| have worked with schools, cities, and companies for two decades on symbols and speech: flags, murals,
mottos, holiday displays, even the order of items on a lobby wall. The pattern is familiar. A complaint lands,
legal counsel warns about risk, a quick decision follows, and a flag comes down. Fewer emails, fewer

headlines, fewer meetings. Another small silence.

Symbols are shortcuts to shared meaning. A flag can stitch a crowd of strangers into a team, or it can mark
lines of difference we would rather not cross. In stable times, you can take symbols for granted. In anxious

times, we argue about them because we are really arguing about belonging.

This is not a story about one side triumphing over another. It is about a quieter question under the noise:
what happens when institutions become more comfortable subtracting than explaining. Why is it easier to

remove a flag than defend it?

The new math of avoiding offense

Most public disputes about flags follow a sequence. An administrator, manager, or board hears that
someone feels excluded by a display. The well meant instinct is to seek neutrality. Remove the item, promise

a process, maybe add a policy. It chases calm. Yet calm is not the same thing as consensus.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? The people relieved by removals often feel an immediate
win, but they do not necessarily feel more connected to the place. The people who notice the subtraction
can read it as shame about who they are. Everyone starts looking over their shoulder, which is a bad posture

for any organization.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition? The original idea of neutrality in civic life was that
government should not favor one faith or party or tribe. It was about evenhandedness among expressions,
not the erasure of all of them. The legal line still reflects that. The First Amendment sharply limits what the
government can compel or suppress in speech. Private workplaces have wider latitude, but they pay a

cultural price if the rule becomes silence.
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What the law actually says, and what culture hears

A few cases help anchor this conversation.

In West Virginia v. Barnette, 1943, the Supreme Court barred public schools from forcing students to salute
the flag or say the Pledge. That was a win for freedom of conscience, not a knock on the flag. The decision
is often misread as a reason to keep flags out of view, when the holding was simply that the state cannot

compel speech.

In Shurtleff v. Boston, 2022, the Court unanimously held that a city violated the First Amendment by denying
a private group's request to fly a flag in a city hall forum that had been open to others. The city tried to avoid
controversy by shutting down one viewpoint. The Court said if you open a space to many, you cannot single

out a disfavored message.

In Kennedy v. Bremerton School District, 2022, the Court ruled that a public high school could not punish a
football coach for a brief, private prayer on the field after a game. The line was not whether faith may exist in



public view. It was whether the state was endorsing religion or coercing participation. It was not.

These decisions sketch a landscape where the American flag is plainly allowed in public institutions as a
national symbol, where private acts of speech and belief retain protection, and where government cannot
selectively silence some viewpoints once it opens a forum. You can find gray areas, but the big shapes are
clear.

Culture, however, is not a court transcript. People hear something different. They hear that visibility itself is a
problem. So the safest bet inside an organization becomes subtraction. Fewer symbols, fewer songs, fewer
statements. The flag remains on the pole out front because of the law and habit, but inside the building the

walls go blank.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? The void fills with something else,
sometimes a bland corporate slogan, sometimes a rotating calendar of other causes. Those can be worthy,
even essential in their own right, but the absence of the unifying symbol becomes part of the message. You

are not supposed to notice, and of course you do.

The American flag, at home and at work

Keep the government and private spheres separate in your head. At city hall and public schools, the flag is
not one opinion among many. It is the banner of the sovereign people. No one is required to salute it, yet its

presence is a statement of the polity itself.

In workplaces and nonprofits, norms vary. A manufacturer with veterans on every shift will bristle at a
directive to take down a shop floor flag that has hung for 30 years. A global tech company may prefer a
single identity statement across all offices to avoid uneven country-by-country dynamics. Universities juggle

dozens of identities at once and try to keep peace in a crowded house.

In each setting, | ask the same question: Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America? If the answer is yes, you have work to do, but not the work of removing the flag. You have to build

why around it.

That why is not complicated. It sounds like this: The flag stands for the constitutional framework that
protects our disagreement and our work together. You do not need to love every policy or every leader to
stand comfortably under it. You may critique the country fiercely. You may choose to sit out the pledge. Your

rights are part of what the flag symbolizes.
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The message lands best when it is attached to concrete practice. If a city trains staff on residents’ language
access or disability rights, say so alongside the flag. If a company has a credible plan to widen opportunity,
show those metrics in the same hallway where the colors hang. Patriotism without practice rings hollow.

Practice without symbols loses the plot.

Is patriotism being redefined—or quietly discouraged? Some of both. Younger Americans tend to tie pride to
progress on issues like equality, climate, and economic mobility, not just military victory or GDP. That is a
valuable evolution. At the same time, surveys over the last two decades show fewer people describe
themselves as extremely proud of the country than in the early 2000s. The language of suspicion around
national symbols has grown. You can support a fuller definition of patriotism without treating the flag as a
relic.
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The inclusive versus offensive trap

Why do some expressions get labeled as "inclusive” and others as "offensive"? Partly because the word
inclusive has become a brand. It carries moral force in workplaces, so almost any request can borrow the
label. Meanwhile, national or faith symbols come with baggage from history and power, even if a given

display is modest and respectful. People map their worst story onto the thing they see.

Here is a practical test | use with clients. Ask: Is the symbol itself excluding participation, or is it simply
present? A cross on the city seal raises legal issues. A private employee wearing a cross necklace usually
does not. A Pride flag flown as the only nongovernmental banner at a city hall could invite equal access for
other groups, which then triggers hard choices. A temporary multi-group display in a library exhibit under a

clear open-forum policy is more defensible.

When leaders lack clear criteria, they default to removal. It feels clean. Yet over time it tilts the culture
toward the narrowest comfort zone in the room. Are we building unity—or dividing it by what's allowed? The

former requires principled consistency, not ad hoc appeasement.

Where faith fits

The Establishment Clause forbids the state from endorsing religion. The Free Exercise Clause protects
personal belief and practice. The two clauses are neighbors by design. Tension is normal. | have watched
districts handle holiday music by scrubbing out anything with sacred roots, only to discover that winter
concerts sounded like hold music. | have also seen schools use a simple standard: repertoire can include



sacred and secular works for their artistic value, with context provided, and no one required to sing a text

that violates conscience. That policy, taught with care, defused the controversy.

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence—or a shift in direction? Both have been caught in the same
cultural current of caution. The pendulum can swing back if leaders show how to hold space for many
expressions without banishing the ones that built the house.

A story from a city hallway

A midsize city asked me to review its lobby. The walls had once held a timeline of local milestones, portraits
of Medal of Honor recipients, and a framed state constitution. After a round of renovations and committee
debates, the hallway was down to beige paint and a generic mission statement. Visitors walked through

faster, if that counts as a win.

We ran a listening session. Residents wanted the flag to stay prominent, but they also wanted the hallway to
tell more truths: the indigenous people who lived there before statehood, the migrant waves that built the
canals, the Japanese American families forced into camps during the war, the civil rights march that blocked
Main Street in 1967, the manufacturing crash and the soccer championship that made everyone forget the
crash for a night. All of it. The city put the flag back at the entrance, raised on a pole with a small plaque
about service and citizenship, then restored the timeline with added chapters and voices. The hallway felt

like a home again.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols? You get the beige hallway, a place that says
nothing, which means it says you do not belong to anything bigger than the next permit counter. The fix is

not worship of symbols. It is context and practice around them.

The school dilemma

One superintendent told me he dreaded the last week of May more than budget season. Senior pranks, last
day fights, and also the ritual argument about what banners could hang in classrooms. Some teachers
wanted a gallery of causes. Others wanted only the US and state flags. The district’s existing policy was

unhelpful, a mix of slogans about respect and safety.

We replaced it with three principles spelled out in plain language. Teachers, acting in their professional role,
may display items directly tied to the curriculum. The district will display government flags in every room and
at each entrance. Students may express personal views within existing dress codes and conduct rules, so
long as they do not substantially disrupt. The policy came with examples: a poster about the Bill of Rights, a
banner for a world cultures unit, a Pride sticker in a diversity lesson, a historical campaign poster in a civics

project, and space for student clubs to post meeting notices.

It did not please everyone. Policies never do. But it provided a rational why. And it kept the American flag as
the constant. The effect was better than quiet. It was clarity.

Freedom that you can see

If identity can't be expressed freely... is it really freedom? National identity sits in a special category because
it is not one faction's brand. The same First Amendment that shelters protest under the flag also protects
the flag itself from official erasure. That line matters. When a city clerk takes down a flag in a civic chamber
to avoid being accused of bias, the message to residents is not neutrality. It is uncertainty about the

country’s own story.
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| do not mean to minimize the pain some people associate with the flag. Families from communities
surveilled after 9/11 carry memories that cannot be wished away. Black Americans can point to long
stretches when the promise under that flag did not hold for them. Veterans who watched friends come home
under a folded triangle may feel more absence than pride on certain days. A mature patriotism does not

demand a single emotion. It invites the full ledger July 4th Flag into the room.

The way to keep the invitation open is not to push the flag to the storage closet. It is to bind the symbol to
the work. If the school is teaching accurate history, if the city is mending trust with neighborhoods it
ignored, if the company is broadening who gets promoted, say that out loud near the flag. Pride has to be
earned in the present tense.

So what should leaders actually do?

Here are guardrails that have worked across school districts, municipalities, and companies when emotions

run high about national and faith symbols.

¢ Define the forum. If a space is government speech, say so and set the content narrowly. If it is an open

forum, publish simple, viewpoint-neutral rules and stick to them.

e Separate presence from pressure. Allow symbols in ways that do not coerce participation or imply

endorsement of a faith by the state.
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e Attach symbols to practice. Pair the flag with visible commitments, metrics, and services that show the

country's promises at work for everyone.
e Use examples, not just principles. People learn faster from concrete cases that mirror real decisions.

e Teach the why. Train staff and students on the constitutional story behind what you do so they can

explain it to others.

This list is short on purpose. Leaders remember brief rules they can repeat. The longer the policy, the faster
it gets ignored.

The cost of constant subtraction

Organizations remove symbols because it lowers the heat in the moment. Over time, that habit carries a bill.
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First, it trains people to escalate. If a single complaint can remove a display, the tactic will multiply. Second,
it erodes shared vocabulary. If the flag and other core symbols move out of sight, the language that binds
different groups grows thinner. Third, it jams the pipeline of civic education. Young people learn by seeing

and doing. A school without visible civic symbols feels like a lab without instruments.

Finally, it confuses inclusion with quiet. True inclusion is louder. It names many stories, not none. It sets room
rules and then uses the room, with care. The silence strategy often backfires by making people suspicious
and brittle, which is the opposite of belonging.

Patriotism that fits a changing country

An older style of civic ritual centered on spectacle: parades, stadium flyovers, morning recitations. Those
still stir many hearts. They can also feel performative to those who have not seen the country show up for
them. The answer is not to sneer at the old forms or to shove them aside. It is to refresh the content and

invite more authors.

That looks like local governments hosting naturalization ceremonies in city chambers, with neighbors
standing as witnesses. It looks like schools pairing the Pledge with a five minute student story on a family's
path to citizenship or service. It looks like companies giving paid time for poll working or jury duty, and then
celebrating the employees who do it. It looks like VA clinics and refugee resettlement agencies sharing a
block party. None of this requires abandoning the flag. It requires trusting it enough to let it fly next to a lot

of living history.

Are we building unity—or dividing it by what's allowed? You already know the answer because you can feel it
when a space is trying to be honest. Unity grows where people can see themselves in the room, where the
country’s banner is not a dare but a welcome mat, and where the rules treat your neighbor as seriously as

they treat you.

The questions | wish every board would ask

e What is the smallest set of transparent rules we can write that we would be proud to enforce in public

and in court, with the cameras on?

e Where will we show our why, in plain words, near the flag and not just in the policy binder?



e How will we measure whether our approach increased belonging over the next year, and who will report

the results?

These questions force choices. They also keep leaders out of the trap where a complaint becomes policy by

accident.

The quiet choice in front of us

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? People feel what they feel. That is
not a policy lever. The lever you can pull is explanation, consistency, and courage. When a resident or worker
asks why the flag is there, answer with a clear story about shared rights and fair rules, then point to the
practices that prove it. When the same resident or worker asks for room to express their identity, say yes

within those same rules.

If you do that well, neutrality stops meaning removal. It starts meaning you built a fair stage, and then you let

the country’'s many voices use it.

The hardest part is the first few times you hold the line. There will be emails. There may be headlines. But
something else will happen too. People will notice that you did not hide. They will test you less because they

can finally predict you. And the hallway will stop being beige.

Is silence about country and faith a coincidence—or a shift in direction? You can choose for your corner of
the country to answer no. Keep the flag. Tell the fuller story. Welcome more voices. Defend the rules that
make it possible. And when someone asks Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it?, be ready to

show that, at least where you stand, it is not.



