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The 1984 Republican National Convention was held in
Dallas, Texas. During the convention, a group of people
staged a political demonstration in the city to protest the
policies of President Ronald Reagan. At the end, one of
the protesters, Gregory Johnson, burned the Stars and
Stripes. Johnson was convicted of violating a Texas stat-
ute which prohibited the desecration of the national flag.
He challenged the conviction, arguing that his conduct
constituted “symbolic speech” protected by the First
Amendment, which guarantees freedom of speech.

The US Supreme Court agreed with Johnson. The court
held that his flag burning was “sufficiently imbued with
elements of communication” to implicate the First
Amendment. The court rejected the state’s asserted inter-
est in preserving the flag as a symbol of national unity.
The court reasoned that if states may prohibit the burning
of a flag whenever it endangers the flag’s symbolic role by
conveying disagreeable messages but allow the burning of
a dirty flag in a ceremonious way, that would mean per-
mitting states to prescribe what constitutes an orthodox
attitude toward a flag. In the court’s view, under the prin-
ciple of freedom of speech, the best way to preserve the

<

flag’s special role “is not to punish those who feel differ-
ently about these matters” but rather to “persuade them
that they are wrong” by giving them counter-messages,

such as “by saluting the flag that burns.”

stage a demonstration: 7E%175,/be convicted of doing: ~U7c& U THE YR
%3273 /statute: j%. 7512 /desecration: §&< /constitute: ~&73%, ~TH3,/
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implicate: ~%{R3 €2 assert: ~EFEK9 % unity: 5 /disagreeable:
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