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U.S. State Flag Change:
Vexillologists on the Inside

Edward B. KAYE

Abstract

In the past 25 years, the pace of change among U.S.
state flags has accelerated. Concurrently, the partici-
pation of vexillologists in that change has increased.
We have shared our flag-design expertise as instiga-
tors, advocates, creators, refiners, experts, judges, and
process consultants. Several states, including Geor-
gia, Mississippi, Utah, and Minnesota, have changed
their flags, reflecting and incorporating guidance
from NAVA and its members. Several more efforts
are under way, including Massachusetts, Illinois,
Maine, Michigan, and New Hampshire. Because no
central authority governs flag design and adoption in
the U.S., the role of NAVA—through its publications,
surveys, and members’ efforts—has become more
important. This involvement by members of the vex-
illological community marks a significant change
from the past—when we were on the outside of most
state flag change—and it has delivered a higher stand-
ard of flag design in new flags.

[This article also appeared in Vexillum 29, March
2025.]
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U.S. State Flags Adopted

Introduction

In some countries, a central authority approves and
registers flags for sub-national entities such as states
or provinces, and for municipalities as well. Howev-
er, in the United States, the responsibility for flag
design and adoption lies solely at the state or city
level, with no federal oversight or coordination.

Most U.S. states first adopted flags in the 50 years
between the nation’s centennial and sesquicentennial
celebrations—in 1876, the number of states with flags
was 9 of 38; in 1914, 35 of 48 had flags; and by 1926
all states were vexilliferous.! Most flags, however,
saw little use until after the end of World War 11—
often only appearing on and in a few major state
buildings.> While some flags have remained un-
changed since adoption,
others have been modified
or completely replaced.

The development of vexil-
lology as an organized dis-
cipline, starting in the
1960s in Europe and the
Americas, happened to
parallel the increased use
and display of state flags in
the United States. Howev-
er, vexillologists were sel-
dom consulted or involved
in state flag change—their
knowledge and expertise
were ignored as seals ap-
peared on bedsheets and names of states were placed
on the field (“so people can know it’s our flag”).?
Scholarship about flag change took place after the
fact.

35/48 48/48

1914 1926

However, with new interest and awareness of the sis-
ter field of vexillography in the past 25 years, experts
in flags and flag design have become increasingly
involved in minor and major U.S. state flag change.

Vexillography Mobilizes

In 1999, at the 18th International Congress of Vexil-
lology in Victoria, B.C., Canada, I offered to compile
a general-interest flag-design guidebook.* In 2001 it
debuted as Good Flag, Bad Flag, first in digital form
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and then in 2006 in print,
published by the North
American Vexillological As-
sociation (NAVA).” It has
been translated into 10 other
languages, including Chinese,
and is cited frequently by flag
-design efforts in North
American and beyond.

“GOOD” FLAG,
“BAD” FLAG

How to Design a Great Flag
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Roman Mars TED Talk, 2015.

series of major surveys, ask-
ing members and the public
to rate the design qualities of 72 U.S. and Canadian
state, provincial, and territorial flags.® The subse-
quent press coverage of the survey results reached
tens of millions of readers. **

In 2004, after NAVA published American City Flags
documenting 150 flags,” a similar survey rated their
design qualities and also received substantial cover-
age."” (NAVA would follow up with another survey,
of over 300 New American City Flags, in 2022)."

Then in 2015, podcaster (and NAVA member) Ro-
man Mars of 99% Invisible delivered a TED Talk on
city flag design.'? It has since been viewed over 7
million times and likely sparked the recent wave of
city flag redesign, and—by extension—may have
encouraged state flag redesign as well.
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Public Opinion Influences

The increasing use of state flags during the second
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Minnesota, 1983.

half of the 20th century eventually led to more inter-
est in and scrutiny of their designs. Errors in specifi-
cations would be corrected.”® And two forms of sym-
bols received increasing criticism: Confederate im-

agery and depictions of Native
Americans.

By the early 2000s, state flags bear-
ing the Confederate Battle Flag,
which had been co-opted by white
supremacist ideology, came under
pressure. In 2000, Mississippi vot-
ers faced a decision to replace their
state flag with a new version (that
vote failed). In 2001, Georgia’s
governor and legislature replaced
their state flag with a new version,
which was widely derided, and in
turn replaced in 2004 by vote of the
people. After many years of effort,
Mississippi would eventually follow,
replacing its flag through a public
vote in 2020.

In the 2020s, state flags depicting
Native Americans became targets of
change. In 2021, the Massachusetts
legislature chartered a commission
to examine the use of the image of
an Indian (below an arm wielding a
sword) as the central charge in its
seal and on its flag—that effort has
stalled. Similarly, in 2023, the Min-
nesota legislature established a State
Emblems Redesign Commission to
replace its flag and seal, which
showed a settler plowing land with
its prior owner, an Indian, riding
away—new versions were chosen in
late 2023.

At the same time, residents of other
states began to implore their elected
leaders to improve poor state flag
designs. About half of all state flags
are indistinguishable from each oth-
er at a distance, and the people those
flags represent called for better sym-
bolism. In 2022, Utah legislators
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finally succeeded in launching an effort to upgrade
the state flag design, abandoning the “seal on a bed-
sheet” that had represented the state since adoption.
Legislators in Illinois, South Dakota, and Maine have
also pushed forward initiatives to update their state
flags based on design considerations."

Georgia

The new Good Flag, Bad Flag booklet soon saw
action with the Georgia state flag redesign effort in
2003—NAVA member Edwin L. (Ed) Jackson, a
University of Georgia professor'’ serving as staff to
the senate committee developing an alternative to the
flag adopted in 2001, circulated the booklet to suc-
cessfully guide members of
the General Assembly in
their deliberations. During
the process of the design of
the new flag, and in prepa-
ration for the hearing on
the bill to adopt it, Ed “had
also been in frequent con-
tact with [NAVA mem-
bers] Whitney Smith of the
Flag Research Center and
Ted Kaye of the North
American Vexillological Association”.'® He recount-
ed that “Georgia news reporters would come to talk
and write about such terms as ‘vexillology’, ‘canton’,
and ‘hoist” on an almost daily basis for two weeks.”"’
A statewide referendum in 2004 affirmed the new
flag by a 3-to-1 margin.'®

Mississippi

In 2001, voters in Mississippi chose to retain the 1894
state flag design bearing the Confederate Battle flag,
rather than a new design with
its display of 20 stars.
NAVA member Clay Moss
provided expertise and art-
work for the proposed new
flag. The 64% to 36% mar-
gin appeared to settle the
matter for a generation.'’

Mississippi proposal, 2001.
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Mississippi proposal, 2017.
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Guidebooks used in
Mississippi.

Mississippi 2nd place, 2020.

However, the following years saw increased pressure
from inside and outside the state, calling for the re-
moval of a symbol deemed offensive by many.* In-
stitutions within Mississippi began to lower the state
flag; some states (for example, Oregon) removed it
from their 50-state flag displays.'

Artist (and NAVA member) Laurin Stennis designed
an alternative. As the granddaughter of the late Sena-
tor John C. Stennis, a pow-
erful segregationist who
served in the U.S. Senate
for 41 years, she brought
legitimacy to flag change.
Her design, which debuted
in 2017, proved popular
(even offered as a special-
ty license plate). I helped
her polish the design.”

That pressure culminated
in 2020 with racially-driven social unrest nationwide,
which tipped public opinion toward flag-change. The
Mississippi legislature es-
tablished a commission to
redesign the state flag,
with a three-month time-
line. At its first meeting,
members received copies
of NAVA’s “Good” Flag,
“Bad” Flag** During its
deliberations, Clay Moss
again provided expertise
and advice to the commis-
sion”®  After his initial
presentation, the commis-
sioners asked him to attend the rest of their public
meetings to help guide the design process, serving as
a second graphic artist to clean up and upgrade de-
signs as they came in.

Among the finalist designs
3 chosen by the commission,
ncscaeted the second-place “Great
|‘|H|”' River” pattern was created
by NAVA member Micah

Whitson.*

IN GOD WE TRUST

FEPEPEERINEE =44 > 2020 And NAVA  business
Mo member A Complete Flag

Source, a flag retailer in
the state capital owned by
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Utah proposal, 2021.

Brenda and Jim Mclntyre, shared ideas,
knowledge, and opinions with the com-
mission members, legislators, and the
governor, and made test runs of the three
finalist designs to install on a 70-foot
flagpole in front of the Old Capitol
Building. The winning design, with art-
work by Clay Moss, shared design ele-
ments with the Stennis flag.” In No-
vember 2020, voters favored the final
flag by 73% to 27% and began flying it as soon as
manufacturers could supply it.*® Tt became official
January 11, 2021.

Utah

Legislators in Utah, promoting the concept of flag
redesign, began consulting me in 2018. Over succes-
sive legislative sessions,
lawmakers advanced the
effort, spurred in part by
the commemorative flag
designed for Utah’s 125th
anniversary in 2021.%

Soon Michael Green, pro-
prietor of NAVA business
member Flags For Good,
created a design in his
“Better State Flag” series
and bought billboard space
in Salt Lake City, Utah’s
capital, to promote it.*
Both designs strongly re-
semble the eventual new
state flag, and likely influ-
enced public and legislator
preferences. When the
state established a task
force to change the flag, I
helped the staffers organizing the overall process with
strategy advice from the beginning to the end.

After the “More Than a Flag” campaign launched in
January 2022, more NAVA members became in-
volved. John Hartvigsen (past NAVA president) and
DeVaughn Simper (operations manager at Colonial
Flag Co.) served as full members of the design review
subcommittee, providing expert vexillological
perspectives.  Erik Nystul helped screen design
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submissions, educated legislators on
vexillography, and attended the design
review subcommittee meetings. NAVA
members Brian Cham and Alan Hardy
both supplied detailed analyses of pro-
posed designs to the legislators driving
the effort. And I moderated the final
meeting of the subcommittee, which
narrowed down the 20 semifinalist
designs to the handful from which the
legislative task force chose the winner. As the final
design was modified in the last days of the process,
Utah’s Department of Cultural & Community
Engagement asked Brian Cham to advise the staff’s
designers on the specifications of the new flag,
including proportions, alignment, and color shades.
The resulting flag became official on March 9, 2024,
more than a year after its adoption.”!

The legislative champion of the new flag, state sena-
tor Dan McCay, received NAVA’s Vexillonnaire
Award in recognition of his efforts.*”

Minnesota

In 1989 NAVA members Lee Herold and the Rev.
Bill Becker launched a grassroots effort for a new
Minnesota state flag, proposing a new design which
they called the “North Star
Flag”. For over 30 years they
advanced the concept of flag
change: promoting it in the
press, maintaining a website,
spurring legislators to intro-
duce bills year after year, and
working the crowds at public
events such as county fairs.
The design won a newspaper
contest in 2001, eventually
becoming an unofficial, alternate state flag, offered
for sale by NAVA business members Herold Flags
and Flags For Good. (The North Star Flag heavily
influenced the design of the city flag of Duluth adopt-
ed in 2019, which ultimately and ironically led to its
rejection for consideration as a state flag.)

In the past decade, a new generation took up the rede-
sign cause on social media. Eventually, when the
Democratic—Farmer—Labor Party gained control of
the state’s house, senate, and governorship in 2023, it
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established the Minnesota State Emblems Redesign
Commission. The commission organized a contest
which brought in more than 2,600 proposed flag de-
signs. During its four months of proceedings, which
began in September, Lee Herold gave technical ad-
vice, delivered copies of “Good” Flag, “Bad” Flag,
and provided expert testimony.”* NAVA member
Alan Hardy informally provided commissioners with
vexillographic perspectives. And when the commis-
sion members began their task of narrowing down the
submissions, they invited me to “present an overview
of how to choose a flag design and offer tangible con-
siderations during the selection process.” My presen-
tation slides (made available on the SERC website,
along with an hour-long YouTube video of my talk)
were “a basic primer on flag design and focused on
themes of simplicity and recognizability”.*®

The commission moved quickly through its work.
After the commission had selected six finalist de-
signs, a member interested in relaying the opinions of
vexillologists to the wider commission invited Brian
Cham to help. A collaboration of local designers and
vexillologists  (Brian
Cham and I) helped to
refine these finalist
designs®®  until  the
commission  reached
near-unanimous  con-
sensus on a final de-
sign that became offi-
cial on May 11,
2024.%7

HHETRAMN > 2024 4 -

Minnesota, 2024.

Massachusetts

Efforts to change the
Massachusetts flag (and
seal) percolated for many
years, starting with the
work of the late NAVA
member Peter Orenski,
who in 2003 published
the negative results of an
informal poll on its de-
piction of a Native Amer-
ican.***

Massachusetts seal.
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In 2020, legislators seeking to spur an update asked a
team at Lesley University to create a series of white
papers outlining the case and the path forward.” I
consulted extensively on that project, especially on
the papers involving flag design and the flag-adoption
process.*!

The Massachusetts legislature soon chartered a
“Special Commission on Official Seal and Motto of
the Commonwealth”. As the state seal appears on the
flag, the commission had to consider the flag as well,
either by putting a new seal on the flag or designing a
completely new flag. NAVA member Micah Whit-
son, who had moved from Mississippi to Massachu-
setts, was named by the governor to the commission.

However, through two legislative cycles, the commis-
sion floundered without adequate funding or staffing,
ending its work in 2023 endorsing change but failing
to effectively propose anything.** The issues have not
subsided, so further action can be expected.

Other States

Currently several other states have flag-change under
way in various stages: Illinois,* Maine,* Michi-
gan,® and New Hampshire.*® Vexillologists will like-
ly become directly involved in those efforts as well;
they are already offering opinions and media inter-
views.

HrEA RN
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New Hampshire, 1909.
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Conclusion

In the past 25 years, the pace of change among U.S.
state flags has accelerated. Concurrently, the partici-
pation of vexillologists in that change has increased.
We have shared our flag-design expertise as instiga-
tors, advocates, creators, refiners, judges, and process
consultants. Several states, including Georgia, Mis-
sissippi, Utah, and Minnesota, have changed their
flags, reflecting and incorporating guidance from
NAVA and its members. Several more efforts are
under way, including Massachusetts, Illinois, Maine,
Michigan, and New Hampshire. Because no central
authority governs flag design and adoption in the
U.S., the role of NAVA—through its publications,
surveys, and members’ efforts—has become more
important. Involvement by at least 20 NAVA mem-
bers can be identified in these redesign efforts.*” This
participation by members of the vexillological com-
munity marks a significant change from the past—
when we were on the outside of most state flag
change—and it has delivered a higher standard of flag
design in new flags.
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