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On June 14, 1777, the Second Continental Congress officially adopted the flag of the United States, 

agreeing that “the flag of the thirteen United States be thirteen stripes, alternate red and white; that 

the union be thirteen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.” Though the number 

of stars and the pattern of that constellation have been altered through the years, their meaning has 

not changed. In fact, most flags that exist today are designed to signify something about the place 

or people that they represent. Often these can be a shared history, culture, or religion, which people 

express through their choices in flag colors and shapes. Read below to learn what some of those 

symbols mean and then use the space to create a flag of your own. 

STARS  Stars can often represent the different states or territories of a nation. The stars 

on the United States flag represent the 50 states. There are also stars on the flags of 

Brazil (left) and Australia. George Washington’s Standard (above), the flag that he used 

to mark his presence on the battlefield and is in the Museum’s collection, has 13 stars on 

it to represent the 13 new American states.

STRIPES OR BARS  Sometimes big, sometimes small, many flags have vertical or 

horizontal bars of color on them. Flags with three blocks of colors (vertical or horizontal) 

on them are called “tribars.”

COLORS  Colors can also be symbolic, though they mean different things to different 

cultures. For instance, the red in the flag of France (above left) represents brotherhood, 

while in China (left), red is considered good luck. Blue often represents the sky or the sea, 

while white is considered symbolic of peace or harmony.

COMBINING SYMBOLS  Flags can change over time as the political or geographic 

nature of the country that flag represents changes. For instance, the United Kingdom 

is represented by the “Union Jack” (left) which is a combination of the flags of England, 

Northern Ireland, and Scotland.

Some flags around the world even use words, geometric shapes, or animals. 

If you were creating a flag to represent where you live, what would it look like? 
Design your flag on the next page. Show us!

Washington Headquarters Flag

North America; 1777-1783; Silk and Linen
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