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If there is a bedrock principle underlying the First Amendment, it is that the government may not
prohibit the expression of an idea simply because society finds the idea itself offensive or
disagreeable.

We have not recognized an exception to this principle even where our flag has been involved....

...If we were to hold that a State may forbid flag burning wherever it is likely to endanger the flag's
symbolic role, but allow it wherever burning a flag promotes that role—as where, for example, a
person ceremoniously burns a dirty flag—we would be saying that when it comes to impairing the
flag’s physical integrity, the flag itself may be used as a symbol—as a substitute for the written or
spoken word or a “short cut from mind to mind"—only in one direction. We would be permitting a
State to “prescribe what shall be orthodox” by saying that one may burn the flag to convey one's
attitude toward it and its referents only if one does not endanger the flag’s representation of
nationhood and national unity.

We never before have held that the Government may ensure that a symbol be used to express
only one view of that symbol or its referents.

... To conclude that the government may permit designated symbols to be used to communicate
only a limited set of messages would be to enter territory having no discernible or defensible
boundaries. Could the government, on this theory, prohibit the burning of state flags? Of copies of
the Presidential seal? Of the Constitution? In evaluating these choices under the First
Amendment, how would we decide which symbols were sufficiently special to warrant this unique
status? To do so, we would be forced to consult our own political preferences, and impose them
on the citizenry, in the very way that the First Amendment forbids us to do....

... The way to preserve the flag’s special role is not to punish those who feel differently about
these matters. It is to persuade them that they are wrong...



