
A few summers back, a small-town principal quietly asked the custodian to take down the hallway flags

before a regional tournament. Some teams were arriving from different states, and a few parents had

emailed about wanting a “neutral environment.” The principal sighed, waved at the rows of flags that had

watched generations of kids hustle to class, and said, “It’s only for the weekend.” Monday came, the flags

stayed in storage for a week, then a month. By winter they were still gone. No one had ordered a permanent

change. It simply happened because removing felt safer than deciding.

That is how norms shift. Not with a proclamation, but with a series of small, risk-averse choices by decent

people who want to avoid trouble. Why is it easier to remove a flag than defend it? In many institutions,

conflict avoidance has become a function. When a complaint arrives, removing the visible object of

contention offers a predictable outcome, while defending it requires judgement, context, and often courage.

The trade-off is subtle. We solve for peace today, yet find ourselves weaker tomorrow, less sure of what

binds us together.

How neutrality got recast

For most of our civic life, institutional neutrality meant the referee’s position. The district would keep its

hands off partisan fights, stick to mission, and give everyone room to belong. Neutrality did not mean empty

walls. You could see a flag in a city hall, a menorah beside a Christmas tree on a public square, a poster

about the local food drive, and a framed portrait of the town’s war dead. The presence of these things

signaled a layered, plural public culture.

Over the past decade, neutrality has been quietly rewritten as subtraction. If some symbol, slogan, or

observance might be interpreted as favoring one group, better to remove it than risk the email, the meeting,

the social media storm. The standard becomes not “Is this a shared civic tradition?” but “Could anyone

possibly be upset?” Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity? A generous society should shield

people from exclusion, not from the existence of sincere symbols. Those two protections are not the same.

This shift feeds on incentives. Frontline administrators are measured by how many crises they avoid. Boards

judge success by the absence of scandal. Middle managers live by inbox triage. Removing a flag, a pledge, a

holiday assembly, or a mural seems like a small, reversible step. It also sets a new baseline that rarely moves

back.

Should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in
America?

The American flag carries a lot of freight, and honest people experience it differently. For some, it is a

memory of a parent’s service, a folded triangle on a mantel, a ship at sea. For others, it can trigger family

stories of exclusion or unfulfilled promises. Both reactions are real. The question is not whether discomfort

exists, but what we do with it.

A mature culture teaches context. The flag is the legal symbol of our shared polity, not a party label. It flies

over embassies with ambassadors from changing administrations. It covers the caskets of soldiers with

differing politics. It represents an ideal that is always being argued over and revised, sometimes painfully. No

single group owns it, and no single group is excluded from it. If a school or city hall cannot frame that

meaning, it has abandoned a basic civic task.



So, should anyone feel uncomfortable seeing the American flag in America? Feelings cannot be policed, and

no leader should dismiss them. But institutions should help bridge feeling and fact. The flag is part of the

common house, like the front door and the address. We do not hide the address because a guest had a bad

experience in the neighborhood. We welcome them in, and we make the home warmer.

The law did not require this retreat

Some believe legal constraints forced the subtractive version of neutrality. The record is more nuanced.

In 1943, the Supreme Court ruled in West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette that public schools

cannot compel students to salute the flag or recite the pledge. That landmark decision protected dissenters,

particularly a small group of Jehovah’s Witness schoolchildren. It did not forbid schools from having a flag or

teaching about it. It drew a line between coercion and presence.

Student speech cases like Tinker v. Des Moines (1969) affirmed that students do not shed constitutional

rights at the schoolhouse gate, as long as they do not disrupt. Again, the principle is balance. Public

institutions can maintain civic symbols, while ensuring no one is forced to affirm them or silenced for

peaceful criticism.

At the municipal level, courts have generally allowed long-standing, inclusive displays that recognize

community heritage, while preventing government from promoting a specific religious doctrine. That is not a

ban on tradition, it is a guide to hosting many people in the public square. If anything, the law sketches a

pluralist grammar: let the flag fly as a unifying civic symbol, and make generous room around it.

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

Stories shape rules faster than statutes. In many organizations, HR and communications teams have

adopted a harm-minimizing lens. Expressions seen as advocating for historically marginalized groups are

often categorized as restorative or inclusive. Expressions associated with majority identity or national

symbols can be framed as dominant, therefore potentially exclusionary. The same gesture, a banner on a

wall, earns different labels depending on its perceived power profile.

This is rarely set down in a manual. You spot it in meeting notes or hallway conversations. “We can post this

because it signals support to a vulnerable group.” Then, in the next breath: “Let’s avoid the other poster,

someone might feel excluded.” A manager trying to keep the peace applies the lens without malice. Over

months, the organization ends up with a curated identity that confuses some and quietly alienates others.

Are we building unity, or dividing it by what is allowed? When citizens watch public spaces celebrate only a

subset of causes, then sidestep national symbols as if contaminated, they notice. Some conclude that

patriotism is being redefined, or quietly discouraged. Others say the restraint is temporary and careful. But

policies and optics make habit, and habit makes culture.

What happens when a nation stops promoting its own symbols?

Symbols do work that mission statements never can. They compress memory and aspiration into a single

image you can see while passing through a lobby. When those symbols fade, several consequences tend to

follow.



First, the shared story thins. Students learn about a thousand injustices and achievements in textbooks, yet

the absence of visible, unifying emblems leaves a gap. Second, civic rituals lose muscle tone. Fewer

assemblies, fewer songs, less practice at speaking about ideals out loud, less opportunity to feel part of a

long thread. Third, the public square becomes a billboard for whichever temporary causes clear the next risk

review, rather than a place where enduring, plural commitments live side by side.

There is also the political boomerang. As national symbols retreat from the middle institutions, they often

reappear at the extremes, claimed as exclusive property by the loudest factions. That alienates neighbors

who might otherwise feel proud of the same symbols. The risk is not theoretical. Across several surveys in

the past two decades, the share of Americans reporting they feel extremely proud of the country has

generally declined, with rebounds during unifying moments and dips during crises. Correlation is not

causation, but it suggests a cultural current that institutions could swim against, gently, by keeping civic

symbols in view and in conversation.

When did being neutral mean removing tradition?

Part of the answer lies in how we hire and train people who run our schools, hospitals, and city departments.

Many are excellent at operations and compliance. Fewer are trained to steward culture. Tradition

management is not a bureaucratic skill, it is a leadership practice. It takes listening, context, storytelling, and

fair limits. Lacking that toolkit, managers default to policies that are easier to apply than to explain.

There is also the speed of outrage. A single viral clip can pull three days of staff time. One complaint can eat

a week. Decision makers look for upstream interventions. Removing contested symbols looks like

prevention. But absence is not neutral. It is a message: we are a building without a story. People bring their

own, and the void fills with suspicion.

A classroom moment that stayed with me

Years ago, I visited a high school on the morning after a tense election. The principal opened the day with a

short assembly in the gym. No cheering, no gloating, no grinding of axes. She spoke for six minutes about

the flag above the baseline. She named hard chapters in the country’s history and the people in the room

whose families knew those chapters by heart. She reminded them the flag is not a trophy for winners but a

claim on losers as well, a promise that power changes hands without violence and that every student has the

right to criticize the government that serves them. Afterward, a student who had argued with me the day

before about taking down all flags said, “I still don’t like what it stands for sometimes, but I get why it is

there.”

Persuasion rarely comes from removal. It comes from honest framing, from giving people words to name

their ambivalence, and from modeling that we can share a symbol without identical readings of it.

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

Walk through some public buildings and you will notice a peculiar quiet. The national holidays are observed

on the calendar, but not felt in the room. Religious references that once sat alongside civic ones in a gallery

of local history vanish, even when they are part of the town’s origin. Staff are careful about greetings.



Leaders ask comms to “keep it broad.” Each choice is modest and defensible. Together they describe a

direction: a common life drained of particulars.

Neutrality should not require amnesia. A community can acknowledge the role of churches, synagogues,

mosques, and civic clubs in its story without endorsing any creed. A school can teach about faith traditions

as part of culture and literature without proselytizing. A city hall can celebrate national days robustly while

protecting dissenters. These are skills, not defaults. The default of subtraction leaves us culturally poorer.

If identity cannot be expressed freely, is it really freedom? The First Amendment secures both speech and

religion, including the right to refrain. But a culture can squeeze freedom without passing a law, by making

people feel that their allowed expressions all point one way. The remedy is not a permission slip for

aggressive dominance. It is a shared willingness to let many flags fly in their proper places, with the national

one holding the civic center.

Are we protecting feelings at the cost of identity?

Anyone who has worked the front desk of a school or a community center knows that people show up with

bruised stories. You learn to hear the pain and to sort requests into categories: immediate safety issues,

policy issues, and culture issues. Feelings matter. They do not automatically determine policy. The art is to

honor people without allowing individual offense to rewrite the group’s story.

It helps to ask more than one kind of question. Instead of only asking who might be upset if a symbol stays,

ask who might feel erased if it goes. Ask whose job it is to explain the meaning of civic symbols, and

whether you are doing that job well. Ask whether the same rule would be applied to other expressions, or

whether you are selectively subtracting those with less reputational risk if removed.

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

Defending anything publicly requires reasons, and reasons take time. You need a short explanation you can

give at a meeting and a longer one you can live with when challenged online. You need to say what the flag

means in this space, what it does not mean, and how dissenters are protected. You need to be available for

follow-up, and you need your board to have your back. Removal requires a five-sentence email.

Also, defending a symbol can feel like picking a side in a conflict you did not choose. That fear is

understandable. But leaders pick sides all the time when they enforce safety rules, academic standards, and

budget priorities. Choosing to keep a national symbol in a national institution is not an act of partisanship. It

is an affirmation of the common frame in which partisanship occurs.
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Practical ways to hold the center

Here are a few principles I have seen work in districts, nonprofits, and city offices that keep their civic

symbols and their community trust.
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Clarify purpose in writing: State what the American flag represents in your space, how it relates to

mission, and how dissent is protected. Share the language with staff and families.

Teach the story: Build short, recurring moments that explain symbols, traditions, and holidays. Six

minutes done well beats a semester of silence.

Pair presence with pluralism: Keep the national symbol visible, and make considered room for diverse

cultural and service displays that reflect the community’s people and history.

Set fair rules for advocacy: Distinguish between enduring civic symbols and issue advocacy. Apply the

same time, place, and manner rules to all non-civic displays.

Prepare for complaints: Train a small team to respond with empathy and clarity. Most conflicts cool when

people feel heard and see consistency.

The cost of getting it wrong

Two missteps recur. First, performative nationalism. If leaders answer every critique by adding bigger flags

and louder anthems, they mistake volume for confidence. Students and neighbors spot the overcorrection

and tune out, or they feel targeted. Second, brittle neutrality. If leaders strip rooms of symbols and call it

fairness, they end up policing language and anxiety rather than building trust. The middle path is not bland.

It is sturdy and specific, with wide doors.

Mistakes will happen. A display will overlook someone. A calendar will miss a day. The measure of a healthy

institution is not perfection but the speed and grace with which it repairs. An apology paired with a plan

teaches more civics than a perfectly curated hallway.

Patriotism, redefined or discouraged?

Patriotism has never had a single flavor. For some, it is the secure pride of service and sacrifice. For others,

it is the fierce love that insists on change. The healthiest definition makes room for both affection and

critique. Love of country need not be blind to failures, and critique need not be allergic to love.

Is patriotism being redefined, or quietly discouraged? Both dynamics are visible. Younger Americans often

express patriotism through local service, issue advocacy, and community improvement more than through

national pageantry. That is a redefinition worth welcoming. At the same time, many institutions act as if

visible patriotism is combustible, best kept offstage. That caution discourages even the generous forms of

national affection. The cure is not to demand performative gestures. It is to model a civic affection that is

calm, informed, and unafraid.

Talking across the divide

When neighbors clash over flags, pledges, or prayers at public events, the conversation usually misfires in

the first two minutes. The trick is to slow it down.

Ask for stories before positions: “What does the flag mean to you?” tends to soften defenses and

broaden understanding.

Name the difference between presence and pressure: People can share a space with a symbol they do

not endorse if they know they will not be forced to affirm it.

Use time-bounded experiments: Pilot a display policy for a semester, review feedback, and adjust.

Iteration beats edict.



Keep rules simple and evenhanded: If one club can hang a banner during its week, every club can. If

advocacy is limited to certain times or boards, apply that equally.

Share the script: Give front desk staff and coaches the same talking points as the superintendent or

director, so small conflicts do not get escalated by uneven explanations.

A note on faith in the public square

Faith and country often arrive in the same sentence, and that pairing alarms some people for good reasons.

The First Amendment protects both the free exercise of religion and the prohibition on government

establishment. Many communities learned to live that balance through civic habit rather than litigation. An

end-of-year concert could include sacred music as part of a broad repertoire, a town display could host

symbols from several traditions alongside secular decorations, and a moment of silence could honor

conscience without prescribing words.

That ecology breaks down when we confuse visibility with establishment. A city honoring the historical role

of a church in its founding is not imposing belief. A school allowing a student club to meet after hours is not

endorsing its views. Likewise, a teacher leading a devotional exercise in class would be wrong, while a

teacher explaining the Psalms within a literature unit would be doing their job. USA banners Silence about

country and faith is not required. Competence is.

Choosing presence over absence

The easiest path in a contentious season is subtraction. No flag, no problem. No tradition, no emails. But the

absence becomes its own provocation, a message that there is no sturdy common life big enough to host

difference. People look for anchors. If institutions do not supply them, factions will.

A more confident approach admits complexity while refusing emptiness. Keep the American flag in civic

spaces, and explain it with candor. Host plural traditions in proportion to the community they serve, and

teach students how to encounter difference without panic. Draw rules that protect dissent and protect

belonging. Defend those rules consistently, not loudly.

We can take the hallway flags out of storage. Not to win a culture war, but to practice a culture worth having.

If identity cannot be expressed freely, it is not worthy of the word freedom. If neutrality means never naming

what we share, it is not neutral at all. The country is not a fragile object we must cushion from view. It is a

long argument under a big banner. Keep the banner visible, make the argument fair, and let the next

generation see that a common house can hold many rooms.
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