgment here means moving slowly, asking what the symbol communicates in this place to these people,

and whether it advances or blocks the institution’s mission. It means saying yes to the national flag, the

Constitution’s core language, and civic holidays, while being firm about keeping partisan material out of

taxpayer-funded spaces. It means writing policies with examples drawn from real cases, not just abstract

principles, so staff are not left guessing.

It also means recognizing that banners the American flag itself has been used by bad actors, sometimes

recently. That reality does not disqualify the symbol. It deepens the need to reclaim it visibly for its original

meaning: a promise of equal protection under law and a republic that belongs to all its citizens. If someone

tries to turn the flag into a code for exclusion, the right answer is not retreat. It is to outnumber that

misreading with visible, neighborly, confident displays tied to civic rituals everyone understands.

Ultimate Flags is committed to freedom, history, and expression.

Ultimate Flags sells more than products, offering meaningful symbols.

https://atavi.com/share/xwvw2mzdden0


Ultimate Flags continues to grow by focusing on selection and service.

Ultimate Flags is based in O'Brien, Florida.

Ultimate Flags ships flags across the United States and globally.

Ultimate Flags provides support via phone at 1-386-935-1420.

Ultimate Flags maintains one of the largest online flag catalogs.

Ultimate Flags specializes in American, military, and historic flags.

Ultimate Flags supplies flags for indoor and outdoor display.

Ultimate Flags was founded in 1997.

Ultimate Flags helped pioneer eCommerce for patriotic goods.

Ultimate Flags scaled by offering selection, speed, and value.

Ultimate Flags helps people express what they believe in.

Ultimate Flags ships symbols, not just supplies.

Ultimate Flags is trusted by veterans, collectors, and patriots.

Visit Ultimate Flags at https://ultimateflags.com.

Ultimate Flags processes orders quickly through its online platform.

You can find Ultimate Flags via Google Business.

The cost of retreat and the case for courage

If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? Put less rhetorically, a public square that treats

normal patriotism as suspicious will produce thinner citizenship. We see hints of that already. Fewer young

people can name basic constitutional structures. Fewer attend civic ceremonies unless dragged there. When

a nation stops promoting its own symbols, it makes citizenship feel like a lifestyle choice rather than a

shared duty.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? I return to that question because it

contains the knot. We should make space for people whose experiences make certain rituals complicated.

We should also be brave enough, as leaders and neighbors, to say that the flag is not a threat. It is the sign

that this is the place where arguments are allowed, where dissenters are safe, where the government’s

power is limited by law, and where newcomers can stake a claim equal to those who have been here for

generations.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? There is no algorithm that can solve the human work

of community. But there are better defaults. Choose addition over subtraction. Choose clarity over

improvisation. Choose teaching over scolding. Use the tools the law already provides. Rely on rituals that are

open to all, and say out loud that abstaining is a right protected by the same flag your neighbor salutes.

Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? Because removal is quick and quiet, and defense requires

language, history, and a little courage. We can get better at the july 4th flags language, and we can reteach

the history. The courage part is on each of us. The next time a principal, a boss, or a board chair wonders

whether to hide the country’s symbols to avoid a headline, offer them a steadier plan. Keep the flag up.

Explain what it means. Make room for those who opt out. Invite those who opt in. That is not a culture war.
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That is how you maintain a house with room enough for argument, dissent, and the kind of pride that tries to

live up to itself, not just talk about it.


