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Our Leaders Are Not Us
 by David Litt, Adapted from The New York Times, Februray 22nd, 2026 
Before leaving for the airport to catch my flight to Milan, I bought one full-size American flag, four 8-by-12-inch flags and two backup smaller flags, just in case. Then — because of Minneapolis, because U.S. Olympic officials had to change the name of its athlete hangout from Ice House to Winter House, because of the Donroe Doctrine and because many Americans, including some Olympians, are struggling with what it means to represent and root for their country right now — I wondered how comfortable I should be about waving them. I needn’t have worried. Even though we were in the stands to watch a zero-sum competition among nations, I can’t imagine a stronger rebuke of nationalism than the one that was delivered by fans at this year’s Winter Games. Whenever my wife and I entered Olympic venues, we witnessed unfussy, entirely organic displays of the difference between patriotism and nationalism: thousands of people, all cheering loudly for their countries while recognizing others’ right to cheer equally loudly for theirs.

The spirit inside the venues was one the TV broadcast often alludes to but can’t fully capture. Yes, one nation’s thrill of victory is another’s agony of defeat. Yet the drive for excellence that the Olympics celebrate — and the courage, triumph and heartbreak of the men and women who compete there — speaks to elements of the human condition that effortlessly cross borders. A middle-aged German woman offered to help us hoist our big flag each time an American took the ice. Her son, Robert Kunkel, was competing in that evening’s pairs figure skating short program, so in a moment of bilateral cooperation we helped her raise an equally big banner with his face on it. I spent a week at the Games and never saw a single display of national aggression or even resentment. While JD Vance was booed loudly during the opening ceremony in Milan, the American team was cheered. People can tell the difference; our leaders, however misguided, are not us.
On Thursday night the loudest cheers I heard were for Alysa Liu’s powerful, mesmerizing, joyous, life-affirming, gold-medal-winning free skate. But before that, the audience got nearly as loud for the Swiss skater Kimmy Repond, who finished second to last. Repond had just fallen for a second time. Her chances to set a season’s personal best score, let alone to win a medal, had vanished. Yet judging by the crowd’s reaction as she got back to her feet and resumed skating, you would have thought she was the champion of the world. There were at least a dozen nationalities represented around us in the stands that night. Yet something that tied us together — other than a desire to see our own athletes win, of course — was the shared belief that in difficult times, there is nothing more impressive, nothing more Olympian, than figuring out a way to muddle through.

With our wallets, our attention, our time and our collective groans with every fall and cheers for every newly realized lifelong dream, the world’s citizens are sending a message: We proudly root for our countries, but we are more than just our countries. And in many cases we are better — much better — than the governments in charge of them.

