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	Protect ideals: Hatch should quit using flag as a re-election tool

	CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT

	
Salt Lake Tribune

	

	When there is a proposed constitutional amendment in the U.S. Senate to ban desecration of the flag, rest assured Sen. Orrin Hatch of Utah is running for re-election. 


    The senator's proposed amendment contains a mere 17 words: "The Congress shall have power to prohibit the physical desecration of the flag of the United States." He claims that Congress had that right for more than "200 years, until, in a case decided 16 years ago, the U.S. Supreme Court "found a previously unknown constitutional right to desecrate the flag." 


    In fact, what the court held, in a 5-4 ruling, is that desecration of the flag is speech protected by the First Amendment, which, by the way, dates to 1791. Therefore, a statute that prohibited desecration was unconstitutional. 


    We agree with the court that it is more important to protect the right to free expression in a free society than it is to protect a symbol of that society. The reason that protesters occasionally burn a flag the practice is rare is because it is such a powerful symbol. Precisely because flag-burning is a potent form of expression, it deserves constitutional protection. In short, the court was right. 


    Unfortunately, Hatch is not alone in his periodic quest to protect the flag. After the court ruling, the U.S. House passed a proposed amendment five times. The Senate has voted twice but failed to produce the required two-thirds majority in 1995 and again in the 1999-"2000 session, when Hatch was last campaigning for re-election. 


    There is a current parallel to flag-burning that should give Americans, and Sen. Hatch, pause. There has been widespread support recently in this country and among other democratic nations for the right of a Danish cartoonist to publish an unflattering depiction of the Muslim prophet Muhammad. If Americans are willing to support the right of free people to caricature a prophet held sacred by more than a billion Muslims, they had better be willing to protect the right of someone to burn a U.S. flag. 


    The flag symbolizes our free nation, where people can put an exclamation point on their opinion by burning that symbol, marching with a sign or drawing a cartoon. 


    For his part, Hatch chooses to ignore the fact that his amendment would, in the name of this cherished symbol, suppress the most fundamental of all American values, freedom of expression. Instead of using the flag as a re-election tool, he should be more devoted to guarding the ideals it stands for. 


